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Introduction

HAROLD INNIS

Harold Adams Innis (1894–1952) was originator or co-originator of two
schools of thought. In the late 1920s and through the 1930s, he co-
founded and became the most prolific expositor of the staples thesis of
Canadian economic development, also known as the Toronto School of
Economics. Then, in the last decade or so of his abbreviated life, he inau-
gurated medium theory,1 sometimes called The Toronto School of Communi-
cation,2 thereby qualifying also as a co-founder in North America (with
Wilbur Schramm) of communication/media studies. Such remarkable
achievements induced political economist and staples theorist Mel Wat-
kins to exclaim that Innis is “without doubt the most distinguished social
scientist and historian, and one of the most distinguished intellectuals,
that Canada has ever produced.”3

Watkins is far from alone. John Bonnett enthuses that “Innis is among
the most profound thinkers Canada has ever produced,”4 while Daniel
Drache pronounced that “Harold Adams Innis remains far and away
Canada’s most brilliant political economist.”5 Similarly, according to
Donald Creighton, “It would be difficult to think of another Canadian
scholar whose stature equals or approaches that of Harold Adams In-
nis.”6 For James Carey, meanwhile, “Innis’s work . . . is the great achieve-
ment in communications on this continent.”7 Finally, according to Neil
Postman, Innis was “the father of modern communication studies.”8

Rarely is high acclaim unanimously given, and Innis certainly has had
detractors. Foundational mainstream media scholars in the United States
particularly were prone to dismiss Innis curtly as a “media determinist”9

and as a “technological determinist,”10 or (more commonly) to ignore
him entirely. More recently, Menahem Blondheim belittled Innis’s work
as being “more like a bag of tricks played on his fellow scholars” than
serious scholarship, attesting further that Innis’s texts abound with “in-
consistencies . . . from non-sequiturs in the reasoning to glaring contra-
dictions between interpretations, between data, and between data and
interpretation.”11 British scholar, Richard Collins, likewise detected little
merit in Innis’s work, declaring:

[Innis] does not link his magpie collection of fascinating facts with his
major propositions, does not demonstrate to the reader the necessity of
his conclusions. . . . For a skeptical reader, Innis offers only a set of take

xiii
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or leave it dogmas, the arbitrariness of which is camouflaged by a thick
frosting of sparkling information—facts lining the nest of an intellectu-
al magpie and concealing the fundamental intellectual disorderliness of
Innis’s system.12

On August 12, 2006, the late Hanno Hardt inadvertently planted the seed
which became this book. Hardt invited me to prepare a paper for Javnost-
The Public on Innis as one of the “lost or forgotten” media scholars.13 I
was taken aback by the invitation. To that point I had not thought of Innis
as being either “lost” or “forgotten.” In Canada, actually, there was then
(and continues to be) a good deal of Innis-related scholarship. In addition
to a steady stream of academic articles and books about or drawing heav-
ily on Innis,14 Alexander John Watson’s magisterial biography of 2006
particularly stands out among the others.15 Also seminal are Robin
Neill’s “intellectual biography,”16 and “reminisces” by Eric Havelock17

complete with introduction by Marshall McLuhan.18 Innis-inspired an-
thologies19 and reprints of his famous media/communication books with
new introductions by established scholars were then, and continue to be,
published. Moreover, Innis’s essays have continued to be compiled for
publication,20 and media/economic work in the style of Innis is not un-
common.21 In Canada, Innis has neither been forgotten nor lost, and he
remains, for some, one of the most—if not the most—distinguished of
Canadian scholars.

But, take away the books published in Toronto and Montreal, the
demonstrable interest in Innis wanes considerably. Indeed, six years
prior to Hardt’s invitation, I had myself noted that the trajectory Innis set
for media/communication studies in Canada differed fundamentally
from mainstream American media/communication scholarship.22 Glanc-
ing through mainstream histories of media/communication thought by
American scholars, one finds scant reference to Harold Adams Innis.23

Innis does not even appear in the Index to Bounds and Jajmohan’s an-
thology on “neglected media critics”!24 Even those few American scholars
who seem to have based substantial portions of their work on an Innisian
foundation acknowledge little, if any, indebtedness to Innis.25 As Ronald
Deibert remarks, “Innis has been ‘canonized’ in Canada but largely ig-
nored in the U.S.”26

There were, of course, exceptions, the major one being James W. Car-
ey (1934–2006). Carey’s article, “Harold Adams Innis and Marshall
McLuhan,” first appeared in 196727 and has frequently been reprinted
since; arguably, that piece opened up Innis’s media/communication
scholarship to Canadian media scholars, for to that point Innis’s media
work had been largely overlooked even in Canada. Through the years,
Carey continued to publish usually compelling articles expounding upon
or extending Innis’s thought.28
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That being said, Carey’s treatment of Innis, I will argue, was partial or
selective. In any event, Carey’s championing of Innis fell largely on deaf
ears in America—for reasons to be elaborated on in this book.

It should be added that Marshall McLuhan, even prior to Carey’s
work, frequently claimed to be “a disciple” of Harold Innis. While McLu-
han’s deference and homage undoubtedly increased awareness of Innis
as a media theorist, McLuhan was not what one would call a gracious
writer. In fact, McLuhan’s scholarship during the 1960s was suspect for
many,29 quite possibly detracting from any praise he bestowed.30 In any
event, McLuhan’s version of medium theory differed substantially from
Innis’s, even to the point of antithesis!31

Although McLuhan and Carey provided the invaluable service of fa-
miliarizing much larger audiences with the name, Harold Innis and with
some of his media/communication thought, the intent in this book is to
present a broader, fuller, more complete (one might say, a no-holds
barred) representation of Innis’s media writings.

A number of questions ran through my mind while responding to
Hanno Hardt’s request. Is Innis’s stature in Canada as a revered media/
communication scholar warranted by his work, or is it more a case of
Canadian scholars championing a native son? How can one test whether
Innis warrants the acclaim he has received and receives in Canada? If his
acclaim is warranted, why has he not achieved much recognition abroad,
particularly in the U.S.? What might Innis have contributed to interna-
tional media/communication scholarship had celebrated non-Canadian
scholars been more inclined to consult/confront him? What might Innis
have learned (or Innisian scholars today learn) from such confrontations/
comparisons? And what is/should be Innis’s legacy for the first quarter of
the twenty-first century?

In attempting to provide some answers to these questions, not only do
I make full use of Innis’s hitherto neglected Political Economy in the Mod-
ern State and other seldom cited writings, I also draw attention to Innis’s
more controversial positions that have been largely overlooked. Further-
more, I juxtapose Innis’s thought on select media/communication topics
with that of two well-known American scholars, Wilbur Schramm and
Noam Chomsky.

WILBUR SCHRAMM

Writing in the mid-1990s, renowned American media scholar, Everett
Rogers, asserted that Wilbur Schramm (1907–1987) “was the founder of
the [communication study] field.” Rogers explained that Schramm “set in
motion the patterns of scholarly work in communication study that con-
tinue to this day.”32
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Elsewhere, Rogers extended his homage, proposing (with co-author
Steven Chaffee) that Schramm was not merely “the founder of communi-
cation study . . . in America, but in the world”33 —a more contentious
proposition, certainly, unless and until one understands that by communi-
cation study these authors (consistently with Schramm) meant quantita-
tive, empirical, experimental, social scientific approaches to detecting and
measuring media effects—a narrow definition, certainly, for what is other-
wise a wide ranging, interdisciplinary, even speculative and philosophi-
cal field of inquiry. Given that definition of communication study, howev-
er, Rogers and Chaffee certainly had justification to accord Schramm
with worldwide founder status: in no other country than the United
States was the foundational mainstream scholarship so driven by (and
confined to) positivistic, quantitative, experimental methods, and
Schramm (as documented in this book) certainly played a foundational
role in that regard. In England, by way of contrast, Raymond Williams,
Richard Hoggart, E. P. Thompson, and Stuart Hall all largely eschewed
quantitative approaches,34 as did the Frankfurt School of Germany,35

postmodern theorists in France,36 and, of course, Harold Innis and Mar-
shall McLuhan in Canada. For thirty years at least, however, quantitative,
experimental methodology typified the American mainstream. Arguably,
it still does.

Intellectual historian, Timothy Glander—in most ways critical of
Schramm’s contribution—is another who acknowledges that Schramm
“is widely considered to be the individual most responsible for the devel-
opment of the field of mass communication research in the United
States.”37 Likewise, Christopher Simpson—another critic—remarks that
Schramm “is widely credited as the single most important definer of U.S.
mass communication studies of his day.”38 According to mainstream in-
tellectual historian Jesse Delia similarly, Schramm was “the most impor-
tant figure in the development of mass communication within the jour-
nalism tradition—and arguably in the history of communication re-
search;” Delia then astutely added, however, that Schramm’s influence
was heightened by “his role in institutionalizing communication research
in American higher education,”39 a point echoed by Jefferson Pooley, for
whom Schramm was “almost single-handedly responsible for the mass
communication field’s institutionalization.”40

Among admirers and critics alike, then, Schramm’s influence was and
still is regarded as seminal. And that influence stemmed not only from
his scholarship, but also from his administrative and editorial endeavors
and acumen.

To the best of my knowledge, Schramm and Innis to this point have
never been compared, even though it seems self-evident that they should
be, given their foundational status in their respective countries and the
fact they were nearly contemporaries. Perhaps one reason for this ab-
sence is that comparing Schramm and Innis would inevitably afford Innis



Introduction xvii

greater attention and status than the mainstream of U.S. scholarship is
inclined to give—calling attention thereby to a radically different, if not
indeed antithetical, mode of media/communication research.

To attain greater insight into the merits (and demerits) of Innis’s schol-
arship, it seems essential to compare and contrast it with what it is not.
Schramm is an ideal subject for that inquiry.

NOAM CHOMSKY

While reading Innis’s long out-of-print Political Economy in the Modern
State for the first time several years ago, two thoughts ran through my
mind: first, how different Innis is from the template fixated by James
Carey, Marshall McLuhan, and their derivatives. And, second, Noam
Chomsky!

Mel Watkins writes that Chomsky may well be “the greatest intellec-
tual of the English-speaking world.”41 The New York Times famously pro-
claimed him to be “the most important intellectual alive”—albeit on ac-
count of his linguistics, not his media/communication scholarship.

Sometimes tributes come from the most unexpected of quarters: hav-
ing just attended three Chomsky lectures at Columbia University in De-
cember 2013, Stanley Fish effused that he had just seen and heard a
master at work: “The term ‘master class’ is a bit overused,” wrote Fish,
“but I feel no hesitation in using it here. It was a master class taught by a
master, and if someone were to ask me what exactly is it that academics
do, I would point to these lectures and say, simply, here it is, the thing
itself.”42

Noam Chomsky is author or co-author of over one hundred books
(many of them compilations of speeches, interviews, and previously pub-
lished articles). He has been an invited lecturer at some of the world’s
most prestigious universities. In 1969, for instance, he delivered the John
Locke lectures at Oxford, in 1970 the Bertrand Russell Memorial Lecture
at Cambridge, in 1972 the Nehru Memorial Lecture in New Delhi, in 1977
the Huizinga Lecture in Leiden,43 in 1988 the Massey Lectures at the
University of Toronto, and in 2013 the John Dewey Lectures at Columbia
University. He was the most cited living scholar between 1980 and 1992
(according to the Arts and Humanities Citation Index), and in an interna-
tional survey (2005) was voted the world’s top public intellectual.44 He is
the eighth most cited author, living or dead—just behind Plato and
Sigmund Freud.45 He has been awarded honorary degrees by many uni-
versities, including the American University at Beirut (2013) and my
own—The University of Western Ontario (2000).46 In May 2013 Chomsky
received the 11th Annual Human Rights Award from Global Exchange.
At MIT, although now retired, Chomsky is Institute Professor, and MIT
offers an endowed Chair bearing his name.
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However, it is an understatement that not everyone is appreciative of
Chomsky’s work. The Anti Chomsky Reader, possibly the most vitriolic of
all, compares Chomsky to L. Ron Hubbard, maintaining he is a “cult
figure.”47 According to the book’s editors, Chomsky has “a deep disre-
gard of, and contempt for, the truth; a monumental disdain for standards
of inquiry; a relentless strain of self-promotion.” Moreover, he makes
“notable descents into incoherence” and displays “a penchant for verbal-
ly abusing those who disagree with him.”48 There are a plethora of other
accusations also, too venomous and egregious to bear repeating here.

Richard Posner, another critic (albeit more moderate in tone than the
preceding), acquiesces that Chomsky has had an “immensely distin-
guished academic career”; Posner then asks, in effect, given such excel-
lence, why would Chomsky waste so much time doing political-econom-
ic studies?49

Some professors write as public intellectuals out of passionate convic-
tion, a felt duty to “bear witness” regardless of the likely impact of their
public-intellectual work. How else to explain the enormous volume of
Noam Chomsky’s political writings . . . which have taken a great deal
of time away from his immensely distinguished academic career and
yet have received little public attention, much of it derisory?50

By Posner’a account, then, Chomsky’s political-economic analyses of me-
dia, communication, and knowledge production/education, do not con-
stitute part of his “immensely distinguished academic career” and have
received little public attention. Robert Barsky, Chomsky’s biographer,
somewhat similarly notes: “Most of [Chomsky’s] criticisms of American
policy, past and present, are [left unmentioned] in the mainstream press,”
as well as being largely ignored by “instructors and professors who teach
history or politics [in the U.S.].”51

One may begin to sense a pattern. As just seen, Innis became re-
nowned in Canada as the country’s foremost academic on account of his
work in economic history (the staples thesis), in consequence of which he
was even named president of the American Economics Association—the
only Canadian residing in Canada, to my knowledge, to be so-honored.52

But, moving to political-economic studies in media and communication
in his last decade, like Chomsky (albeit much more moderately) Innis
was ignored and maligned in the United States by the media/communica-
tion and political science mainstreams.53 These similarities alone, one
might think, warrant closer scrutiny of Innis alongside Chomsky. In any
event, it is surely of some interest to compare the thinking of two scholars
who have been identified (albeit not unanimously) as being the foremost
thinkers that their respective countries have produced—especially given
that their research interests overlap so much.
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PLAN FOR THE BOOK

Part I is devoted to Innis—to his life and his thought. It comprises the
next six chapters. I begin in chapter 1 by briefly covering essential ground
well-known to Innis aficionados—albeit, hopefully, adding some new
insights along the way. In chapter 2, however, and in the second half of
chapter 3 and thereafter, I depart significantly from the Carey-McLuhan
and the largely contemporary understanding of Innis, breaking (I be-
lieve) significant new ground with regard to Innis’s positions and inten-
tions.

Parts II and III, address, respectively, the media writings of Wilbur
Schramm and Noam Chomsky, albeit always in the context of Innis’s
thought. Although Schramm in one sense is the American analog of Innis
(or Innis the Canadian analog of Schramm), both being the scholars who
did most to inaugurate media studies in their respective countries, what
they inaugurated is largely antithetical. Schramm only infrequently al-
luded to Innis, and when he did it was either derisively or to misinterpret
what Innis said. Innis referred to Schramm by name even less. But, as
developed below, it is likely Innis would have rejected most of
Schramm’s scholarship. By comparing Schramm and Innis, key questions
and issues—some quite ancient, others quite contemporary—come to the
fore regarding scholarship in general and media scholarship in particu-
lar: practicality vs. search for truth; political economy of scholarship; hid-
den agendas in scholarship; scholarship undertaken at the margins vs. at
centers of power; linear vs. dialectical thinking; medium theory vs. media
theory; the role of experts, education, media, and persuasion in demo-
cratic society; education as indoctrination; and much else.

Chomsky is another story altogether. Differences certainly abound be-
tween Chomsky and Innis: in his scholarship, if not in his personal life,
Innis was a pessimist and in some ways an arch-conservative; he was an
anti-democrat disinclined to put much stock in the intellectual prowess of
the broader public. On the other hand, he definitely was not one with an
authoritarian predisposition regarding governance. In contrast, Chomsky
(at least until recently54) has been an optimist; he is a progressive, a
democrat, and an egalitarian. These differences are real, and many read-
ers of this book initially might consider these disparities to be of such
magnitude that these scholars could share little if any common ground.
The present author emphatically disagrees. I will argue in this book that
their commonalities overwhelm their differences, and moreover that
these commonalities go a long way to explaining their disrepute and/or
neglect within mainstream American scholarship.

The final chapter is intended to be suggestive regarding the relevance
of Innis for an age of network capitalism. The claim made there is that
Innis’s work, far from being obsolesced by the arrival of digital media, is
now more relevant than ever. Innis was prescient, his writings foreshad-
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owed and anticipated much that is important to our contemporary condi-
tion. Innis also is suggestive of root causes for our current malaise; his
methods of analysis remain fecund; and he is suggestive of individual
and collective strategies in response.
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THE EARLY YEARS

Harold Adams Innis was born near the village of Otterville in rural
southwestern Ontario, on November 5, 1894. He grew up in a devoutly
Baptist home situated on a dairy farm, where reading materials were
scarce—mostly the Bible and Family Herald.1 For primary education he
attended a one-room schoolhouse.

As a child and youth, Innis was immersed in the cycles of nature. In
his teens he helped fund his education by hunting and trapping.2 In his
maturity he proudly described himself as a “dirt economist” who visited
the regions about which he wrote to gain familiarity with the landscape
and talk to the miners, trappers, lumberjacks, fishers, and so forth.3 Fa-
mously, in the summer of 1924, he canoed with a friend 2,000 miles in the
northern Canadian wilderness as part of his research into the fur trade.4

However, as well as evoking Innis’s rustic beginnings and lifetime
preoccupation with material, lived conditions (as opposed to abstract,
mathematical theorizing),5 the phrase, dirt economist, can connote also his
commitment to what biographer John Watson calls a “hinterland per-
spective.”6 About 1920, newly arrived at the University of Toronto, Innis
decided to develop a distinctively “Canadian” economic theory on
grounds that theories developed in older, richer, industrialized countries
(England, the United States, and France) distort understanding if and
when applied, without qualification, to emergent, peripheral ones. Innis
maintained that economic history and economic theory should be closely
integrated: that theory should explain history, and history should be a
means of testing theory.7 These were (and remain) far from mainstream
positions.

3
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Another important aspect of Innis’s early years was his religious zeal.
A series of vignettes provided by John Watson, Donald Creighton, and
Carl Berger illustrate this well: in his early teens, Innis attended church
every Sunday and participated in Baptist youth activities. As a university
student, his “favourite entertainment” was attending talks by visiting
evangelical preachers.8 His career goal prior to the so-called Great War
was to enter the ministry.9 Upon enlisting in the armed services in 1916,
he confided to his sister, “If I had no faith in Christianity, I don’t think I
would go.”10

But the war took its toll. He spent “eight months in the mud and lice
and rats [in the trenches] of France.”11 In addition to witnessing deaths
and injuries first hand, grim as that must have been, Innis was himself
seriously wounded in France in 1917.12 After eight months convales-
cence, he returned home, not just an invalid but a psychological casualty.
Watson writes that although “it would take his physical wound seven
years to heal, his psychological wounds would last a lifetime.”13 In the
late winter of 1937, according to his biographers, Innis experienced a
“mental breakdown” which his friend, Donald Creighton, described as
“grave”;14 John Watson writes that Innis was “bedridden during the
month of March 1937.” 15

The changes to Innis’s outlook resulting from the war were manifold.
Before the war, he had actively sought out preachers; after the war,
preaching for him was an “obscenity.”16 Far from anticipating a career in
the ministry, by the war’s end Innis viewed the church as another “ag-
glomeration of power . . . to be profoundly distrusted.”17 Now a “con-
verted pacifist,”18 Innis’s perhaps largely dormant penchant for anti-au-
thoritarianism rose to the surface.19 He regarded with contempt civil
servants and those university professors who flocked to comfortable of-
fices in Ottawa to make wartime “contributions.”20 One senses that In-
nis’s war experiences—particularly their disconnect with the rosy, patri-
otic pictures propagated by church and state to induce enlistments—
were major factors instilling in him lifelong aversions to illusion and to
abstract (mathematical) theorizing, and implanted in him also a compul-
sion to seek the truth regardless of costs.

Despite the agnosticism of his mature years, Innis’s early religious
zeal, according to Creighton, had lifelong consequences: “a strict sense of
values and the feeling of devotion to a cause”; also a belief in the intrinsic
worth of the individual,21 and [in keeping with his Baptist upbringing] a
distrust of hierarchies, organizations, and dignities.22

In 1918, MA in hand, Innis journeyed to the University of Chicago to
take summer courses in political economy, intending to enter law school
in Toronto that fall. Enthused particularly by the iconoclastic teachings of
maverick economist Frank Knight (1885–1972), Innis abruptly changed
course, remaining at Chicago to pursue a PhD. Under the supervision of
economic historian C. W. Wright, he prepared a dissertation on the histo-
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ry of the Canadian Pacific Railway. In the late summer of 1920, Chicago’s
doctoral requirements completed, he joined the Department of Political
Economy at the University of Toronto as a lecturer.

INNIS AT CHICAGO

Innis’s time at Chicago merits further consideration. His friend, J. B. Breb-
ner, recalled that his two years there “formed him in so far as so indepen-
dent a mind could be moulded.”23 Let us take a look particularly at two
of the major influences.

Frank Knight

Frank Knight (along with Jacob Viner) is often credited with establish-
ing the first Chicago School of Economics—as distinct from the neoclassi-
cism of later Chicagoans such as Milton Friedman, George Stigler, Ronald
Coase, and Gary Becker. Unlike those later neoclassical economists,
Knight did not base his advocacy of free markets on high theory or ab-
straction. Nor did he presume ubiquitous competition and flexible prices
with everything tending toward equilibrium and optimality. Rather,
Knight’s conservative libertarian prescriptions were based on deep skep-
ticism. He presumed that (as one interpreter put it) “we simply are not
smart enough to control one another’s economic choices . . . that the
power of human reason [is insufficient] to improve the human condi-
tion.”24 Also, unlike the later Chicago School, Knight denied that eco-
nomics is, or ever can be, value free: “Reality is not what is logical, but
what it suits our purposes to treat as real,” Knight claimed. “Reality is the
sum of the factors which condition purposive activity, including purpo-
sive thought.”25 In this regard, we may detect a foreshadowing of Innis’s
career-long concern with “biases” (i.e., misunderstanding). As an aside,
(and developed particularly in chapter 2), Innis certainly departed, how-
ever, from Knight’s position with regard to truth and objective value.

Knight also maintained that on account of human impulsiveness and
irrationality, economic theory is of very limited use—even regarding eco-
nomic matters narrowly construed!26 (Members of the contemporary Chica-
go School, again, would be aghast at that proposition,27 but Innis
adopted it wholeheartedly). Innis considered economics to be (in Carl
Berger’s words) a “frail instrument for understanding,”28 and once
quipped: “But let me warn you that any exposition by an economist
which explains the problems and their solutions with perfect clarity is
certainly wrong.”29

In fact, Innis went beyond Knight in his skepticism, charging that when
small countries adopt economic theories developed in richer, industrial-
ized ones, they open themselves to “a new form of exploitation.”30 The
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mainstream economics discipline, is crafted to benefit the rich and power-
ful at the expense of the poor and frail,31 Innis believed. He declared:
“The bias of economics makes the best economists come from powerful
countries.”32 The task of the honest scholar (as opposed to the sycophan-
tic “expert”), according to Innis, is to sift through the biases, distortions,
and platitudes of mainstream scholarship to expose mainline doctrines
and analyses for what they really are—tools to enhance elite power and
to exploit: “We need a sociology or a philosophy of the social sciences
and particularly of economics, an economic history of knowledge or an
economic history of economic history.”33

After he left Chicago, Innis remained “in constant contact”34 with
Knight.

Veblen

Thorstein Veblen was another skeptic who impacted mightily on Innis
at Chicago. Innis has even been called, “the Canadian Veblen.”35 Innis’s
exposure to Veblen, however, was indirect as that iconoclastic malcontent
had been eased out of Chicago years before. Innis, though, attended a
“small, informal group,”36 inaugurated by Knight to discuss Veblen’s
work even though (or perhaps because) Veblen was by then an outcast so
far as respectable mainstream economics circles were concerned—un-
doubtedly in part because he published “devastating attacks on the es-
tablished economic theories”37 and belittled mainstream economists as
being “mere taxonomists.”38 Innis accepted Veblen’s major contention
that economics should entail the study of processes of institutional growth
and decay,39 although he clearly rejected Veblen’s recommendation that
engineers become society’s governors. Like Veblen, Innis maintained also
that technologies (“industrial arts,” in Veblen’s terminology) are key fac-
tors shaping values.40

In 1929, the year of Veblen’s death, Innis published both a tribute to
Veblen and an annotated bibliography of his writings—courageous acts,
given the “anti-Veblen campaign [that had] plagued American univer-
sities for a quarter of a century.” As Horace Gray recounted, “Some facul-
ty men lost their posts for suspected Veblenism, others were denied ap-
pointments and promotions.”41 Despite this, Innis pronounced that Ve-
blen’s contributions equaled those of the beloved Adam Smith—a heresy
of gargantuan proportions!42 Innis’s public endorsement of Veblen, inci-
dentally, occurred before he had attained recognition as an established
scholar, and must be considered very courageous—whether or not one
agrees with Innis on Veblen.
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Mary Quayle

Highly significant also with regard to Innis’s time at Chicago was his
meeting Mary Emma Quayle, a student who attended his winter 1919
course in elementary economics. Although her primary interest was liter-
ature, they fell in love and married in 1921. They raised four children.

Mary Quayle certainly influenced Harold Innis’s scholarship. For one
thing, Harold collaborated with Mary to produce “the first textbook of
Canadian economic history.” An Economic History of Canada (1935)43

served “an entire generation as their introduction to Canadian economic
history.”44 Moreover, after Harold’s death, Mary assisted in preparing
revised editions of The Cod Fisheries (1954) and The Fur Trade in Canada
(1956). She also assembled the collection of Innis’s papers published
under the title, Essays in Canadian Economic History (1956). And, in 1972,
she revised and edited a new edition of Empire and Communications.45

Chicago School of Social Thought

The term, “Chicago School,” sometimes denotes not economics at Chi-
cago, but rather the “Chicago School of Social Thought”46 or “Chicago
Sociology,” whose members include John Dewey, George Herbert Mead,
Robert Park, and Charles Cooley. For James Carey, those four, plus jour-
nalist Franklin Ford, inaugurated “scholarship on communication . . . in
the United States.”47

Innis was at Chicago when both Park and Mead were on staff. Mar-
shall McLuhan suggested that Park exerted a strong influence on Innis.48

Others have noted, however, that no record exists of Innis ever meeting
Park—or Mead, for that matter. Even more significantly, perusing Innis’s
footnotes and bibliographies one detects how assiduously he avoided
referencing Dewey and Park. Blondheim suggests that Innis was likely
quite familiar with both authors, but disagreeing with them, chose to
ignore them.49

The Chicago School is treated briefly in part II with regard to the
origins of Media Studies in the United States.50 The essential point for
present purposes is that the Chicago School’s influence on Innis seems to
have been slight to nonexistent.

INNIS AT TORONTO

Phase 1: The Railway

At Toronto, an immediate priority for Innis was revising for publica-
tion his doctoral dissertation on the Canadian Pacific Railway. However,
soon after completing that project he grew dissatisfied, even to the point
of rejecting its main contention—namely, that the CPR had countered
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“natural” economic and political forces running north and south. In his
preface to The Fur Trade in Canada, indeed, Innis proposed instead that
Canada had emerged “not in spite of geography, but because of it.”51

It is no mere accident that the present Dominion [of Canada] coincides
roughly with the fur-trading areas of northern North America . . . The
Northwest Company was the forerunner of the present confedera-
tion . . . “The lords of the lakes and forest have passed away” but their
work will endure in the boundaries of the Dominion of Canada and in
Canadian institutional life. . . . The fur trade permitted the extension of
the combination of authority and independence across the northern
half of the continent.52

Phase 2: Staples53

With his paper, “The Teaching of Economic History in Canada”
(1929), and his book on the fur trade (1930), Innis presented his version of
the staples thesis, which would preoccupy him for portions of the follow-
ing decade. According to Mel Watkins, “the staple approach to the study
of economic history . . . is Canada’s most distinctive contribution to politi-
cal economy.”54

W. A. Mackintosh of Queen’s University (Kingston, Ontario) actually
inaugurated staples studies in 1923 with his article, “Economic Factors in
Canadian History.”55 However, Mackintosh’s version differs fundamen-
tally from Innis’s. According to Mackintosh, staples enabled “pioneer
communities [such as Canada] to come into close contact with the com-
mercial world” and thereby “leave behind the disabilities of a pioneer
existence.”56 For Innis, to the contrary, the important point about staples
was not growth, but dependence57: “The economic history of Canada has
been dominated by the discrepancy between the centre and the margin of
western civilization.”58 And again, “Canada has never been self-suffi-
cient and her existence has depended primarily on trade with other coun-
tries.”59 Specifically, “agriculture, industry, transportation, trade, fi-
nance, and governmental activities tend to become subordinate to the
production of the staple for a more highly specialized community.”60

When a staple is the leading economic sector of new (“developing”)
countries, Innis maintained, it skews or biases development. A task of
authentic (as opposed to “kept”) economists, consequently—again ac-
cording to Innis—is to identify and classify the spread effects.61

Moreover, as Watkins remarks, for Innis a “serious pitfall is that the
[emerging] economy may get caught in a ‘staple trap,’”62 meaning that
rigidities arising from the exploitation of staples become self-perpetuat-
ing.63 Whereas mainstream (neoclassical) economists propose a law of
comparative advantage with no rigidities—whereby developing countries
purportedly benefit from specializing in staples if that is where their
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relative efficiencies lie—Innis foresaw countries being forever locked into
staples production to the preclusion of more balanced development.

Another and related departure from the economics orthodoxy con-
cerns Innis’s rejection of the proposition that an unfettered price system
automatically allocates resources optimally. Innis advised that instead of
admiring the purported efficacy of the price system, economists should
reallocate their scarce time and energy into identifying factors giving rise
to the system of relative prices in the first place! In newer countries, Innis
claimed, prices are unduly influenced by interactions with larger, richer
economies; consequently, prices in smaller countries are biased: they tend
to indicate the priorities and valuations of the larger trading partners. In
Innis’s words, “The success of laissez-faire has been paid for by the ex-
ploited areas of which we are one.”64

Innis was out-of-step also with mainstream economists in directing
attention to cultural implications of trade. In perhaps the starkest, harsh-
est, yet understated, declaration he ever made, he pronounced:

The history of the fur trade is the history of contact between two civil-
izations, the European and the North American . . . [bringing] about
such a rapid shift in the prevailing Indian culture as to lead to whole-
sale destruction of the peoples concerned by warfare and disease.65

More generally, Innis’s staples thesis proposed that the rise to predomi-
nance of a new staple, in combination with technological change, invari-
ably produced a period of crisis. Adjustments needed to be made and
new patterns of social interaction came to the fore.66 Groups controlling
the new staple and the new technology associated with it ascended to
power, displacing the group(s) associated with the former ones. “Tech-
nology” in this context connotes particularly modes of transportation:
ship, rail, ox cart, roads.

According to Innis’s historiography, timber supplanted fur. Like fur,
timber “was adapted . . . to the cheap water transportation of the St.
Lawrence.” It contrasted to fur, however, in terms of weight, bulk, and
value.67 Whereas the manufacture of fur products (such as hats) was
undertaken mostly in Europe, timber’s bulk and weight favored process-
ing “close to its source”;68 Canada, therefore, exported squared lumber
instead of raw timber to the United States.

Exports to Europe created immense pressures to utilize the capacity of
otherwise empty returning ships. Innis remarked: “A heavy unbalanced
trade [is] a source of constant disturbance.”69 Imbalance in the case of
lumber, Innis believed, presaged both the abrogation of preferential du-
ties with Britain and the Reciprocity Treaty of 1854 with the United
States.70

Paper is, of course, a major product of timber, and in Eastern Canada a
large number of lumber companies began producing pulp and paper.71

The manufacture of newsprint, however, required “enormous capital
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equipment” giving rise to significant overhead costs,72 thereby inducing
a concentrated industry structure in order to attain economies of scale.
More importantly in terms of Innis’s future scholarship, paper is a me-
dium of communication, and accordingly its production enabled or stim-
ulated the rise of mass media.73

Donald Creighton noted that Innis’s first decade at the University of
Toronto (1920–1930) was filled with frustration and loneliness.74 During
those years, Innis was the only one on staff researching Canadian eco-
nomic history, and he had yet to become an established scholar. In fact,
his book on the fur trade (finally appearing in 1930) was rejected by
several publishers. At one point in his first decade, Innis even resigned
his post because he had been overlooked for promotion by his depart-
ment chair, E. J. Urwick. Wisely, the university reconsidered, as did Innis.

It seems likely that Innis isolated himself, too, through his personal
practices. He was removed from teaching a class in his first year at U of T
for being “too radical.” Also, he refused to wear an academic gown in the
classroom, unlike his colleagues at the time.75 By the early 1930s, howev-
er, particularly with the appearance of The Fur Trade in Canada,76 but also
on account of several other publications, Innis had become an established
and respected scholar. And in 1940, his monumental work, The Cod Fish-
eries: The Story of an International Economy, appeared in print.

For two decades, 1930 to 1952, on account primarily of his staple writ-
ings, Innis was Canada’s preeminent scholar. In 1934, he was appointed
to the Royal Commission, Provincial Economic Inquiry, for the Province
of Nova Scotia;77 in the same year he was nominated a fellow of the
Royal Society of Canada. In 1936, he was promoted to full professor, and
in July 1937 was named head of the Department of Political Economy—
the first Canadian to hold that position. In May 1938, he delivered the
presidential address, “The Penetrative Powers of the Price System,” to
the Canadian Political Science Association. In 1942, he served as presi-
dent of the Economic History Association, and in 1946 was named presi-
dent of the Royal Society of Canada. He was appointed a member of the
Manitoba Royal Commission on Adult Education in 1945, and for 1952
was president of the American Economics Association.78 Innis was also a
member of the Royal Commission on Transportation, 1948–1950. He was
awarded honorary degrees from five universities: Glasgow, Laval,
McMaster, Manitoba, and New Brunswick. At University of Toronto, he
became dean of the Graduate School in 1947, and by all accounts was a
select member of the inner circle governing the university.79 As Innis
awaited death in his Toronto home in the autumn of 1952, Governor
General Vincent Massey called to pay his respects80—likely the highest
honor a private citizen in Canada can receive from his/her government.

But, while enjoying the prestige of high acclaim, Neill remarks, Innis
could not resist allowing his “mild, misanthropic anarchism to show
though.” Neill asks: “What can be said of someone who would give the
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presidential address to the Royal Society in an old tweed jacket and bag-
gy trousers, and who would choose as his topic the extent to which
church and state had combined in Canada to keep the common man
down?”81 (Neill does not even mention that Innis resigned in anger from
an office in the Royal Society to oppose one of its awards; thereby was
“the academic world of Canada,” Creighton writes, “confronted by the
astonishing spectacle of one of its most distinguished members openly
boycotting the proceedings of its most prestigious body!”82). Innis never
played to the audience. In 1948, invited by the administrators of the Beit
fund to give six lectures at Oxford “on any subject in the economic histo-
ry of the British Empire,” he delivered talks on “Empire and Communica-
tions,” scarcely even mentioning the British Empire; many walked out
the first evening, and audiences dwindled noticeably for subsequent lec-
tures.

Innis was frequently self-deprecating. Perhaps even more fundamen-
tally, he often defended the marginalized (and even did so when dis-
agreeing with them!). He insisted on viewing phenomena from the per-
spective of the margin (although I will show in later chapters he did not
put much stock in the intellectual prowess of the broad public).

Although serving on royal commissions and advising governments
on economics affairs, Innis was deadset against political activism on the
part of scholars. There was even an angry public confrontation during the
Depression years between Innis and Frank Underhill on that issue.83

However, as John Watson has so perceptively pointed out, it was not that
Innis opposed scholars influencing public policy; to the contrary, “for
Innis, that was one of the main points of independent scholarship.”84

Innis’s concern, rather, was that direct participation by scholars/intellec-
tuals in politics would corrupt their critical independence. That issue is
explored in greater depth in part III, contrasting Innis with Noam Chom-
sky.

Finally, it should be noted that the staples thesis became marginalized
in Canada after Innis’s death. Earning both a BA and MA in economics
from the University of Western Ontario in the mid to late 1960s, the
present author was not once required, or even encouraged, to read any-
thing by Harold Adams Innis! By that time, evidently, mainstream Cana-
dian economists were pleased to be “part of an undifferentiated North
American profession.”85

Phase 3: Medium Theory

It is in the context of his preeminence in Canadian scholarship and his
acceptance by highly-placed government officials that one should consid-
er Innis’s final mission, which he pursued primarily in his four final
books (and in the previously published articles contained therein). There,
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once again, Innis set off to break new ground, and again he did so in
virtual isolation.

Innis’s work during those final years was much grander in scope than
hitherto. He explored such basic existential categories as time and space,
freedom and control, continuity and change, center and margin, central-
ization and decentralization, individualism and collectivism, fact and il-
lusion, war and peace, authoritarianism and democracy, knowledge and
power, subjectivity and objectivity, truth/persuasion/opinion, propagan-
da, the political economy of scholarship and of education, the evil of
power, and indeed the veritable rise and fall of civilizations. In doing all
this, Innis innovated not merely a new approach for media and commu-
nication studies but also for the study of world history! His novel ap-
proach, today sometimes referred to as medium theory, entailed “the his-
torical and cross-cultural study of the different cultural environments” as
induced or supported “by different media of communication.”86

In developing medium theory, Innis was setting a course for communi-
cation studies that was antithetical to the nascent American mainstream.
In the U.S., mainstream/foundational researchers were intent, for exam-
ple, to discern or propose “laws of the media,” a project that has been
aptly termed “media theory.” For instance, as developed below, most of
the (primarily U.S.) researchers publicly endorsed a “law of minimal me-
dia effects”—a generalization said to encompass all media. Medium theory
and media theory, then, are antonyms with regard to specificity. Innis’s
medium theory contends that different media have different effects and
need to be studied individually; the law of minimal effects is an instance
of media theory that purports to apply to all media.

Finally a caveat, and a response to that caveat. Friesen and Cressman
note correctly that Innis, McLuhan, and the Toronto School today are
“only one aspect of Communication Studies in Canada.” They continue:

Unlike Departments of Communication Studies in the United States
which are oriented to empirical research or the training of journalists
and communications professionals, in Canada, Communication Stud-
ies is an inclusive blend of critical traditions used to study media and
culture, including: Marxism, Frankfurt School, Critical Theory, Femi-
nism, French Post-Structuralism, Phenomenology, Birmingham School,
Cultural Studies, and Sociology. With this critical emphasis, Depart-
ments of Communication in Canada attract students interested in acti-
vism and social justice, with studies of media in the tradition of Innis
and McLuhan being marginalized.87

The authors are undoubtedly correct in noting that communication study
in Canada today encompasses much more than merely Innis, McLuhan,
and their derivatives. However, it is also worth emphasizing that it was
Innis who inaugurated the critical tradition in Canada, which Friesen and
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Cressman describe. Innis set the critical trajectory, which today encom-
passes much more than merely studying Innis.

NOTES
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TWO
Staples Thesis and Medium Theory

One might well ask why Innis, in the mid 1930s,1 at the apex of his career,
chose again to become “lonely and intellectually isolated,”2 again to inau-
gurate and develop a line of research that few understood or appreciat-
ed,3 again to risk ostracism by disputing axioms held as inviolable by the
Canadian and international elite. Numerous commentators have wres-
tled with these questions. Here, I begin by reviewing briefly, but critical-
ly, some of that literature. Pari passu, this critical review and commen-
tary will help delineate relations between the staples thesis and medium
theory, and help identify (in Innis’s eyes) the limitations (or biases) of the
former.

COMMENTATORS’ SPECULATIONS

A Complicated and Contradictory Person

Eric Havelock scanned the surface of Innis’s psychological makeup
and concluded that he “was a complicated and even contradictory per-
son,”4 hinting perhaps that Innis was not quite stable. Maybe that was
why he risked throwing so much away!

Havelock described Innis also as “the radical conservative of his
day,”5 the proverbial insider-outsider who sought after and attained insid-
er status at early and mid career but who seemingly repudiated all that in
choosing, in his final decade, to again become an outsider.6

Havelock’s conjectures, however, seem quite off target. It was not
overweening ambition or lust for power, as Havelock contends,7 that
drove Innis in his early and mid career. Innis did, after all, choose to
inaugurate, in isolation, a new approach to Canadian economics; he fer-
vently berated the economics mainstream for being (as he saw it) an
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instrument for economic exploitation (among other nondesiderata); he
defended and praised Thorstein Veblen, which in those years only people
not fixated on personal advancements would do; he resigned, and later
again threatened to resign, from his position at U of T—on the latter
occasion to support another outsider, Frank Underhill (with whom he
disagreed fervently);8 he continually made disparaging remarks, from at
least the mid 1930s, regarding not just the competence but also the integ-
rity of the governmental and scholarly elite, including university admin-
istrators. These are not the behaviors or strategies of one seeking to en-
dear himself to power. And, as noted previously, he even resigned in
1938 from a position in the Royal Society of Canada.

Far more convincing than Havelock’s suggestion is the proposition
that Innis, throughout his career, consistently did what he thought was
right. Innis was an “inner-directed,” honest scholar to begin, and he re-
mained just that to the very end.9 He received the approval and praise of
elites on account of the originality and integrity of his work, without
seeking that approval per se.

That said, the question remains: Why would Innis feel the need to
change the focus (and indeed the very ontology) of his scholarship, as
became manifest in his four books on media/communication and in sev-
eral of his articles of the mid 1930s? The claim made in formulating this
question is substantiated below.

Smooth Transition 1: Testing Bias

In his 1953 address to the American Economics Association honoring
the recently deceased Innis, W. T. Easterbrook proposed that Innis’s shift
from staples to communication/media entailed “no suggestion of a break
or loss of continuity or of interests.”10 At another commemoration, East-
erbrook stated similarly: “Although it is possible to mark out some
[phases] in Innis’s work, there is at no point any suggestion of a break or
a radical shift in his mode of approach to national or general economic
history.”11 To substantiate these claims, Easterbrook noted that Innis had
always been keenly interested in testing the limits or biases of knowl-
edge. When developing his “Canadian” economics, for example, accord-
ing to Easterbrook, Innis was intent to test the limitations of the econom-
ics mainstream, and he quoted Innis to support this observation:

A new country presents certain definite problems which appear to be
more or less insoluble from the standpoint of the application of eco-
nomic theory as worked out in the older highly industrialized coun-
tries. Economic history consequently becomes important as a tool by
which the economic theory of the old countries can be amended.12

Notice, however, the word choice here: amended, not tested.
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Likewise, Easterbrook noted that Innis later redeployed the tools he
had developed for analyzing staples to investigate media and communi-
cation—again to test limitations or biases, this time of those tools. Again,
Easterbrook quoted Innis to support his remarks, this time from the un-
finished paper he was to have delivered as his presidential address to the
American Economics Association (AEA): “The economic historian must
test the tools of economic analysis by applying them to a broad canvass
and by suggesting their possibilities and limitations when applied to our
language or cultural groups.”13

However, while Easterbrook was certainly correct in noting that Innis
was highly interested in exploring and testing for bias and that his fa-
vored method was to reapply theories, tools, and methods to new situa-
tions, Easterbrook failed to note and possibly even to grasp that Innis was
gravely concerned about the political-economic dimensions of bias, and
that in his view the bias of theories can be intentional: according to Innis,
theories can be a purposeful means of “exploitation”:14

A new country, especially Canada, cannot afford to rely on the theory
borrowed from old industrialized countries but she must attack with
all the skill and industry she can command the task of working out a
theory adapted to the situation in which she is able to defend herself
against exploitation, against the drawing off of her large resources and
against the violent fluctuations which are characteristic of exploitation
without afterthought.15

Consequently, Innis set out in the early 1920s to craft a new economic
theory, one especially suited to smaller, developing countries. And he
intended his new theory to countervail the dominant economics of his
day. In effect, Innis was proposing a revolution in economic thinking for
the developing world, insisting that its perspective is (or should be)
markedly different from the mainstream in wealthier countries. Innis was
proposing, then, that the relativity of knowledge can be a road to emanci-
pation for subjugated peoples.

It was only in his presidential address to the AEA—his final piece of
writing—that Innis reached a final resolution of the dialectic or contradic-
tion between his staples and communications writings—between relati-
vism as had grounded his staples thesis, and universalism as underpinned
his media/communication work. In this address, Innis made a plea for a
universal economics: “Having learned my lesson [at the end of my life] I
must begin by pleading for a general emphasis on a universal approach
and by insisting as an economist that economic history is primarily con-
cerned with the task of extending the universal applicability of economic
theory and of strengthening a central core of interest.”16 (Inserting the
phrase, “at the end of my life” in square brackets, incidentally, is quite
appropriate as Innis prefaced the just-cited passage this way: “I am in the
position of the man who was about to be hung; when asked whether he
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had anything to say, he replied ‘This will certainly teach me a lesson.’”
Innis’s “lesson,” what he had concluded from a lifetime of scholarship,
was that universalism is preferable to relativism—for reasons to be ad-
dressed below. One might say that this was Innis’s deathbed conver-
sion.17

Finally, again indicative of Innis’s struggle in moving from staples to
media, in the last phase of his career Innis insisted that a preoccupation
with economics is itself emblematic of Western decline. Innis inaugurated
his media/communication work, in part, to respond to that malaise: “Ob-
session with economic considerations,” he wrote, “illustrates the dangers
of monopolies of knowledge and suggests the necessity of appraising its
limitations.”18 And again,

The effectiveness of the price system will depend on a realization of its
limitations. . . . The intensity of the belief in the price system will vary
in part with the teaching of economics and with the character of the
teaching. Its susceptibility to mathematical research facilitates rein-
forcement of the belief in the price system and contributes to the inten-
sity of the obsession. Its dangers follow obsession and intolerance to a
philosophical interest and skepticism.19

Anything but a smooth transition!

Smooth Transition 2: Timber To Paper

Other commentators, too, have proposed that Innis’s journey from
staples to medium theory was smooth. In particular, they have con-
tended that researching the timber and paper staples induced Innis to
extend his investigations to include communication media, public opin-
ion, monopolies of knowledge, propaganda, and so forth.20 From this
perspective, Innis merely shifted his focus from transportation systems to
communication systems, from staples to messages, and from crises attrib-
utable to shifts in the predominant staple to crises arising when one
communication medium supplants another. Monopolies of knowledge in
medium theory, therefore, become analogues of monopolies in the pro-
duction of staples in his previous writings. Whereas previously, staples,
the transportation infrastructure, and international relations undergirded
and helped cast the system of relative prices (which in turn biased eco-
nomic development), in medium theory it is the mode of communication
that undergirds the price system and helps set relative values (as well as
prices). In both theories, moreover, Innis focused on center-margin rela-
tions.

These comparisons and hypothesized commonalities are heuristic, in-
triguing, and at a certain level make a lot of sense. Their incompleteness
(one might say, their bias), is that they fail to recognize that medium
theory is in important ways antithetical to the staples thesis, and that Innis
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developed the two theories for diametrically opposed reasons. There was
always a dialectical tension between Innis’s two theses, and Innis ulti-
mately resolved that contradiction only at the very close of his life. The
antithetical relation between his two theses is discussed at length below.

Donald Creighton captured some of the mental anguish Innis must
have experienced in transitioning from staples to media. However,
Creighton also remarked that “originally, pulp and paper had no doubt
been conceived as [simply] another study of a Canadian staple indus-
try . . . but, as time was to show fairly quickly, it was, in fact, radically
different.” Creighton added that unlike fish and fur, “communications
was an almost illimitable field. Communications was an open-ended sub-
ject. It stretched back into remote historical times and forward into the
present and future. It was an enormous, monstrous subject.”21

Creighton’s position would be more tenable were it not for the fact
that Innis published what, retrospectively, may be regarded as his pivotal
piece, “The Canadian Economy and the Depression,” in 1934—six years
before Creighton claimed that Innis made an abrupt shift to media and
communication. Nor did Innis, in that inaugural 1934 essay, treat pulp
and paper as just another staple. Rather, he tied the production of staples,
new sources of energy, and utilization of various modes of transportation
to inadequacies in the press, advertising, “the decline of freedom of
speech and editorials, and the emergence of headlines and the modern
newspaper.” Innis remarked also on social scientists’ lack of understand-
ing, which he related to the “technological drift of modern industrial-
ism.” Even more to the point, Innis claimed that “the coincidence with
the advent of radio of dictatorship in Russia, Germany, Italy, the United
States, or Canada is not accidental”—a major theme in his ensuing work
on media and communication. The article is remarkable, too, for fore-
shadowing his later treatment of the price system as a space-binding,
present-mindedly-biased medium of communication.22

Economics vs. Communication

James Carey was one of the very few (if not indeed perhaps the only
commentator hitherto) to have proposed a contradiction between the sta-
ples thesis and medium theory. Carey stated bluntly: “Communication
and economics constitute contradictory frameworks.” He continued,
“That was, I believe, the great insight of Harold Innis.”23

Far from a smooth transition, then, Carey proposed a purposeful di-
alectic. According to Carey, communication means making common (or
sharing), whereas economics is all about privatization. Stated alternative-
ly, communication for Carey concerns community and culture, whereas
economics is premised on hedonism, utilitarianism, and possessive indi-
vidualism.
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These are insightful observations when applied to mainstream eco-
nomics and nonmainstream communication study. However, regarding
Innis’s transition or transformation, Carey’s observations are of but limit-
ed relevance. First, Innis’s economics were never the mainstream; Innis,
the economist, never celebrated the efficacy of the price system or posses-
sive individualism; Innis’s concern always was with the cultural/institu-
tional underpinning of the price system and the price system’s recursive
impact on culture and institutions. The Fur Trade, for instance, was all
about how economic activity “makes common,” and creates a culture.
Second, as Carey well knew (and insistently complained about), the main-
stream of U.S. communication study was never about culture and com-
munication; it addressed “transmissions” whereby messages from a
sender to a receiver or receivers have “effects.” Carey was drawn to Innis
precisely because Innis did not comply with that mainstream. In both his
staples and media theses, then, Innis investigated the “making common.”
Therefore, we find little explanation for Innis’s shift here. (Interestingly,
when forced to choose between cultural studies approaches to media/
communication and political economy approaches, Carey insistently
opted for the former, and did so without even referencing Innis as a
possible—let alone an exemplary—reconciliation between the two24.)

A New Theory of Value

Robin Neill’s explanation, too, is original and heuristic. We saw previ-
ously that Innis characterized mainstream economics as inadequate to
provide guidance to newer countries. Innis recommended that instead of
focusing on relative prices, social scientists should “attempt [to] study . . .
factors underlying the market.”25 He continued: “Price phenomena are only
a part of the ‘sediment of experience’ and throw light on its character
similar to that of the study of architecture, literature, or other evidences
of cultural activity.”26 In recommending an inquiry into factors underly-
ing the market, Neill has suggested Innis foreshadowed his media/com-
munication work. Neill contended that Innis moved to media/communi-
cation in order to “explore the effects of communication media as the
technological determinants of the values [prices] relevant to the [econom-
ic] growth process.”27

This proposition, compelling though it is, as seen below, is also only
part of the story. Innis had more urgent tasks in mind in his last decade
than simply delving into the determinants of relative prices. Neill’s pro-
posal also omits considerations of the fundamental contradictions be-
tween the staples and the medium theses.
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Confronting Bias

A. J. Watson’s explanation (or rather, a major one of his several expla-
nations28) differs yet again. He proposes that Innis confronted the prob-
lem of bias in a deeper way than hitherto. In 1935, Innis’s departmental
chair, E. J. Urwick—yes, one and the same Urwick who had denied Innis
promotion a few years earlier—published an article in the inaugural issue
of the Canadian Journal of Economics and Political Science, where he claimed
that objectivity is impossible in the social sciences.29 Innis’s rejoinder
appeared in the very next issue.30 Watson proposes that by introducing
and emphasizing the notion of bias in his later media studies, Innis was
struggling with “the conundrum posed by Urwick.”31 Support for Wat-
son’s claim is to be found (again) in an impeccable source—namely, Innis
himself. In his “Introduction” to Empire and Communications, Innis stated
that “in a sense these lectures become an extension of the work of Gra-
ham Wallas and of E. J. Urwick.”32

On the other hand, Innis also stated toward the end of his life (in his
“Preface” to The Bias of Communication), that he was responding to an
exam question (“Why do we attend to the things we attend to?”) as posed
decades earlier by his professor at McMaster, James Ten Broeke.33 That
question, too, concerns bias as Innis deployed the term.

And again: Innis’s exposure as a student to Frank Knight at Chicago
meant that he had to struggle with the problem of bias at the very begin-
ning of his doctoral studies. “Reality is not what is logical, but what it
suits our purposes to treat as real,” Knight claimed. “Reality is the sum of
the factors which condition purposive activity, including purposive
thought.”34 Later, Innis even espied bias in his own PhD dissertation!

In fact, Innis’s staples thesis was founded on three propositions con-
cerning bias; first, that economic models developed in advanced coun-
tries are biased against improving conditions in developing ones; second,
that countries and regions are biased in their development on account of
trade relations with imperial powers; third, particular staples bias devel-
opment in particular ways.

Bias and distortions in understanding, then, did not suddenly trouble
Innis in 1935 upon reading Urwick! Arguably, though, that debate, in
combination with world events (discussed below, momentarily), plus strug-
gles with his manuscript on The Cod Fisheries, caused the issue of bias to
trouble Innis more deeply and in different ways than hitherto, inducing
him to approach the question in a new manner and for different reasons.
Innis’s mental breakdown of 1937 was likely a crisis point, and he
emerged from that with a new ontology, a revised epistemology, and
with a new set of pressing issues with which to grapple.35
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MEDIUM THEORY, THE GREAT DEPRESSION, AND THE CENTURY
OF WAR

In the preface or introduction to three of his four books on media and
communication, Innis declared clearly his urgent, practical goals—as op-
posed to, say, musing over Ten Broeke’s exam question, or formulating
responses to Urwick, or extending staples theory from pulp and paper to
newspapers, or fathoming the framework of the price system, or even
fostering Canadian independence. In the preface to Political Economy in
the Modern State Innis proposed that “the first essential task is to see and
to break through the chains of modern civilization which have been
created by modern science”36—a concision, incidentally, certainly worthy
of extended meditation. In his essay of the same title, he declared that his
intent was to “to indicate the circumstances which have been favourable
to the growth of freedom and the spread of learning.”37 In the preface he
also stated that his book was intended for use by returning soldiers: “War
veterans have been trained to do difficult things, and it is hoped that their
training, enthusiasm and self confidence may be conserved and directed
to the tasks of peace more difficult and more complex than those of war.
The volume is intended as a guide and as a warning.”38

In his preface to Changing Concepts of Time, similarly, Innis announced
that “an attempt is made in this volume to elaborate the thesis developed
in The Bias of Communication (Toronto, 1951) and in Empire and Communi-
cations (Oxford, 1950) in relation to immediate problems. . . . The problems
of understanding others have become exceedingly complex partly as a
result of improved communications.”39

In the preface to Empire and Communications he declared that he, like
others he cited, would try to suggest “the significance of communication
to modern civilization.”40 Then, he opened his longer introduction with
these words:

The twentieth century has been notable in the concern with studies . . .
designed . . . to throw light on the causes of the rise and decline of
civilizations, which have reflected an intense interest in the possible fu-
ture of our own civilization. . . . The significance of a basic medium to its
civilization is difficult to appraise since the means of appraisal are in-
fluenced by the media. . . . A change in the type of medium implies a
change in the type of appraisal.41

Noteworthy, too, for the present discussion, are remarks from “Minerva’s
Owl,” the inaugural essay of his other media/communication book, The
Bias of Communication:

The varied rate of development of communication facilities has accen-
tuated difficulties of understanding. Improvements in communica-
tion . . . make for increased difficulties of understanding.42
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Running through these declarations from his four books on media is the
notion of increased misunderstanding (even to the point of war) as a
concomitant of technological change, particularly changes in the predom-
inant means of communication. Innis’s overarching purpose in inaugu-
rating media/communication research, then, was to shed light on the
world’s contemporary problems (as opposed to Canadian economic histo-
ry), and he identified the primary problem as that of misunderstanding.43

Being an economic historian, his methods of approaching the problem
were of course, historical—at least, in part.

In targeting misunderstanding within contemporary Western civiliza-
tion as the new focus for his research, Innis made two assumptions. One
was that limitations to understanding (i.e., misunderstanding) are spread
and amplified by communication media. Second, to attain insight regard-
ing contemporary limitations to understanding, a promising strategy
would be to investigate understandings within previous civilizations as
they, by definition, were bereft of contemporary media. Innis stated:
“[We can] perhaps hope that consideration of the implications of other
media to other civilizations may enable us to see more clearly the bias of
our own.”44

When Innis began switching from staples to media and communica-
tion in 1934-1935, the world had endured the First World War. It was
then enduring the Great Depression.45 These cataclysmic events proved
to Innis the extent and gross importance of contemporary misunder-
standings. Moreover, the world also was about to enter, and was perhaps
preparing to enter, World War II.46 By the time the Second World War
was over, the United States had become a giant, militarized state; it had
dropped atomic bombs on Japan and was engaged in an escalating arms
race as but one component of a new “cold” war. In his final year of life,
Innis was one of the first—likely the first—distinguished academic in
North America to oppose the Korean War, which he viewed as merely an
exercise in U.S. imperialist aggression.47

Certainly, the world lacked understanding! And, as Donald Creighton
remarked, in his media/communication works “it was as though [Innis]
was driven by a desperate compulsion to deliver his last message to a
sick and troubled world.”48 Forsaking staples studies that had made him
famous, Innis again threw discretion to the wind, this time to investigate
developments in media and communication as important factors contrib-
uting to heightened misunderstanding.

No wonder Innis was so ignored, misinterpreted, and rejected! He
placed his finger on the pulse of modernity, and found modernity to be
frail. In declaring that improvements in communication lead to greater
difficulties in understanding, Innis was repudiating mainstay tenets of
governments, media organizations, scholars, and indeed virtually all pro-
ponents of the contemporary zeitgeist—namely, the equating of techno-
logical progress with human betterment!
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Modernity is frail, Innis argued, partly on account of the very factors
that purportedly make it “great,” namely technological achievement and
advanced communication! Innis declared that the “collapse of Western
civilization [began] with the present [20th] century.”49 “States are de-
stroyed by ignorance of the most important things in human life”; they
are destroyed by “a profound lack of culture,” which (following Plato) he
defined as “the inability to secure a proper agreement between desire
and intellect.”50 In Innis’s view, contemporary media of communication
had the disastrous effects both of increasing desire (what Innis’s colleague
and former student at the University of Toronto, C. B. Macpherson,
would refer to as “possessive individualism”51), and of reducing intelli-
gence!52 And in this balance Innis detected an enduring truth: a “perma-
nence beyond time.”

PERMANENCE BEYOND TIME

There are two ways (at least) of specifying Innis’s new and final agenda.
One (as noted previously) is to portray his objective as illuminating limi-
tations (or “biases”) of contemporary understanding by making compari-
sons with previous civilizations which were, by definition, bereft of con-
temporary media.53 Comparisons are required, Innis believed, as other-
wise the pronounced tendency is to accept uncritically and as “normal”
current practices and understandings and for analysts thereby to remain
blithely unaware of current limitations. Through juxtaposition and
contrast, he suggested, the limitations of contemporary culture might
come into relief.

The second formulation, equally accurate, is remarkably different. It is
to suggest that, in keeping with Innis’s avowed affinity for the Greeks
and the oral tradition54 and likely on account of lingering traces of his
early religiosity, he sought eternal, universal truths. His method for uncov-
ering these was to scour previous civilizations in order to detect commo-
nalities, consistencies, and recurrent patterns—thereby enabling him to
infer truths for his/our own times.

Innis made this second formulation of his media project crystal clear
in the (long-overlooked) closing pages of his essay, “A Plea for Time.”
There he proposed that developments in modern communication have
resulted in a “glorification of the life of the moment, with no reference
beyond itself and no absolute or universal value.”55 He continued, now
quoting Wyndham Lewis: “The modern ‘clerks’ ‘consider everything
only as it exists in time, that is as it constitutes a succession of particular
states, a ‘becoming,’ a ‘history,’ and never as it presents a state of perma-
nence beyond time under this succession of distinct cases.’”56 Innis con-
tinued that “the form of mind from Plato to Kant [had] hallowed exis-
tence beyond change.” He concluded his essay with an admonition: “We
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must somehow escape on the one hand from our obsession with the
moment and on the other from our obsession with history.”57 For Innis,
detecting a constant beyond time was key to escaping both “obsessions.”
In his preface to Political Economy in the Modern State, he made a similar
pronouncement, albeit there referring to the “constant beyond time” as
“natural law.”58

These two formulations of Innis’s last project, both supported by his
own words, are in important aspects antithetical. The first formulation
proposes attaining insight through comparison, looking for differences;
the profound effects of contemporary media, according to this formula-
tion, can be more easily recognized if we study civilizations bereft of
those media. The second formulation, in contrast, entails a quest for simi-
larity, which is to say an absolute—a universal, a “constant beyond time.”

As noted previously in this chapter, in his final (incomplete) manu-
script, Innis abandoned the contradiction, effectively negating the posi-
tion he had staked out so insistently thirty years before when developing
his staples thesis. Drawing close to death, Innis insisted that “economic
history is primarily concerned with the task of extending the universal
applicability of economic theory.”59 That was the lesson he had learned,
which he jocularly referred to with his gallows humor.

To return, then, to the question raised at the beginning of this chapter:
Why would Innis choose in the mid 1930s again to become lonely and
intellectually isolated, again to inaugurate and develop a line of research
that few understood or appreciated, again to risk ostracism by disputing
axioms held as inviolable by the Canadian and international elite? Noam
Chomsky has provided (inadvertently, of course) what is likely the most
general yet penetrating answer; Chomsky remarked that “the intellectual
has, traditionally, been caught between the conflicting demands of truth
and power.” He added that whereas the intellectual choosing to serve
power can expect “prestige and affluence,” the intellectual choosing to
meet the demands of truth “can expect to be a lonely creature, disre-
garded or reviled.”60

Innis’s intent, I have argued, always was to serve the demands of
truth, and fortuitously his staples thesis received the approbation of elites
in Canada, likely because it accorded with their designs to increase their
power vis-à-vis the United States; however, in his final decade, evidently,
the demands of truth had become so precipitously inconsistent with the
demands of power that it was impossible any longer for Innis to serve
“two masters.”

NOTES

1. Citing Tom Easterbrook, Carl Berger credits Innis with making an abrupt shift
to media/communication in July 1940, “a month after the military collapse of France.”
Creighton, too, proposes that Innis’s transition to media/communication occurred in



30 Chapter 2

the summer of 1940. See Berger, Writing Canadian History, 187, and Creighton, The
Passionate Observer, 156. See also, W. T. Easterbrook, “Innis and Economics,” The Cana-
dian Journal of Economics and Political Science 19, no. 3 (August, 1953), 292. For reasons
discussed below, I think this is much too late and much too abrupt.

2. Watson, Marginal Man, 167.
3. Watson reports that “in terms of print runs and sales, Innis’s communications

works were not even modest successes. . . . Only one thousand copies of The Bias of
Communication were printed, of which 180 remained in stock in September 1959. Cla-
rendon Press declined to reissue Empire and Communications, as its original sales had
been so meager.” Ibid., 252.

4. Havelock, Harold A. Innis, 17.
5. Ibid., 22. One can hardly disagree. Innis was “radical” in his deep distrust of

authority, his insistence that we pierce through elite deceptions to attain clearer under-
standing, his strong suspicions of all hierarchy, and his linking of knowledge and
scholarship to systems of economic and military power. Innis was “conservative,”
however, in his pleas for time and continuity, his quest for absolutes, his skepticism
about the merits of democracy, his pessimism, and his doubts concerning the sound-
ness of judgments on the part of the democratic majority.

6. Havelock, Harold A. Innis, 25.
7. Havelock wrote: “[Innis] was not always and consistently the completely dedi-

cated scholar. . . . For one thing, he was ambitious. The exercise of power and influence
was something he valued, and sought, and achieved. . . . He readily accepted appoint-
ments to public bodies and commissions which could give him contacts with the
powers that be.” Havelock, Harold A. Innis, 24. On the other hand, however, Innis was
equally ready to resign from prestigious bodies—for example, the University of To-
ronto and the Royal Society of Canada—when he felt not doing this would compro-
mise his principles. Creighton, The Impassioned Observer, 147.

8. Havelock, Harold A. Innis, 21.
9. This speculation is consistent Watson’s observation that Innis harbored “a deep-

seated belief that scholarship demanded a lifestyle with as few personal duties and
material desires as possible.” Watson, Marginal Man, 248; emphasis in original.

10. W. T. Easterbrook, “Harold Adams Innis, 1894–1952.” Memorial address to the
American Economics Association, December 28, 1952. American Economic Review 43,
no. 1 (March 1953), 8–9.

11. W. T. Easterbrook, “Innis and Economics.” Canadian Journal of Economics and
Political Science 19, no. 3 (August, 1953), 292.

12. Innis, Contributions to Canadian Economics (1929), 52, as quoted in Easterbrook,
“Innis and Economics,” 294; emphasis added.

13. Harold Innis, “The Decline in Efficiency of Instruments Essential in Equilib-
rium,” American Economic Review 43 no. 1 (March, 1953): 16–22, quoted in Easterbrook
at p. 291.

14. Innis, “On the Economic Significance of Cultural Factors,” in Political Economy in
the Modern State, 83; Innis, “Comment,” The State and Economic Life (1934), cited in
Neill, A New Theory of Value, 61; Innis, “Snarkov Island.” Appendix in Robin Neill, A
New Theory of Value, 149.

15. Innis, “Snarkov Island,” 149.
16. Innis, “The Decline in the Efficiency of Instruments Essential in Equilibrium,”

19.
17. Nor was it just (or even primarily) to test the limitations of the tools developed

in his staples thesis that Innis redeployed them in his media/communication work. In
fact, he declared that those tools, having already proved useful, should be tried out
again: “Certain tools . . . have proved effective in the interpretation of the economic
history of Canada. . . . I have felt it wise to proceed with instruments with which I am
familiar and which have proved useful.” Innis, Empire and Communications, 6.

18. Ibid, 4.
19. Innis, “Preface,” Political Economy in the Modern State, ix.



Staples Thesis and Medium Theory 31

20. Berger, The Writing of Canadian History, 188. See also Heyer, Harold Innis; McLu-
han, “Introduction,” in Innis, The Bias of Communication, xv; and Bickerton, Brooks, and
Gagnon, Freedom, Equality, Community, 14.

21. Creighton, The Passionate Observer, 157.
22. Innis, “The Canadian Economy and the Depression” (1934; reprint, Essays in

Canadian Economic History, edited by Mary Q. Innis, Toronto: University of Toronto
Press, 1956), 123, 127, 129, 130. As early as 1935, moreover, Innis was planning the
book that eventually became Political Economy in the Modern State (1946). Included in
that book are two other of his major transitional essays: “The Penetrative Powers of
the Price System” and “Unused Capacity as a Factor in Canadian Economic History,”
both originally published in 1936. In “Penetrative Powers,” Innis tied staples to money
and described money as a space-binding/ time shattering medium of communication
effacing tradition and wiping out weaker cultures.

23. Carey, “Communications and Economics,” 63; emphasis added.
24. Carey, “Abolishing the Old Spirit World.” Critical Studies in Mass Communication

12, no. 1 (1995): 82–89. Regarding that debate see Babe, Cultural Studies and Political
Economy, 97–115.

25. Innis, “ The Role of Intelligence: Some Further Notes,” The Canadian Journal of
Economics and Political Science 1, no. 2 (May 1935), 284; emphasis added.

26. Innis, “The Role of Intelligence,” 284.
27. Neill, A New Theory of Value , 82.
28. Watson notes that the Great Depression had affirmed for Innis his long-standing

contention that mainstream social science was highly deficient. Furthermore, the
mindset required for The Cod Fisheries was much different than Innis’s approach to The
Fur Trade and so Innis was already widening his horizons and adjusting his parame-
ters. Moreover, there were dramatic personal issues going on in Innis’s life, according
to Watson. Undoubtedly, all these factors are of relevance; but regarding Innis’s spe-
cific move to media from staples, the debate with Urwick (among the forgoing) seems
the most relevant.

29. E. J. Urwick, “The Role of Intelligence in the Social Process.” Canadian Journal of
Economics and Political Science 1, no. 1 (February 1935): 64–76.

30. Innis, “The Role of Intelligence: Some Further Notes.”
31. Watson, Marginal Man, 167.
32. Innis, Empire and Communications, 9.
33. Innis, “Preface,” The Bias of Communication, xvii.
34. Frank H. Knight, “Economic Psychology and the Value Problem.” Quarterly

Journal of Economics 39, no. 3 (1925), 396, emphasis added. The contrasting view of
“positive” or “value-free” economics is presented in Friedman, “The Methodology of
Positive Economics.”

35. Innis did continue to publish on staples from the mid 1930s to 1941: on mining,
with his book, Settlement and the Mining Frontier (Canadian Frontiers of Settlement,
Vol. 9. Toronto: Macmillan, 1936); and on dairy (1937), lumber (1938), wheat (1939),
and mining again (1941), the latter marking his final publication on staples. See, re-
spectively, “The Historical Development of the Dairy Industry in Canada,” “The Lum-
ber Trade in Canada,” “The Wheat Economy,” and “The Canadian Mining Industry,”
all republished in Essays in Canadian Economic History. Despite this, beginning in 1934
and culminating in his four media/communication books, Innis manifested a marked
change in outlook as he shifted his attention to media and communication.

36. Innis, “Preface,” Political Economy in the Modern State, vii.
37. Innis, “Political Economy in the Modern State,” 139.
38. Innis, “Preface,” Political Economy in the Modern State, vii. It is doubtful, though,

that many war veterans jumped at Innis’s invitation. As noted by B. S. Kierstead in
reviewing the book: “Most of the essays are [not] easy to read. . . . The essays are a
guide, rather, for the exceptional student, anxious to pursue the sometimes obscure
progress of a brilliant and original mind in the difficult task of breaking new ground.”
The Canadian Journal of Economics and Political Science 13, no. 4 (November 1947), 600.



32 Chapter 2

39. Innis, “Preface,” Changing Concepts of Time, xxv; emphasis added.
40. Innis, “Preface,” Empire and Communications,” xiii.
41. Innis, “Introduction,” Empire & Communications, 9.
42. Innis, “Minerva’s Owl,” The Bias of Communication, 28.
43. One of Innis’s earliest pieces reflecting on medium theory and bias was “Discus-

sion in the Social Sciences,” read to the summer session at the University of British
Columbia in 1935 and published in the Dalhousie Review 15 (May 1936): 401–13. It was
intended to complement “The Role of Intelligence” published in May 1935. “Discus-
sion in the Social Sciences” is reprinted with the new title, “The Intellectual in Histo-
ry,” in Drache, Staples, Markets and Cultural Change, 446–58.

44. Innis, “The Bias of Communication,” in The Bias of Communication, 34.
45. Innis, “The Canadian Economy and the Depression.”
46. In 1933, Innis wrote his editor, James Shotwell, that The Cod Fisheries would be

completed within a year; it was not published, however, until 1940! Between 1933 and
1935, Innis received a good deal of editorial assistance on that manuscript, “trying to
wrestle the unwieldy mass into publishable form,” according to Watson. Innis’s re-
sponse to Urwick was published in 1935 and his companion piece, “Discussion in the
Social Sciences,” was delivered as a speech in the same year. Following his breakdown
of 1937, moreover, it would seem, Innis largely relegated the editing of The Cod Fisher-
ies to Shotwell and others. Putting all this together, and granted that new staples
studies continued to appear until 1941, Innis’s “great transformation” from staples to
medium theorist likely began in the mid 1930s, between say 1934 and 1937.

47. Creighton, “Harold Adams Innis—An Appraisal,” in Culture, Communication
and Dependency, 23; see also, Heyer, Harold Innis, 55, and Creighton, Harold Adams
Innis, 142; and Creighton, The Passionate Observer, 156.

48. Creighton, The Passionate Observer, 159.
49. Innis, “On the Economic Significance of Cultural Factors,” 94.
50. Innis, “Preface,” Political Economy in the Modern State, x.
51. C. B. Macpherson, The Political Theory of Possessive Individualism: Hobbes to Locke.

(London: Oxford University Press, 1962).
52. Regarding the latter, see the discussion on the mechanization of mass education,

below.
53. As quoted previously: “[We can] perhaps hope that consideration of the impli-

cations of other media to other civilizations may enable us to see more clearly the bias
of our own.”

54. “My bias is with the oral tradition, particularly as reflected in Greek civilization,
and with the necessity of recapturing something of its spirit.” Innis, “A Critical Re-
view,” The Bias of Communication, 190.

55. Innis, “A Plea for Time,” 89; emphasis added.
56. Ibid. The quote from Lewis is from Time and Western Man (1927).
57. Ibid., 89–90. For Innis, “one of the aims of education is to break the strong hold

of the present on the mind.” Innis, “Adult Education and Universities,” 203; here Innis
was quoting approvingly a Harvard study on education.

58. Innis, “Preface,” Political Economy in the Modern State, xiii, xiv, xvi. There Innis
seems to agree with Smith that there is in principle “an obvious and simple system of
natural liberty,” but, Innis continues, that condition of natural law has been interfered
with, if not destroyed, by communications industries, the commercialization of lan-
guage, national boundaries, demands for capital, and written constitutions—all of
which have been disruptive to cooperation; as a result, Force replaces Opinion.

59. Innis, “The Decline in the Efficiency of Instruments Essential in Equilibrium,”
17.

60. Noam Chomsky, “Knowledge and Power: Intellectuals and the Welfare-War-
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THREE
Time, Space, and Medium Theory

This chapter reviews Innis’s medium theory, and thereby recapitulates
material recited by Innis’s various commentators over the years. In the
process, however, it identifies one of Innis’s “constants beyond time,”
identifies several aspects (or formulations) of what may be termed the
Innisian dialectic of Enlightenment, and it critiques Innis’s positions on Pla-
to, the sophists, orality, and writing. The chapter concludes on an up-
note, however, showing how, through medium theory, Innis bridged the
gap not only between space and time bias, but also between individual-
ism and the common good.

TIME AND SPACE

First Inklings

Although Innis was commenting critically as early as 1934 on the
impact of newer, mechanized media on economic, political, and social
organization,1 it is likely he made his initial connection between media
on the one hand and the dialectic of space-time on the other in his 1942
essay, “The Newspaper in Economic Development”—and there only in
the concluding paragraph:

Finally this paper is designed to emphasize the importance of a change
in the concept of time, and to argue that it can not be regarded as a
straight line but as a series of curves depending in part on technologi-
cal advances . . . [particularly] technological advances in the communi-
cation field. . . . The concepts of time and space must be made relative
and elastic and the attention given by the social scientists to the prob-
lems of space should be paralleled by attention to the problems of
time.2

33
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Monopolies of Knowledge

Innis sensed that his previous modes of analysis (staples thesis) could
be applied, with modifications, to the new topic at hand.3 For example: as
an economic historian, Innis was convinced that monopolies of all sorts
spawn pressures (incentives) for new entry (competition); in his media/
communication work, therefore, he claimed that monopolies of knowledge,
too, induce new competition—through innovations in media.4 On the
other hand, Innis also confided that it was “with the bias of an economist
I may have extended the theory of monopoly to undue limits,” adding
immediately that it is “part of the task of the social scientist to test the
limits of his tools and to indicate their possibilities, particularly at a peri-
od when he is tempted to discard them entirely.”5 Rather than discard
the tools, then, Innis redeployed them.

Innis used his modified construct, monopoly of knowledge, in at least
two related ways. One was to refer to instances where an identifiable
group dominates knowledge production and/or distribution. For Innis,
those who control the predominant medium also control the messages,
and thereby influence significantly the knowledge circulating in society.
In ancient Egypt, for example, much knowledge was controlled by work-
ers possessing specialized skills for chiseling hieroglyphs and ultimately
by their employer (the Pharaoh). More generally, complex systems of
writing are usually controlled by a small, specially skilled class and there-
fore help support aristocracy or plutocracy. Conversely, simpler and
more flexible systems of writing, according to Innis, tend to facilitate
broader use, encourage the vernacular, and thereby support decentral-
ized knowledge production and reception. Regarding Egypt, since papy-
rus is much lighter and more flexible than stone, its adoption fostered a
degree of decentralization. (However, Innis also noted, since the supply
of papyrus is concentrated along the Nile it, too, was amenable to central-
ized control.)

Innis also used his construct, monopoly of knowledge, to indicate the
type (or character6) of knowledge typifying or predominating in a culture
or civilization. In this regard he often had in mind the relative balance
accorded considerations of time (in the sense of duration and continuity)
vs. space (i.e., geographic reach or extension). According to Innis, history
is fraught with conflicts (i.e., problems of understanding) between
groups aspiring to direct society through appeals to time vs. groups en-
deavoring to exercise control over space. In “A Plea for Time,” Innis
made numerous references to “the struggle between church and state for
control over time,”7 which is to say a struggle between time as duration
vs. present-mindedness. In such instances, according to Innis’s medium
theory, a time-binding medium challenges or is challenged by a more
space-binding medium (parchment vs. paper and the printing press, for
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instance). “Inventions in communication compel realignments in the
monopoly or the oligopoly of knowledge,”8 he declared.

Constant Beyond Time

In his essay, “The Bias of Communication,” Innis succinctly summar-
ized his medium/communication thesis: “History is not a seamless web
but rather a web of which the warp and the woof are space and time
woven in a very uneven fashion and producing distorted patterns.”9 And
elemental in producing these distortions, he advised, is the predominate
medium of communication. Specifically,

Communication . . . occupies a crucial position in the organization and
administration of government and in turn of empires and of Western
civilization. . . . I shall attempt to outline the significance of communi-
cation in a small number of empires as a means of understanding its
role in a general sense.10

The Platonic constant beyond time that Innis was proposing here (i.e., com-
munication’s “role in a general sense”), then, is that all societies/civiliza-
tions exist through communication, and the various means of communi-
cation will, each of them, help organize the societies or civilizations in
different but patterned ways. (This is not to say that, in Innis’s view, there
are not, or may not be, other constants beyond time; in fact, he wrote also
of “absolute or universal value”11 and of “natural law”;12 see also chapter
5.)

Dialectic of Enlightenment

In “Minerva’s Owl,” Innis enlarged on his thesis that different media
will help organize societies in different ways. He declared: “The varied
rate of development of communication facilities has accentuated difficul-
ties of understanding.”13 Here, Innis was proposing (through medium
theory), in effect, his own version of a dialectic of Enlightenment.14 On the
one hand, science (or Enlightenment) increases the capacity, speed, and
fidelity of communication; on the other, due to differences among people
in different regions of the world regarding their use or exposure to new
and newer media, there result differences in understanding regarding
such basic existential categories as time and space, and thereby also re-
garding values contingent thereon. Improvements to media, therefore,
can cause increased misunderstanding.

In the same essay, Innis repeated: “Improvements in communication . . .
make for increased difficulties of understanding.”15 This condensed statement
alludes to another component of the Innisian dialectic of Enlightenment.
Innis repeatedly emphasized that scientifically-devised media (radio, cin-
ema, the printing press) are used primarily to propagate illusions, delu-
sions, and irrationality,16 thereby contradicting the very rationality that
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had made possible their invention/production in the first place: the onset
of mass (scientifically-derived) media in the nineteenth century, Innis
declared, marked the transition from rationalism (Enlightenment) to irra-
tionalism; this transition was manifested, among other things, in “the
interest in psychology, advertising, [and] mass propaganda.”17 In Innis’s
view, “the outbreak of irrationality . . . is the tragedy of our time.”18 Innis
articulated this contradiction also in the Preface of Political Economy in the
Modern State:

Mathematics as developed by Newton strengthened the appeal to a
natural order evident in the political and economic writings of the
eighteenth century. . . . But the impact of industrialism on knowledge
particularly with the development of electrical transmission has weak-
ened the possibility of sustained philosophic approach such as charac-
terized the world after Newton. . . . The revolution in communication
has favoured a return to rhetoric and force [and] a fresh realization of
the significant role of language as a divisive force in the modern
world.19

A third facet of the Innisian dialectic of Enlightenment is that Enlightenment
(science) freed people from superstition and from authoritarian leaders
self-interestedly invoking purportedly eternal truths (time bias), but in
doing so science also effaced or obscured values needed to guide and
check the usage of the increasingly powerful technologies enabled by
science itself.20 In a fourth formulation, Innis declared that the tragedy of
science was that, once freed from time monopolies (church), science be-
came captive to space monopolists (the state, the military, commerce).21

In a fifth formulation, he attested that “improvements in communication
weakened the possibility of sustained thought when it [had] become
most necessary.”22 Likely, he had in mind that print, on account of its
authoritarian properties and its concomitant present-mindedness, disen-
gaged people’s thinking. Innis added that civilization, thereby, “has been
compelled to resort to reliance on force as a result of the impact of tech-
nology on communication.”23 In another essay he wrote: “[In the twenti-
eth century] we have been unable to find a solution to the problem of law
and order, and have resorted to force rather than persuasion, bullets
rather than ballots.”24

ORALITY VS. WRITING

Innis was particularly enamored with Greek civilization. There, for an all-
too-brief period, he believed, media supporting time and space had been
in balance, or rather in appropriate tension, inducing thereby a full, rich
civilization such has seldom been seen before or since.25

Although “Greek civilization was a reflection of the power of the
spoken word,”26 according to Innis, at its peak it also was premised on
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writing. The Greek phonetic alphabet, he surmised, permitted an “effi-
cient representation of sounds,” thereby enabling the Greeks “to preserve
intact a rich oral tradition.”27 Whereas in other civilizations the complex-
ity of the writing system necessitated expertise, thereby encouraging
hierarchy and time-binding monopolies of knowledge,28 in Greece the
much simpler alphabet inhibited formation of a highly specialized pro-
fessional class, and thereby prevented a monopoly over education by a
priesthood. The flexible Greek alphabet also facilitated, in Innis’s words,
“the growth of political organizations which implied an emphasis on
space.”29

So just what was it about Greek oral society, aided and abetted by “a
simplified and flexible alphabet,”30 that charmed Innis so? For one thing,
he claimed, orality brought individuals into direct contact, thereby sus-
taining community. Moreover, that sense of community “assumed a con-
cern with time in continuity and not just as ‘a series of independent instan-
taneous flashes.”31 Furthermore, orality established and maintained
“lasting moral and social institutions,”32 including the assembly and the
rise of democracy,33 the courts, local markets, and so on. Innis claimed
that orality anchored institutions, the community, and individuals by em-
phasizing continuity in values and in moral standards.

Furthermore, and somewhat in contradiction to the preceding, the
persistence of orality checked the tendency toward rigidity that, he main-
tained, normally accompanies writing. For example, Plato’s transcription
of the Socratic oral dialogues “opposed the establishment of a finished
system of [written] dogma”; Innis was enthused that Plato “would not
surrender his freedom to his own books and refused to be bound by what
he had written.”34 Innis lauded Plato for attempting “to adapt the new
medium of prose to an elaboration of the conversation of Socrates. . . . A
well-planned conversation, Innis contended, “was aimed at discovering
truth and awakening the interest of the reader”35 (a proposition, inciden-
tally, to be scrutinized below). Innis added, “The power of the oral tradi-
tion persisted in [Plato’s] prose in the absence of a closely ordered sys-
tem.”36 Writing checked “the growth of myth and made the Greeks skep-
tical of their gods.”37 In contrast, Innis advised, given the complexity of
the Hebrew’s system of writing and the associated power of their scribes,
philosophy became “the handmaid of religion.”38 As in much else, the
key for Innis was balance in the sense of tension, balance here being be-
tween writing and orality.

However, according to Innis, the happy balance enjoyed by the
Greeks was short-lived. As the relative importance of writing increased,
so did egotism and the lessening of community: “A writing age was
essentially an egoistic age,”39 he declared. And again: “Written testimony
and written instruments displaced cumbersome ceremonies of the oral
tradition . . . egoism replaced an interest in the group.”40 Writing weak-
ened community in other ways, too—for instance, by accentuating com-
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munication over space and thereby promoting anonymity in human rela-
tions.

Orality and writing possess other trade-offs also. According to Innis,
“the oral dialectic is overwhelmingly significant where the subject matter
is human action and feeling, and it is important in the discovery of new
truth.”41 With that statement, Innis actually made two claims from which
we may derive two inferences. First, regarding human action and feeling,
the implication is that writing (in contrast to oral dialogue) fosters inac-
tion and detracts from feeling. In this regard, Innis emphasized the soli-
tude of the silent reader on the one hand, and the “cruelty of mechanized
[and often anonymous] communication”42 on the other.

A second inference is that compared to oral dialogue, written commu-
nication is of little use in discovering new truth (although it is of value,
Innis acceded, in disseminating truth once attained43). Innis believed the
search for truth requires openness—a willingness to change one’s mind.
Seeking truth, therefore, requires oral dialogue (“continuous philosophi-
cal discussion aimed at truth”44).

For one so insistent on balance and proportion, arguably, Innis here
seems remarkably one-sided in his assessment of writing/print—a criti-
cism explored below in some detail.

A NEW WRITING STYLE

In his book on the Canadian Pacific Railway, in his writings on staples,
and in his more general work in economics, Innis was often crystal clear,
sometimes even engaging, although many readers have also been put off
by his penchant of painstakingly reproducing documentary evidence.
His daughter, Anne Innis Dagg, notes Innis could even be poetic!45 That
changed, apparently, when he tackled medium theory—or at least when
he prepared certain of his texts pertaining to medium theory. Bonnett
declares flatly, “Harold Innis is an awful read.”46 Whether one accepts
that proposition or not, there is widespread agreement that his mode of
exposition changed.

Key to Innis’s writing style, I would argue, are his frequently ex-
pressed misgivings regarding the authoritarian, indeed totalitarian, prop-
erties of writing generally and of print in particular. Writing can lead to
misunderstanding, if and when readers refrain from engaging in critical
reflection. Note the following small sampling of Innis’s expressions of
concern:

The letter killeth and the concern has been [in the media books] with
the diverse means by which different types of letters bring about their
deadly results.47
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All written works, including this one [i.e., The Bias of Communication],
have dangerous implications to the vitality of an oral tradition and to
the health of a civilization . . .48

The textbook . . . has become such a powerful instrument for the clos-
ing of men’s minds.49

Given those sentiments—similar ones are expressed quite frequently—it
is likely that Innis tried to devise a writing style that would, so far as
possible, stimulate thought and reduce what he saw as being the totalitar-
ian properties of print.50 William Kuhns proposes that through his new
style, Innis’s “sentences convey the weight of tomes, and almost inevita-
bly force careful, ponderous readings.”51 McLuhan, too, insisted that “In-
nis presents his insights in a mosaic structure of seemingly unrelated and
disproportioned sentences and aphorisms . . . he expects the reader to
make discovery after discovery that he himself had missed.”52 Donald
Theall, likewise, maintained that Innis’s style was a conscious strategy to
allow “a multiplicity of levels of discourse to interact with one another
while simultaneously presenting an argument which is not ‘linear’ but is
rationally defensible. . . . Political, economic, cultural, and intellectual
aspects are blended within the consideration of the history of communi-
cation.”53

The foregoing is fully consistent with the previous discussion regard-
ing Innis’s borrowing the tools from his staples thesis and reapplying
them in a different context (medium theory), thereby testing their bias or
limitations. In this case, Innis was likely exposing the limitations of stan-
dard (linear) mode of exposition characteristic of print, by innovating a
“mosaic structure.”

A NOTE ON PLATO, SOCRATES, WRITING, AND ORALITY

Not everyone would agree with Innis that Plato and Socrates single-
mindedly pursued truth. Actually, the Socratic dialogues often seem
quite polemical, using the “form” of thesis/antithesis/synthesis as a ploy
to obscure premeditated, foreordained (and often anti-democratic) posi-
tions. According to I. F. Stone, Plato’s Socrates dialogued primarily with
“submissive yes-men”54 and with “compliant interlocutors.”55 Plato’s
Socrates, moreover, frequently clouded issues56 through verbal tricker-
ies,57 and in Plato’s Republic, any recalcitrant refusing to be persuaded
was ruthlessly dismissed58—hardly an openness on Plato’s part to truth-
seeking through oral dialectic!

The interlocutors that Plato’s Socrates chose to demolish through ar-
gumentation, moreover, were often democrats, whom Plato/Socrates de-
risively labeled “sophists.” I. F. Stone remarks that oratorical skills are
essential to democratic participation. Plato and Socrates (as is well
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known) were of a totalitarian bent, favoring rule by philosopher kings.
Classicist Charles Freeman writes that “the eighth book of [Plato’s] Re-
public [represents] Plato’s bitterest attack on democracy.”59 Therefore, the
deep reason for Plato/Socrates’s aversion to “sophists” was likely their
deep-seated antipathy to democracy.60 Put more positively, Plato/Socra-
tes may have been apprehensive lest skills in argumentation be used to
sway an undiscerning public.61 (As we will see in upcoming chapters,
Innis might well have sympathized with these concerns.)

Plato/Socrates, moreover, endorsed the noble lie (or what Karl Popper
preferred to translate as the lordly lie, which might also suitably be ren-
dered as the government’s lies, or even as ignoble lies); dissembling is per-
missible, according to Plato/Socrates, if it helps rulers retain power.62

Innis was aware of this, noting flatly, without comment, that Plato
claimed “that governments must be free to lie.”63 By supporting the no-
ble lie, Plato/Socrates obviously did not always single-mindedly and dis-
interestedly support truth—an observation seemingly at odds with In-
nis’s main premise regarding Plato/Socrates being dedicated truth-seek-
ers, and therefore also perhaps weakening his concomitant placing such
strong emphasis on orality as an efficacious means for seeking truth.

Innis knew, too, that Socrates insisted that truth is in principle unat-
tainable: “With the Greeks,” Innis remarked, “virtue is knowledge, par-
ticularly the knowledge that we know nothing.”64 That proposition Innis
contrasted both with what he termed “fanaticism” (i.e., total assuredness
in one’s position) and also with the principle articulated by the Hebrew
prophets of antiquity that “knowledge is evil.”65 Although the later Innis
himself insistently forwarded the Socratic position regarding the inscru-
tability of truth—writing, for example, that “the insistence on ‘truth’ as
dogma is an invitation to disaster”66—he also insisted, just as emphatical-
ly, that scholars must steadfastly pursue truth.

A few other points also can be made regarding Innis’s perhaps unduly
romantic understanding of Greek orality generally and of Plato/Socrates
in particular. In his “Introduction” to Empire and Communications, Innis
stated: “The voice of a second-rate person is more impressive than the
published opinion of superior ability.” He explained, citing Graham Wal-
las, that “writing as compared with speaking involves an impression at
the second remove and reading an impression at the third remove.”67

Innis realized, then, that oral communication may be more effective than
writing for purposes of indoctrination and authoritarian control—a point
certainly underplayed in his critique of print and textbooks.

Furthermore, Innis neglected to note that oral conversation can be
beset by its own pathologies. As noted by John Durham Peters, for in-
stance,
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One need only mention such playwrights as O’Neill, Beckett, Sartre,
Ionesco, Albee, or Havel or filmmakers such as Bergman, Antonioni, or
Tarkovsky to evoke scenes of stammering face-to-face relations.68

Finally, Innis’s position on the totalitarian properties of print is quite
contentious for some. Literary critic, Northrop Frye, for instance, pro-
posed that compared to both orality and electronic media, print liberates
the individual—by allowing time to pause and consider critically what
was just read, and to mentally test the claims the author made.69 For
Nicholas Carr, similarly, “the words of the writer act as a catalyst in the
mind of the reader, inspiring new insights, associations, and perceptions,
sometimes even epiphanies.”70 To be sure, Carr here is referring to what
he calls, “deep reading,” not necessarily the most prevalent mode of
reading. Carr continues:

The literary ethic was not expressed only in what we normally think of
as literature. It became the ethic of the historian, illuminating works
like Gibbon’s Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire. It became the ethic of
the philosopher, informing the ideas of Descartes, Locke, Kant, and
Nietzsche. And crucially, it became the ethic of the scientist. . . . None
of [the] momentous intellectual achievements would have been pos-
sible without the changes in reading and writing—and in perceiving
and thinking—spurred by the efficient reproduction of long forms of
writing on printed pages.71

SUMMING UP

Happily, this chapter need not end on such dour notes. Richard Noble,
for instance, remarked astutely that, by grounding his medium thesis “in
institutions and practices embodying the oral tradition, Innis tied individual
freedom to a conception of the broader social good.”72 Innis was no me-
thodological individualist; nor was he an individualist libertarian. Rath-
er, he contended that individual freedom is contingent on laws and other
social institutions (media of communication, for instance) devoted to
creating and maintaining conditions for individual freedom in the context
of community.73

Reviewing Innis’s Political Economy in the Modern State in 1947, B. S.
Keirstead made much the same point, writing: “Innis indicates that . . . a
problem of our day is to reconcile the modern concern for great masses,
for ‘the welfare of the whole world without taking any particular care of
anybody,’ with the classical liberal passion for the individual.”74

Furthermore, none of the critical commentary directed toward Innis in
this chapter undermines Innis’s larger point, namely that at its pinnacle
Athens celebrated simultaneously a large measure of freedom of speech,
oral dialogue, writing, and public participation in politics (albeit, only for
some!). Although Plato/Socrates may have disapproved, the glory of Ath-
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ens was its incipient democratic spirit (admittedly, not as pronounced as
one might wish on account of its tolerance of slavery and other limita-
tions75). That flowering, as Innis suggested, may well be attributable, to
some major extent, to the balanced coexistence of orality and writing, of
time and space.

NOTES

1. Innis, “The Canadian Economy and the Depression” (1934; reprint, Essays in
Canadian Economic History), 127.

2. Innis, “The Newspaper in Economic Development” (1942; reprint, Political Econ-
omy in the Modern State), 34.

3. Innis, Empire and Communications, 6.
4. Innis, “The Bias of Communication,” in The Bias of Communication (1951; reprint,

with an Introduction by Marshall McLuhan, Toronto: University of Toronto Press,
1971), 50.

5. Innis, “Preface,” The Bias of Communication, xvii.
6. Innis, “Minerva’s Owl,” in The Bias of Communication, 3–4.
7. Innis, “A Plea for Time,” 72.
8. Innis, “Minerva’s Owl,” 4.
9. Innis, “Preface,” The Bias of Communication, xvii.

10. Innis, Empire and Communications, 4, 6; emphasis added.
11. Innis, “A Plea for Time,” 89.
12. Innis, “Preface,” Political Economy in the Modern State, xiii, xiv.
13. Innis, “Minerva’s Owl,” 28.
14. Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno, The Dialectic of Enlightenment (1944;

reprint, translated by John Cumming, New York: Continuum, 1991).
15. Innis, “Minerva’s Owl,” 28.
16. Innis, “A Plea for Time,” 78–82
17. Innis, “An Economic Approach to English Literature in the Nineteenth Centu-

ry,” in Political Economy in the Modern State, 35.
18. Innis, “On the Economic Significance of Cultural Factors,” in Political Economy in

the Modern State, 98–99. The foregoing is, however, only one half of Innis’s dialectical
understanding. Mathematical argument, he also claimed, although “rational,” is usu-
ally partial, missing broader implications.

19. Innis, “Preface.” Political Economy in the Modern State, xvi.
20. See “Minerva’s Owl,” 31, and “On the Economic Significance of Cultural Fac-

tors,” 96.
21. See “The Problem of Space,” 129.
22. See Innis, “Preface,” Political Economy in the Modern State, xiv.
23. Ibid.
24. Innis, “On the Economic Significance of Cultural Factors,” 95.
25. Innis remarked that England, too, enjoyed a brief interval of “flowering”—when

the flexible alphabet supported an oral tradition, as revealed particularly in drama.
Innis, “Minerva’s Owl,” 9.

26. Innis, Empire and Communications, 56.
27. Ibid., 53.
28. “A relatively inflexible alphabet such as Hebrew and limited facilities for com-

munication narrowed the problem of education to a small highly-trained group or
special class.” Innis, “Minerva’s Owl,” 14.

29. Innis, Empire and Communications, 66, 55.
30. Innis, “Minerva’s Owl,” 9.
31. Innis, “A Plea for Time,” 89; emphasis added.
32. Innis, “The Problem of Space,” 105.



Time, Space, and Medium Theory 43

33. Innis, “Minerva’s Owl,” 9.
34. Innis, Empire and Communications, 57.
35. Ibid., 56.
36. Ibid., 57.
37. Innis, “Minerva’s Owl,” 8.
38. Ibid.
39. Ibid., 9.
40. Ibid., 12, 14.
41. Harold Innis, “A Critical Review,” in The Bias of Communication, 191; emphasis

added.
42. Ibid., 191.
43. Ibid., 191; emphasis added.
44. Innis, Empire and Communications, 57.
45. She quotes from his private papers: “Winter came back with tell tale force as a

giant seeing spring getting the start of him . . . he snowed and snowed and then to
make doubly sure of beating spring he snowed again and snowed some more. But
spring was young and winter was old and in one day the sun beat down intense, a
cold south west wind grew warmer. . . . Little streams and rivulets forced their way
joyously singing down through the banks and spring had captured his enemy una-
ware for spring was young and winter was old . . .” Harold Innis, “Outdoor Study”
(1913), quoted in Anne Innis Dagg, “Memories of My Father,” 85.

46. Bonnett, Emergence and Empire, 3.
47. Innis, “Preface,” The Bias of Communication, xviii.
48. Ibid., xiii.
49. Innis, “On the Economic Significance of Cultural Factors,” 100.
50. Berger writes: “Innis’s concern with limitations, his inveterate tendency to

search out biases, and his feeling for the tentativeness of his subject were all to a
certain extent reflected in his style of writing. . . . His distrust of the dogmatic rein-
forced an elliptical form of expression.” Berger, The Writing of Canadian History, 107.
Similarly, W. T. Easterbrook declared: “[Throughout Innis’s writings] there is appar-
ent a constant struggle to break down this finality [of the printed word] and to weaken
or destroy the inherent tendency to monopoly of communications, his impatience with
the orderly presentation or the continuous development of narrative, his technique of
juxtaposing unlike elements as a means of seeking insights into process.” Easterbrook,
“Harold Adams Innis 1894–1952.” American Economic Review (1953), 9.

51. William Kuhns, The Post-industrial Prophets: Interpretations of Technology (1971;
reprint, New York: Harper Colophon Books, 1973), 144.

52. McLuhan, “Introduction,” in Innis, The Bias of Communication, ix.
53. Theall, “Exploration in Communication Since Innis,” in Culture, Communication

and Dependency, 228.
54. I. F. Stone, The Trial of Socrates (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1988), 72.
55. Ibid., 171.
56. Ibid., 49.
57. Ibid., 83.
58. Ibid., 169.
59. Charles Freeman, The Greek Achievement: The Foundation of the Western World

(New York: Penguin Books, 1999), 10.
60. Stone, The Trial of Socrates, 42.
61. Freeman, The Greek Achievement, 268.
62. The noble lie of Plato’s Republic is ascribed to Socrates. The lie is that although all

people are in fact “brothers,” born of the Earth, they are persuaded for purposes of
elite rule that there is an inherently superior ruling class or caste. For Plato/Socrates,
the great mass of the population, even from childhood, must be indoctrinated into the
false notion that they are inherently inferior in order that they be accepting of their
own subjugation. Socrates also refers to “opportune falsehoods.” See Stone, The Trial of
Socrates, 167.



44 Chapter 3

63. Innis, Empire and Communications, 93.
64. Innis, “Minerva’s Owl,” 18.
65. Ibid., 18.
66. Innis, “Russian Diary,” 47.
67. Innis, Empire and Communications, 11.
68. John Durham Peters, Speaking Into Air: A History of the Idea of Communication

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1999), 6, 2.
69. Northrop Frye, The Critical Path: An Essay on the Social Context of Literary Criti-

cism (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1971), 43. In a 1969 interview with Eli
Mandel, Frye affirmed: “It looks as though a book written entirely by one person is a
dictatorial or authoritarian kind of monologue, where the writer is simply holding
your buttonhole and not letting you go until he’s finished. But actually the written,
sequential treatise is a very democratic form of dialogue with the reader. The author is
putting all his cards on the table in front of you. He has made his response to the
subject with which he has been in dialogue.” In Robert D. Denham, editor, A World in a
Grain of Sand: Twenty-Two Interviews with Northrop Frye (New York: Peter Lang, 1991),
7. Innis was not oblivious to this insight, however; in reference to Florence of 1330 AD,
he declared: “Writing compelled the individual to reflect more intensively.” Innis,
“The Problem of Space,” 125.

70. Nicholas Carr, The Shallows: What the Internet Is Doing to Our Brains (New York:
W. W. Norton, 2010), 74.

71. Ibid., 76.
72. Richard Noble, “Innis’s Conception of Freedom,” in Harold Innis in the New

Century, 43–44; emphasis added.
73. Bickerton et al., Freedom, Equality, Community, 31.
74. B. S. Kierstead, “Review: Political Economy in the Modern State. Canadian Journal of

Economics and Political Science 13, no. 4 (November, 1947), 601–602.
75. Freeman, The Greek Achievement, 214–35.



FOUR
Political Economy, Medium Theory,

and Existentialism

This chapter looks more closely at ontological premises grounding Innis’s
medium theory and how medium theory relates to political economy.

HOLISM

Approaching truth in a complex, dynamically changing, interrelated
world, Innis understood, is difficult and problematic. Therefore, he pro-
posed, investigators must become aware of and take into account biases,
both their own and also external factors that might limit or distort under-
standings. Regarding outside factors he singled out particularly the vari-
ous means for communicating (media) as being of primary significance.

Being an inveterate political economist, however, Innis also focused
on concentrated political-economic power as a principal source of bias.
Elite power-holders, he claimed, will often attempt to skew knowledge
production and distribution to their own advantage. And all too fre-
quently social scientists and other scholars eagerly pay heed the sirens’
call:1

[The social scientist’s] contribution is assumed by those who pay for it
to have advanced their interests, probably at the expense of other inter-
ests and not necessarily to the advantage of the community as a
whole—whatever that may mean. In any case, the social scientist is apt
to develop strong vested interests in the prospects of an enterprise or of
a group or of a society. He becomes concerned in many cases with the
increasing profits and the increasing sale of products irrespective of the
wants of the community, and acts largely in a predatory capacity.2

45
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As well as castigating scholars for working “in a predatory capacity,” in
the same article Innis used the phrase, “the prostitution of social science”
in reference to academic conferences focused on “an avowed objective.”3

Over the years, the prostitution and predatory nature of scholarship were
continuing concerns for Innis, which he found particularly loathsome
when practiced by social scientists basking in the security of university
tenure.

Innis, then, was no mere “technological determinist”; he was, rather, a
political economist who proposed that the distinct properties of various
media will support different elites. Innis’s medium theory essentially inter-
relates two principal sources of bias: elite power and the predominant
medium of communication. He proposed that elite power normally con-
trols the predominant medium of communication, which it uses to pro-
mote its own interests. Conversely, the type of bias inherent to the pre-
dominant medium normally strengthens or supports the power of the
particular elite of the time and place. Innis named his variable of synthe-
sis, monopolies of knowledge.

TIME, SPACE, BEING, AND GOVERNANCE

Toward the close of “A Plea for Time,” Innis made three poignant clus-
ters of claims:

1. The state is a major contributor to the weakening of time-binding monopolies.
In former times, he attested, states and other political organizations intent
on administering larger territories were often constrained by monopolists
controlling time, for example religious institutions.4 Territorial expansion
requires greater cultural uniformity, he argued, but this is antithetical to
time-as-continuity as encouraged by time monopolists. Space-biased au-
thorities, therefore, normally try to impose—even to the point of war—
cultural uniformity.5 (Consider, for example, attacks on indigenous peo-
ples by European imperial powers; on the other hand, the church, too,
has been interested in empire, the Crusades, and missionary zeal of all
sorts being pertinent examples; such couplings of time and space, in the
author’s view, are the exceptions proving Innis’s rule of inherent trade-
offs between time and space.)

In addition to warfare, states in the modern era, according to Innis,
weaken the sense of time-as-continuity/duration by supporting science
and technology, which increase spatial interactions, and are usually tied
to “growth, competition [internationally], and survival of the fittest.”6

Survival of the fittest, for instance, connotes a lessening of diversity,
which is to say a decline in the influence of time as duration. It also
connotes might makes right, seemingly a core axiom of imperial powers
and territorial aggressions of all sorts. Technological outcomes of scientif-
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ic research, moreover, such as radio and other “mechanical” means of
transmission,7 in Innis’s view, enhance cultural control and facilitate the
coordination of state resources, contributing enormously thereby to “the
rapid extension of control by the state.”8 Furthermore, to the extent that
scientific and social scientific “laws” are deemed universal, scientific
knowledge induces cultural uniformity geographically.

According to Innis, however, it is not merely the state that aims to
reduce or obliterate time-as-continuity. So do business corporations:
“Weakening of control over time by the church and limited control by the
state left a vacuum which was occupied by industry,”9 Innis declared.

2. The resulting present-mindedness (i.e., refusal or inability even to consid-
er “a state of permanence beyond time”10) disempowers individuals, depriv-
ing them of resolve or will. Innis wrote: “Obsession with present-minded-
ness precludes speculation in terms of time and duration. . . . This con-
temporary attitude leads to the discouragement of all exercise of the will
or the belief in human power.11 And again, “It is possible that we have
become paralysed to the extent that an interest in duration is impossible
or that only under pressure of extreme urgency can we be induced to
recognize the problem.”12

Innis supported his contentions by proposing that “the form of mind”
from Plato to Kant, in contrast to the “contemporary attitude,” had been
consistent with individual freedom and with authentic individual power.
That “form of mind,” he explained, had “hallowed [made sacred] exis-
tence beyond change.”13 However, people today, in being preoccupied with
“living in the moment and for the moment . . . banish all individual conti-
nuity,”14 which is to say they now have little conception of who they
are—a major premise of (and celebrated by15) postmodernists it might be
added.16 Moreover, as just seen, Innis maintained that “it is possible [we
have] become paralysed to the extent that an interest in duration is [now
virtually] impossible.”17

In his media writings Innis often invoked Nietzsche, and he may well
have had him in mind when making these pronouncements. Nietzsche
proposed a “finality of becoming,”18 meaning there is permanence nei-
ther to the world nor to ourselves: we are historical beings, in flux, mut-
able, shaped and molded by ever-shifting circumstances; we face, in other
words, what Innis conceived to be a continuing crisis of identity. George
Grant, one of Nietzsche’s most lucid interpreters, noted that the “last
men,” by Nietzsche’s account, face a void or an abyss stemming from
their lack of self-definition even though in psychological self-defense
they are likely to avoid thinking about that. Instead of contemplating the
nature of their existence, Nietzsche wrote, these last men “have their little
pleasure for the day and their little pleasure for the night. . . . ‘We have
discovered happiness,’ say the last men and blink. Or again, ‘A little



48 Chapter 4

poison now and then: that produces pleasant dreams. And a lot of poison
at last, for a pleasant death.’”19

Those last men conform remarkably well to Innis’s depiction of con-
temporary people “paralyzed” or beset by present-mindedness (see im-
mediately below).

At this point, it might be appropriate to emphasize again that Innis,
himself, can be regarded as one striving to cope with the existential abyss
identified here: How can one possibly find an “anchor” for self-identity,
and how can one attain understanding (let alone engage in scholarship to
seek truth) in a world beset by indeterminacy and permanently in flux?

3. Instead of the former time monopolies that promoted “existence beyond
change,” many individuals now embrace “new religions evident in fascism, com-
munism, and our way of life.”20 Fascism and communism as space-binding,
state-sponsored “religions” may require little or no elucidation. But “our
way of life,” and Innis’s understanding of that as “a new religion” in
some respects akin to fascism and communism, certainly do. The first
question is, then, exactly what Innis meant by “our way of life.” The
second concerns the similarities he saw between it and fascism/commu-
nism.

In “A Plea for Time” and elsewhere Innis identified pertinent features
of “our way of life,” several of which recall Nietzsche’s “last men,” in-
cluding:

• “disappearance of an interest in time,”21 and therefore an increased
attention to the ephemeral,22 indeed an “obsession with present-
mindedness”23

• heightened demand—regionally, nationally, internationally—for
news;24 an increased interest also in changing styles and fashion

• rampant hedonism25

• instability26

• obsession with economics
• omnipresent propaganda27

• superficiality, entertainment, amusements;28 rise of “information
industries” and a “concern with information”;29 “mechanical trans-
mission” of “vast quantities” of information30

• trend toward centralization
• “atomization of society”;31 stated otherwise, a decline in the sense

of community32

• decline in “the belief in individual power”; a discouragement “of
all exercise of the will”33

• acceptance of the “sham independence of democracy.”34 Innis
wrote: “Political duplicity has become an asset of first importance
in democratic countries”35

• abolition of “all individual continuity”36
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All this may seem obvious enough today, although as a dialectical theo-
rist Innis also acknowledged countervailing pressures stemming from
authentic scholarship, from oral dialogue, and from vestigial time-binding
institutions.

The second question: Why did Innis consider “our way of life” to be a
new religion, comparable to such other “new religions” as communism
and fascism? If religion is understood broadly as shared beliefs concern-
ing the ultimate nature and purposes of life, or indeed of the universe,
many of the foregoing traits of “our way of life” can indeed be deemed
“religious.” For Innis, life beyond death had been the “great myth” of
temporal culture, but for spatially-oriented cultures, a “great myth” is
“democracy.”37

But that still begs the question of similarities to fascism/communism.
Recall that Innis claimed that “our way of life” endorses or embraces “the
sham independence of democracy,”38 and that “political duplicity has be-
come an asset of first importance in democratic countries.”39 These asser-
tions constitute major explanations for his equating our way of life to
fascism and communism. That still leaves the question as to what
grounds Innis based those claims on. And why would anyone ever accept
or embrace any of that? In “A Plea for Time” Innis provided some an-
swers:

The political realization of democracy invariably encourages the hypnotist.
The behaviourist and the psychological tester have their way. In the
words of one of them: “Great will be our good fortune if the lesson in
human engineering which the war has taught us is carried over, direct-
ly and effectively, into our civil institutions and activities (Yoakum).40

Innis might well have quoted other authorities, too. In 1928, for example,
Edward Bernays (whom Innis cited elsewhere) began his famous book,
Propaganda, by claiming:

The conscious and intelligent manipulation of the organized habits and
opinions of the masses is an important element in democratic society.
Those who manipulate this unseen mechanism of society constitute an
invisible government which is the true ruling power of our country.41

A bit later Bernays added, “Propaganda is the executive arm of the invis-
ible government.”42

Walter Lippmann, too, in a sequence of books, provided a lengthy
argument to the same effect.43 Innis cited Lippmann on several occasions.
(Sadly, as we will see in chapter 6, on one occasion Innis seems to endorse
these views himself;44 this, to my knowledge, was the exception to Innis’s
usually anti-authoritarian position).

For Innis, Bernays, and Lippmann, what we today call “democracy” is
tantamount to the “manufacture of consent” (Lippmann’s phrase,45 albeit
as made prominent by Edward S. Herman and Noam Chomsky46). Ad-
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vertising, public relations, news, political polls, attitudinal surveys, PR,
elections, and much more, for Bernays and Lippmann are, and should be,
devices not to respond to opinion, but to manage it.47 Lippmann advised
that elites should use vague, polysemous symbols, lie, censor, and other-
wise deceive the general public in order to construct pseudoenvironments
as the best way of achieving consensus; Bernays, similarly, urged “demo-
cratic” propagandists to attain familiarity with Freudian psychology in
order to engineer consent through psychological, subconscious manipula-
tions. Innis’s equivalent expression was that democracy invariably en-
courages “the hypnotist” as elites endeavor to control the public by dis-
tracting attention from things that matter while stealthily inculcating
“proper” opinions: “The shell and pea game of the country fair,” Innis
remarked, “has been magnified and elevated to a universal level.”48 Ac-
cording to Innis, “rights for the masses meant rites for the masses.”49

The essential differences between Innis on the one hand and Bernays/
Lippmann on the other are that Bernays/Lippmann consistently ap-
proved of and deemed essential deceptions, distractions, and psychologi-
cal manipulations to counter democratic formalities and to entrench elite
rule, whereas Innis (except seemingly on the occasion referred to above)
detested: (1) any and all deception, and (2) any and all autocratic rule.50

From Innis’s claim that the political realization of democracy invari-
ably encourages the hypnotist, we can infer that he considered authentic
democracy to be frail. Democracy ineluctably gives rise to forces dedicat-
ed to its overthrow. Elites hate democracy, notwithstanding the lip ser-
vice they continually pay it, the lip service itself likely being a prime
means of supplanting democracy through deception with authoritarian
rule.

Elsewhere, Innis provided additional justifications for claiming simi-
larities among fascism/communism and western democracy. In Changing
Concepts of Time, for instance, he cited well known U.S. authorities re-
garding what they deemed (at the time of the Cold War) to be the undue
influence of the USSR on the U.S.A.:

Archibald MacLeish in an article on “The Conquest of America” in the
Atlantic Monthly (August 1949) wrote, “Never in the history of the
world was one people as completely dominated intellectually and mo-
rally by another as the people of the United States by the people of
Russia in the four years from 1946 through 1949.” . . . H. Ickes in the
New Republic (October 17, 1950) wrote, “We have been subjugated by
Russia because of our fear of Russia.” “I thank God that Roosevelt is
not here now to see a greater and a stronger America not on its knees
but on its hands and knees grovelling before dangers of its own ima-
gining.”

At which point Innis interjected:
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The outsider can perhaps see more clearly than these writers the truth
of their remarks in the work of the Committee on Un-American Activ-
ities, in the reign of terror introduced as a result of a revival of a system
of informers in ex-Communists’ rackets, in trials and penalties, and in
rumours of suicides. . . . We seem to be condemned to lives of perpetual
hate. Unity and coherence [previously] achieved in the United States
by animosity against Great Britain . . . has necessitated animosity
against Russia.51

Innis intended the term, “reign of terror,” to be applied to the Red Scare
and the accompanying Communist witch hunts in the United States be-
ginning in the mid to late 1940s.52 For some today, however, the term
resonates with the Bush administration’s “War on Terror” abroad and
“Homeland Security” domestically, and with Obama’s targeted assassi-
nations through drones abroad and with NSA electronic spying at
home.53

Moreover, as just noted, in Innis’s judgment “we seem to be con-
demned to lives of perpetual hate.”54 To amplify that proposition, he
quoted Fuller regarding the militarized basis of the postwar American
economy: “Should an enemy not exist he will need to be created.”55 Dis-
tinctions among fascism, communism, and our way life, then, again seem
quite blurred and faint.

In the “democratic states” following World War II and the onset of the
Cold War, Innis declared, “we have passed from the security and opti-
mism which characterized the belief in progress in the nineteenth century
to fear and pessimism and demands for security.”56 In that context, he
concluded, “democratic states” resort to “totalitarian propaganda” in or-
der to “bolster our morale.”57 Consistent with the effectiveness of “totali-
tarian propaganda” and perhaps partly as a consequence of its omnipres-
ence, Innis suggested, irrationalism has come to characterize the twenti-
eth century.58 Here we arrive at a principal explanation as to why Wilbur
Schramm (as discussed in part II) was so insistent on denying that propa-
ganda is ever effective: Schramm advocated hard, rational social science
on the one hand, and insisted that American democracy is strongly dif-
ferentiated from soviet and other totalitarianisms on the other.

MANUFACTURING CONSENT

In “A Plea for Time,” Innis remarked how well-suited modern mass me-
dia really are for manufacturing consent—or, in his words, for govern-
ments to impose “cultural uniformity on its peoples.”59 He explained:

As modern developments in communication have made for greater
realism they have made for greater possibilities of delusion . . . We are
under the spell of Whitehead’s fallacy of misplaced concreteness. The
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shell and pea game of the country fair has been magnified and elevated
to a universal level.60

Here Innis’s wit is both acute and dark. Photography, seemingly, is more
“real” than words, and hence empowers advertisers and propagandists
more effectively than print alone ever could. Moving pictures seemingly
are more “real” still, immersing audiences into what some later writers
referred to as “simulacra” and as “hyper-realities.”

However, the issue is not merely that elites have at their disposal
more powerful tools for deception and persuasion. According to Innis,
people (particularly the “lowest intellectual types”) actively seek out and
enthusiastically participate in their own bemusement and delusion. Innis
declared:

The technological advantages in communication shown in the news-
paper, the cinema and the radio demand the thinning out of knowl-
edge to the point where it interests the lowest intellectual levels and
brings them under the control of totalitarian propaganda.61

Innis suggested, too, that with the rise of popular mass media, “public
opinion as a reflection of the middle classes became less important, and
popular clamor made rapid headway.”62 Meanwhile, “the best minds,”
according to Innis, were diverted from the important problem of increas-
ing understanding to focus on commerce, armaments, and manipulation
of public opinion.63

But people cannot tolerate seeing themselves as powerless and unfree
because, according to Innis, they possess an instinct for freedom. He wrote:
“The sense of power and the instinct for freedom have proved too costly and
have been replaced by the sham independence of democracy.”64 Stated
otherwise, being deprived of authentic freedom/power, citizens suspend
disbelief and acquiesce in delusions of power and in delusions of democ-
racy. In other words, for deeply-based psychological reasons in the ab-
sence of authentic freedom and authentic democracy, people accept and
welcome the “sham” of freedom.

Like Nietzsche’s last men, moreover, citizens in contemporary culture
dull their angst through entertainments, fashion, celebrity, drugs, super-
ficialities, hedonism, the ephemeral, and all else that “our way of life” has
to offer. These distractions and fantasies may help, too, in avoiding con-
frontations with the sham. And, of course, space-binding media are adept
at providing such necessary illusions, amusements, and bemusements,
and are eager to do so.

Parenthetically, this was one of the few times—likely the only time—
that Innis used the phrase, instinct for freedom. On another occasion (quot-
ing Rougier) he actually used the antithetical phrase, an instinct of servi-
tude, defined as “a need for being regimented and commanded.”65 One
could speculate at some length as to how Innis might reconcile these
seemingly antithetical postulates: instinct for freedom/instinct for servi-
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tude. I treat both at some length in part III. For now, it is sufficient to note
that both instinct for freedom and instinct of servitude support Innis’s char-
acterization of contemporary democracy as delusory, as a sham.

In stark contrast to our contemporary “sham of freedom,” Innis refer-
enced “the community built by the Greeks” which, he claimed, “assumed
a concern with time as continuity, not merely as “a series of instantane-
ous flashes.”66 A sense of time as duration and as continuity, plus oral
dialogue and dialectic, according to Innis, are essential for confronting
and displacing the “sham.”

INNIS’S EXISTENTIAL ANGST

Whereas the object to be studied during Innis’s staples period admittedly
could and did change (staples succeeded one another, as did the associat-
ed modes of transportation), there is little or no hint in Innis’s staples
writings that the scholar, or researcher, too, is subject to change. Differ-
ences among countries or within the same country at different times is
one thing; differences in interpreting the same events on account of differ-
ent biases in the scholar or among different scholars, is quite another.
That, however, was the disturbing proposition Innis introduced, de nou-
veau, with medium theory. Every researcher is, in part, according to the
Innis of medium theory, a product of his or her times, and hence under-
stands/interprets/misinterprets accordingly. Innis made this point time
and time again:

It is scarcely possible for generations disciplined in the written and the
printed tradition to appreciate the oral tradition.67

The impact of writing and printing on modern civilization increases the
difficulties of understanding a civilization based on the oral tradition.68

A change in the type of medium implies a change in the type of apprai-
sal and hence makes it difficult for one civilization to understand an-
other.69

We must all be aware of the extraordinary, perhaps insuperable, diffi-
culty of assessing the quality of a culture of which we are a part or of
assessing the quality of a culture of which we are not a part. In using
other cultures as mirrors in which we may see our own culture we are
affected by the astigma of our own eyesight and the defects of the
mirror, with the result that we are apt to see nothing in other cultures
but the virtues of our own.70

There is another way of stating Innis’s new dilemma: to assent that uni-
versals (presuming they exist) are impossible to know, due to the relativ-
ity/finiteness of our knowing, is tantamount to falling into the dual abyss



54 Chapter 4

of totalitarian governance (no ascertainable truth with which to hold
power to account) and lack of personal identity (as the self is always in
flux). On the other hand, to claim that there are universals which can be
fully comprehended by some (but not all), leads to “fanaticism” and to
totalitarian governance by experts or philosopher kings—all this being
equally repugnant to Innis. Innis’s compromise, to avoid both undesir-
able extremes, was to pursue scholarship to ascertain constants outside of
time, even while denying that these constants can ever be comprehended
in their full complexity. Scholars must pursue truth, but do so humbly,
while being as self-reflexive as possible in order to account for their own
limitations or biases, and while engaging in oral dialogues so that their
propositions can be tested by points of view other than their own.

AN ANALYTICAL NOTE

Despite championing Greek culture and making a plea for time, Innis
was not afflicted with nostalgia. He began “A Plea for Time” by propos-
ing that time poses three major problems for contemporary understand-
ing. First is the problem to which he provided the bulk of his attention,
namely present-mindedness. The danger here is that “knowledge of the
past may be neglected to the point that it ceases to serve the present and
the future.”71

The second (and antithetical) problem, is antiquarianism—the belief
that only the past counts and that everything should be judged accord-
ingly. Innis called on scholars to resist not only “present-mindedness”
but also to “escape from antiquarianism . . . and from the bogeys of
stagnation and maturity.”72

Third is the difficulty, or impossibility, of contemporary analysts ade-
quately understanding former cultures; this is sometimes called present-
ism. “The task of understanding a culture built on the oral tradition is
impossible to students steeped in the western tradition,”73 Innis declared.
Although “it is impossible for [the economic historian] to avoid the bias
of the period in which he writes,” Innis proposed, “he can point to its
dangers by attempting to appraise the character of the time concept.”74

Deibert makes a further distinction pertinent to this discussion: histor-
icism vs. essentialism. From a historicist perspective, Deibert advises, “ra-
tionalities, nations and states—though potentially stable over long peri-
ods of time—are nonetheless products of historical contingencies and
thus subject to change as nature and society evolve. . . . The historicist
privileges change over continuity, flux over permanence.”75 The essential-
ist, in contrast, “is concerned with uncovering fundamental laws and
universal truths about nature and society. . . . [He or she] seeks to build
knowledge on stable, unchanging foundations.”76
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According to Deibert, “where Innis falls on this divide between essen-
tialism and historicism is somewhat ambiguous . . . [but] a closer inspec-
tion reveals that of the two modes of thought, Innis was fully in tune with
the historicist approach.”77 The argument presented in the present chap-
ter reaches a somewhat different conclusion: Innis was historicist regard-
ing staples, maintaining that each staple has unique effects and propos-
ing the relativity of knowledge to time and place (although at that time
he seemed unconcerned with the possibility that his own work might be
plagued by historicist concerns). In his media writings, however, the is-
sues were reversed: Innis anguished over “biases” of every researcher
due to his or her own historicity; nonetheless, he was fully essentialist in
seeking out commonalties of previous civilizations that could be of con-
temporary applicability, and in his insistence that scholars seek truth (“a
state of permanence beyond time”), as opposed to merely living in the
moment.
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FIVE
Media and Scholarship

Innis related media to two types of communication: the scholarly and the
popular (sometimes referring to the latter as “the vernacular”). This
chapter reviews Innis’s understanding of the consequences of media for
scholarship; the following chapter reviews his understanding of media
and popular culture.

BACON AND INNIS

Francis Bacon (1561–1626) is still renowned for proposing that knowledge
is power. Scientific knowledge, Bacon averred, has enabled humankind to
dominate nature.1 In his fictional account of a New Atlantis, Bacon por-
trayed an utopian society ruled by scientists. And in Novum Organum
Scientarium (1620) Bacon famously claimed that three “mechanical dis-
coveries”—the printing press, gunpowder, the compass—had “changed
the whole face and state of things throughout the world . . . in so much
that no empire, no sect, no star seems to have exerted greater power and
influence in human affairs.” Bacon compared his new organum (inferring
general relations from multiple observations and testing those inferences
by experiment) to Aristotle’s old one, which he disparaged on grounds
that it merely deduced conclusions from untested assumptions or axi-
oms.

Innis, likewise, related knowledge to power. And, like Bacon, Innis
speculated on consequences of science for the human condition. Howev-
er, whereas Bacon confined his attention to power used to subdue nature,
Innis emphasized the subjugation of some people and some cultures by
others. Whereas Bacon, evidently, regarded humanity as unified, by In-
nis’s account humankind is normally conflicted and class-riven.

59
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Indeed, the same three inventions heralded by Bacon as immeasur-
ably benefiting humankind, by Innis’s account reinforce asymmetric
power relations. Modifications or “improvements” to the inventions, fur-
thermore, in Innis’s view, today threaten human survival.2 Far from uto-
pian, Innis viewed contemporary science as deadly—unless and until
modified or counterbalanced by the wisdom of the Greeks—wisdom that
Bacon dismissed so contemptuously, at least in part.

So, just what was the wisdom of the Greeks that Innis regarded so
highly? In a phrase, it was “a constant avoidance of extremes and extrav-
agance,” arguably another Innisian “constant beyond time.” Innis ex-
plained: “Virtue is the middle way. There are no cures. Always we are
compelled to be sceptical of the proposal to cure the world’s ills.”3

Rather than emphasize progress as an ideal, as had Bacon, Innis mod-
estly proposed balance. Rather than depicting humanity as marching for-
ever forward, hand-in-hand, Innis insisted that countervailing power—
skepticism, emphasis on the humanities, rivalries among different power
groups and their knowledges, dialectical thinking—are vital correctives
to the moribund trajectories set by all monopolies of knowledge, includ-
ing modern science: “We must beware of those who have found the
truth,”4 Innis warned. Far from envisaging a blissful, utopian future,
Innis insisted that anchorages with the past are essential to avert utter
collapse.

In the following dense extract from his pivotal article of 1934, Innis
detailed the trajectory he discerned in Western civilization—from democ-
racy (e.g., the Greeks), to improved media, to advances in weaponry, to
totalitarianism, to successions of war:

Democratic institutions accentuate the influence of urban population
and metropolitan centres, and, in turn mechanization strengthens the
position of centralized control. Improved communication such as the
press and radio, improved transportation, and the development of
modern architecture (for example the skyscraper) tend to stress similar-
ities of language and ideas. Expansion of the pulp and paper industry
has supported intensive advertising and revolutions in marketing es-
sential to the demands of the city. It has coincided with the decline of
editorials and freedom of speech, and the emergence of headlines and
the modern newspaper with its demands for excitement, including
wars and peace, to appeal to a large range of lower mental types. The
coincidence with the advent of radio of dictatorship in Russia, Germa-
ny, Italy, Great Britain, the United States, or Canada is not accidental.
Mechanization, moreover, implies more effective utilization of physical
force. Machine guns are effective keys to the city. . . . The vital relation-
ship of militarism to capitalism and to the modern state, which has
become to a large extent a collector and distributor of funds for war
purposes, persists. . . . Political duplicity has become an asset of first
importance in democratic countries.5
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By perusing Innis’s subsequent media/communication writings, we can
uncover substantial support for the sometimes startling connections he
suggested so briefly, even cryptically, here.

MECHANIZATION AND FORCE

Bacon used the phrase, “mechanical discoveries,” when referring to out-
comes of the scientific method which, in his view, substantially augment-
ed humankind’s domination of nature. “Mechanized” and “mechanical”
are words employed by Innis, too, but seldom with a positive thrust. For
Innis, rather, mechanization (and particularly mechanized media of com-
munication) is at the heart of the contemporary malaise which he attrib-
uted to congenital misunderstanding: mechanization is inextricably
linked to space bias, militarization, force, empire, and present-minded-
ness. The inaugural mechanical device that both foreshadowed and typ-
ified the mechanized age (and thereby our contemporary era beset by
present-mindedness), according to Innis, was the printing press.

Innis contrasted oral communication and print. Between those poles,
of course, he investigated various other media for writing: stone, papy-
rus, clay tablets, parchment, paper, and pen. While expressing reserva-
tions regarding each of those, he leveled his harshest indictments at the
printing press which, in his view, utterly transformed what we take to be
knowledge. Whereas hand copying was laborious and time-consuming,
required little capital, and produced texts that were never quite identical,
the printing press was capital intensive and produced quickly and in
abundance identical copies. One consequence of mechanized media,
therefore, was that informational artifacts were subject to industrial and
pecuniary pressures for mass production, mass consumption, economies
of scale, mass promotion, mass distribution, and profits. Innis concluded
that mechanized media, consequently, are hostile to authentic scholar-
ship:6

The Industrial Revolution and mechanized knowledge have all but de-
stroyed the scholar’s influence. Force is no longer concerned with his
protection and is actively engaged in schemes for his destruction.7

The conditions of freedom of thought are in danger of being destroyed
by science, technology, and the mechanization of knowledge, and with
them, Western civilization.8

We are compelled to recognize the significance of mechanized knowl-
edge as a source of power and its subjection to the demands of force
through the instrument of the state. . . . Centralization in education in
the interests of political organization has disastrous implications.9
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In our day, Innis maintained, political-economic-military power (“force”)
controls the predominant modes of communication, and thereby also
much of what we take to be knowledge. In our era, mechanized media,
which in Innis’s terms would now include digital media (see chapter 13),
are outcomes of applied science (and, incidentally, have almost uniform-
ly been supported in their development by the military: telegraph, radio,
television, Internet, satellites, fiber optics, computers, cellular technology,
guided missiles, drones). Militarized media, by definition, extend or
maintain spatial control. Force, then, most assuredly is aligned with
governance over space, with Baconian science, and with contemporary
media of communication. The tragedy of our time, according to Innis, is
that (in accordance with Bacon’s recommendation) there is scant counter-
balance or dialectic among knowledges or alternative ways of knowing to
offset the predominance of mechanized, space-binding, present-minded,
militaristic knowledge.

Of course, space-oriented power blocs—military, governments, corpo-
rations—need and therefore purchase research, skills, knowledge, and
intelligence. For Innis to assert that force and mechanization are “hostile”
to scholarship, then, must have meant that he viewed the form of scholar-
ship demanded by these power blocs as inferior or inauthentic. Innis
quoted Mark Pattison on the opposition between force and authentic
scholarship (or what Pattison simply called “knowledge”):

Power is a machine, but it is one of which the moving force is passion,
much oftener than knowledge. . . . Passion, creating and animating pow-
er, degrading knowledge to be the skilled artificer that forges chains for its
subjects. Power, once constituted, has a tendency to perpetuate itself: it
is at the discretion of power how much, or how little, intellectual
progress its subjects shall be permitted to make. For though knowledge
be itself a power yet as it grows up and finds passion already seated on
the throne, it cannot raise its head, except so far as the monarch in
possession licenses it.10

In addition to being applied to develop new technological means of force,
mechanized knowledge serves another purpose for elite power: it numbs
the population. Innis declared, perhaps in oblique reference to Plato’s
allegory of the cave: “The danger of shaking men out of the soporific
results of mechanized knowledge is similar to that of attempting to
arouse a drunken man or one who has taken an overdose of sleeping
tablets. The necessary violent measures will be disliked.”11
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CONTEMPORARY UNIVERSITIES

Where Angels Fear to Tread

According to Innis, scholarship to be worthy of the name must be
open, free, intelligent, skeptical; it must be independent of economic
pressures; it must seek truth irrespective of possible negative impact
upon existing systems of power.

Innis maintained that, historically, universities had been the fount of
authentic scholarship and had been primary sources of countervailing
influence.12 In his view, the university “must continue its vital function”
of mediating time and space, that is of “checking the dangerous extremes
to which all institutions with power are subject.”13 However, Innis ex-
pressed concern that universities in his day were increasingly prone to
siding with space to the preclusion of time. The contemporary university,
he wrote, “is besieged on all hands by villains.”14 And again: “We stand
on one small and dwindling island surrounded by a flood of totalitarian-
ism.”15 The contemporary precariousness of independent scholarship, In-
nis believed, stemmed essentially from three factors:

First, scholars were bereft of resources with which “to combat organ-
izations of power always insidiously waiting to prey on them.”16 Accord-
ing to Innis, “Nothing has been more indicative of the decline in cultural
life in Canada since the last war than the infiltration of politics in the
Universities”;17 and again: “Universities supported by the state have seen
the disappearance of freedom of speech and freedom of the press, to say
nothing of academic freedom.”18

Innis’s concern may have been stimulated particularly from the fact
that his campus at the University of Toronto during the Second World
War resembled a military encampment as uniformed soldiers and stu-
dents scurried about hither and yon. Special courses were developed for
military personnel. The university’s curriculum was continuously subject
to modification in attempts to conform it more closely to military needs.
The principals of McGill and Queen’s universities were even advocating
closing arts faculties, as they deemed those inessential to the war effort.
(Harold Innis, along with others, helped block that move!19).

In addition, the plight of colleague Frank Underhill,20 would have
done nothing to placate Innis’s anxiety: both the leader of the opposition
and the premier of the province denounced Underhill in the provincial
Legislature on account of his pacifist and seemingly anti-British state-
ments. Both politicians demanded his dismissal.

Second, according to Innis, professors were unduly prone to seeking
out and accepting pecuniary and other rewards from space-biased
monopolists, and as part of their quest they eagerly modified research
agendas and findings. As Innis put it, academics have “been quick to
work in collusion with [government bureaucracies], to pretend an omnis-
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cience equal to all occasions, and to become the kept class of autocra-
cies.”21 Innis was not one, however, to name names, and so these charges
remained abstract; in that regard, of course, the contrast with Noam
Chomsky is stark.

Third, university administrators—essentially ambitious bureaucrats in
Innis’s judgment—were, almost to the person willing accomplices of or-
ganized power. Innis declared ominously: “Universities will be charged
as one of the kept institutions of capitalism.”22 And again: “The impres-
sion that universities can be bought and sold, held by business men and
fostered by university administrators trained in playing for the highest
bid, is a reflection of the deterioration of western civilization. To buy
universities is to destroy them and with them the civilization for which
they stand.”23

In considering these remarks it is worthwhile recalling that Innis was
himself a university administrator,24 meaning that he had regular contact
with the types of people described above, including the university presi-
dent. It is doubtful comments such as these, if noticed,25 would have
endeared him to his administrative superiors—or indeed to his col-
leagues in the professoriate—perhaps helping to explain why his post-
staples scholarship was so ignored for years after his death and even
today is only selectively cited and considered.

Pressured by governments, corporations, the military, ecclesiastical
institutions, political parties,26 and even public opinion, the contempo-
rary university, according to Innis, was prone to selling its soul, making
“the task of attempting to become [an authentic] social scientist . . . beyond
human endurance. . . . He will receive small thanks and possibly much
contempt and persecution for attempting to tear the mask from innumer-
able biases which surround him.”27

As developed further below, Innis was then fully aware of, and con-
tinuously bore in mind, the fierce opposition that likely awaited scholars
manifesting a modicum of intellectual integrity and independence. Innis
most definitely was no “fool” rushing in where angels feared to tread.

Scholarship and Present-mindedness

Innis remarked that governments, the military, and corporations favor
and support applied, practical research. That means, according to Innis,
they support “mental processes [that are] essentially short range.”28

Time-binding knowledge, conversely, is seldom encouraged. In fact,
power and its assistant, “force,” Innis insisted, are congenitally opposed to
“intelligence.”29 Intelligence, for Innis, entails “forethinking,” which is the
precise opposite of present-mindedness. Citing Eric Havelock, Innis
maintained that among contemporary intellectuals, intelligence (in this
sense) is increasingly rare:
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Intellectual man of the nineteenth century was the first to estimate
absolute nullity in time. The present—real, insistent, complex, and
treated as an independent system, the foreshortening of practical previ-
sion in the field of human action, has penetrated the most vulnerable
area of public policy. War has become the result, and a cause, of the
limitations placed of the forethinker.30

War is a result of present-mindedness; people in positions of influence
(politicians and their expert advisers) do not think things through as to
long-term implications. War also is a cause of present-mindedness; war
gives rise to moment by moment exigencies, necessitating continuing
attention.

It is not merely individual experts and scholars, however, who are
prone to present-mindedness. So, too, are entire academic disciples, in-
cluding of course (and especially, in Innis’s view), economics:

Work in the social sciences has become increasingly concerned with top-
ical problems and social science departments become schools of jour-
nalism. . . . [The social scientist using] mathematical technique . . . can
develop formulae to be used by industry and business and by govern-
ments in the formulation of policy. . . . It is significant that [economist
John Maynard] Keynes should have said that in the long run we are all
dead and that we have little other interest than that of living for the
immediate future.31

And again, elsewhere:

One notes with alarm the changing fashions in economics. The breakup
of the classical tradition of economics is an indication of the powerful
influence of fashions in our times. At one time we are concerned with
tariffs, at another with trusts, and still another with money. As news-
papers seldom find it to their interest to pursue any subject for more
than three or four days, so the economist becomes very weary of partic-
ular interests or senses that the public is weary of them and changes
accordingly.32

As Innis was writing, an arms race threatened annihilation. Innis antici-
pated not merely “the universities [as being] in danger of becoming a
branch of the military arm,”33 but he also foresaw “the prospect of a new
Dark Ages.”34 For him, only a revival of authentic scholarship as pro-
tected by reinvigorated, independent universities could save the world.
In an address to graduating students at Dalhousie University (1944), he
stated:

As recent graduates, we dedicate ourselves afresh to the maintenance
of a tradition without which western culture disappears. . . . These
ceremonies peculiar to an institution which has played the leading role
in the flowering of western culture remind us of the obligation of main-
taining traditions concerned with the search for truth for which men
have laid down and have been asked to lay down their lives.35
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In addition to governments, the military, and corporations imposing
present-mindedness on universities, so also according to Innis does pub-
lic opinion; and for their part, universities were increasingly attempting
to curry public favor: “Universities have appointed press agents to per-
suade the public of their contributions; their curricula have been ad-
justed; and a rash of departments of university extension has broken
out.”36 Accordingly, universities were debasing their curricula: “The uni-
versities like churches have concentrated their attention on public opin-
ion as the source of power whether in extension courses or in the shaping
of curricula and content.”37 Meanwhile, “academic freedom ha[d] be-
come the great shelter of incompetence,” with the social sciences provid-
ing “both the opiates and the stimulants to what passes for modern
thought.”38

DISSENT IN THE MIDST OF OPPRESSION

Innis wrote his media/communication books not only when he was
broadly acclaimed Canada’s foremost scholar, but also while occupying
senior administrative positions at the University of Toronto and serving
governments in prestigious capacities. He published many of his most
scathing remarks directed at government officials, the political system,
university administrators, scholars, journalists and the press system, in
other words, during World War II and its aftermath, the Red Scare—
periods normally considered to have severely curtailed expressions of
dissident thought and knowledge. One might well ask: How did Harold
Innis get away with it? How and why did Innis survive?

One answer was given by Innis himself in the form of a humorous
anecdote, followed by a confession:

If in the course of an article I make reference to a large government
department or a large business organization, I will receive in an incred-
ibly short time after the article has been published a personal letter . . .
explaining that my remarks are liable to misinterpretation and infer-
ring that the head of such an influential department in a large univer-
sity should be very careful about the way in which his views are ex-
pressed. I plan to leave in my estate a valuable collection of autographs
of prominent men in this country.

Whereupon Innis added:

For these reasons I am largely compelled to avoid making speeches in
public and to resort to the careful preparation of material to be made
available in print. In most cases this involves writing in such guarded
fashion that no one can understand what is written or using quotations
from the writings of authors who stand in great repute.39



Media and Scholarship 67

Previously, I suggested that in his writings Innis strove to avoid “linear-
ity” which would undermine his holistic or “ecological” position, and
also that he wanted to counter the customarily authoritarian properties of
print. Another possibility, however, supported by the foregoing anec-
dote, is that he strove to protect his indictments of contemporary society
from personal attack and repression. More than just that, though: by
perhaps shielding himself from censure from elite/totalitarian forces, Innis
may have had in mind also the notion that he was preserving (or at least
not reducing) the integrity of the University. Innis was insistent that the
University remain (or once again become) isolated from political interfer-
ence, for only then, he maintained, could scholars counter prevailing
biases and thereby contribute to the survival of civilization. “Scholars
have much to lose from encroachments of power,” Innis remarked, be-
cause (quoting Jacob Burckhardt’s Force and Freedom), “‘power is of its
nature evil, whoever wields it.’”40 And again: “The descent of the univer-
sity into the market place reflects the lie in the soul of modern society.”41

In his scholarship, then, Innis was himself living out certain contradic-
tions and was continuously striving for balance. On the one hand, he was
himself among the elite; on the other, if his criticisms proved too effective,
he stood to lose a lot. Again, on the one hand, according to Innis, only
authentic scholarship can countervail omnipresent space-binding pres-
sures that, unchecked, may well result in the collapse of Western civiliza-
tion; on the other, authentic scholarship is likely to incur the wrath of
powerful interests who could well respond by curtailing academic free-
dom.

One suspects Innis continuously asked himself just how real is aca-
demic freedom anyway, if academics engage in self-censorship in the name
of preserving academic freedom? While one may well disagree with the
balance Innis struck, one must at the same time admire his courage and
understand the wrenching contradictions he attempted to navigate.

WAR ECONOMIES

Tragically, according to Innis, in the twentieth century present-minded-
ness has been a factor causing whole economies to become war-based, to
be dedicated to producing the means of mass annihilation. Quoting Full-
er:42 “An all-round increase in armed forces [has been necessary] to miti-
gate unemployment.” In fact, Innis continued, in accordance with in-
creased present-mindedness, the very motivation underlying militariza-
tion has shifted from defense to economic concerns: Today, war is “to
solve unemployment in order to ensure against anarchy, instead of war
to protect employment (ordered life) against external aggression.” In-
deed, “the dependence on war becomes even more vital to our economic



68 Chapter 5

system than the dependence of war on industry.” “Should an enemy not
exist he will need to be created.”43

It is precisely at this point that Innis tied war and weaponry (Bacon’s
“gun powder”) to popular culture and mass media (Bacon’s “printing
press”): “A war cannot be carried on without atrocity stories for the home
market,”44 Innis judged. Further discussion on the influence or control of
popular culture by space monopolies, and connections Innis proposed
between gunpowder on the one hand and the printing press on the other,
are reserved for the next chapter.

EDUCATION AND MECHANIZATION

Innis believed that the inventions of the mechanical printing press and
the paper machine heralded a perverse revolution in the production and
distribution of knowledge.45 He maintained that mechanization fosters
specialization, indeed an “obsession with specialization”;46 it encourages
the pursuit of economies of scale in knowledge production and distribu-
tion,47 thereby presaging the advent of “information industries.”48 Uni-
versity departments and disciplines today, he lamented, are often unduly
present-minded; but that is not merely a knee-jerk response to the de-
mands of political-economic power; it is also a consequence of properties
built into the very means of communicating:

The textbook . . . has become such a powerful instrument for the clos-
ing of men’s minds with its emphasis on memory and its systematic
checking of new ideas. Biases become entrenched in textbooks which
represent monopolies of the publishing trade and resist the power of
thought.49

Innis used the phrases, mechanization of knowledge and of education, to refer
not merely to larger presses and larger print runs in order to decrease
average production costs of textbooks,50 but also to larger classrooms;51

the discouragement of oral dialogue and the concomitant decline in criti-
cal, creative thought;52 insistence by schools on the efficacy of formulaic
knowledge53 and the use of mechanical instruments (including but not
limited to text books—film, for example) as teaching aids.

Perhaps most importantly for Innis, though, was the undue emphasis
on the present and the transitory brought about by mechanization. Citing
Laski, Innis mused sardonically that “education [had become] the art of
teaching men to be deceived by the printed word.”54 Part of that “decep-
tion” was over-specialization among academics. The printing press con-
tributed to over-specialization, according to Innis, on account of the ease
of replication. Curiously, though, he also invoked a psychological expla-
nation: “Repression of the human spirit produces its aberrations in spe-
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cialization.”55 We could speculate at some length on what Innis had in
mind here.

The printing press and other “mechanical devices,” Innis remarked,
vastly increased the production and distribution of information. In fact,
in contemporary society, “freedom of the press” survived—to the degree
it had survived—principally because published words became trivial on
account of the overabundance of published materials.56 Innis would like-
ly maintain that today freedom of scholarship, to the extent there is such
a thing, is tolerated primarily because there is an over-abundance of aca-
demic writings.
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SIX
Media and Public Opinion

FORCE AND OPINION

By extending Francis Bacon’s notion of power from merely control over
nature to control of other people, types of knowledge rejected by Bacon
as ineffectual—rhetoric, superstition, authoritative claims in the absence
of testing, deduction in the absence of induction, etc.—again come to the
fore. In this regard, Innis quoted David Hume (1711–1776):

As force is always on the side of the governed, the governors have
nothing to support them but opinion. It is, therefore, on opinion that
government is founded; and this maxim extends to the most despotic
and the most military governments as well as to the most free and most
popular.1

Control of opinion by the governors, Hume claimed, is required in order
for the governors to retain power. By controlling opinion, governors ren-
der force quiescent—force being (Hume proposed) always on the side of
the governed on account of their superior numbers.

Although Innis agreed with Hume that popular opinion is normally
sought out by the governors, he disagreed fundamentally with Hume’s
initial proposition, namely that power (even latently) resides with the
governed. Innis wrote, “The relation of monopolies of knowledge to orga-
nized force is evident in the political and military histories of civiliza-
tion.”2 Note Innis’s subtle changes in terminology: organized force, not just
force; monopolies of knowledge instead of opinion. Whereas Hume claimed
that “force” resides with the governed, Innis insisted that “organized
force”—the military, the police, the courts, and other coercive institu-
tions, whose power stems at least partly from weaponry (i.e., applications
of Bacon’s “science”), trumps mere “force.” A further implication of In-
nis’s gloss on Hume is that “organized force” normally possesses a
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“monopoly of knowledge,” which is to say organized force normally
controls opinion.3

Innis disagreed with Hume in a second way, too. According to Innis,
democratic opinion is unstable, superficial, and demands continual excite-
ment and sensation;4 newspapers increase their circulations, for example,
not just by covering wars, but also by pressuring governments to engage
in them! Once democratic (popular) opinion supplants the cool, thought-
ful, detached opinion of the educated middle classes, according to Innis,
organized force will inevitably be required to restore order. In the twenti-
eth century, he wrote,

We have been unable to find a solution to the problem of law and
order, and have resorted to force rather than persuasion, bullets rather
than ballots. “I know only two ways in which society can be gov-
erned—by public opinion and by the sword,” wrote Macaulay. But
Crocker, representing the Conservative position, claimed that we gov-
ern by the law saving us from extremes of government by public opin-
ion or by the sword.5

For Innis, organized force (i.e., the “sword”) and democratic opinion, are
antithetical, extreme modes of governance; both, therefore, in his view,
are dangerous. However, in his view, governance by democratic public
opinion is not merely inept; it inevitably induces its opposite, authoritar-
ianism/organized force—in part on account of its ineptitude and its de-
mands for sensation. (Other reasons proposed by Innis for deeming de-
mocracy frail were reviewed in chapter 4). Far better, in Innis’s view, than
either of those extremes is governance by moderate (middle and upper
class) opinion accompanied by the rule of law. But, he claimed, with the
rise of mass media and democratic politics, middle and upper class opin-
ion had lost its potency.

Interestingly, Noam Chomsky, too, quoted the aforementioned pas-
sage from David Hume. In chapter 12 we will have occasion to revisit
Innis’s gloss on Hume within the context of Chomsky’s interpretation.

PERSUASION, FIRST AMENDMENT, AND THE “FREE PRESS”6

Innis maintained that once science had enfeebled the Church and other
time-binding monopolies, the state (and corporations) became “more de-
pendent on cultural development.”7 Whereas time-binding monopolies
had once provided an “anchorage” (beliefs, values, goals, meanings) for
individuals and for society, after their power waned substitute means
were needed (in the view of the governors) to control what Edward Ber-
nays referred to as the “organized habits and opinions of the masses.”8 It
is in the area, then, of “cultural development” in the age of science and
advanced weaponry that Innis’s analyses of the press, radio, film, adver-
tising, and popular culture become so poignant.
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In this section, I sketch out briefly certain aspects of Innis’s detailed
account of technological changes regarding press systems, and how these
changes impacted upon the structuring and restructuring of political-
economic-cultural power. Three important developments in the history
of press systems were: changes in the supply of newsprint, the applica-
tion of the telegraph to press systems, and increased speed of printing
presses. In combination, these changes induced a revolution in the pro-
duction and distribution of news, giving rise (in Innis’s view) to a new
monopoly of knowledge as cemented in the United States by the Bill of
Rights.

In 1791, Congress amended the U.S. Constitution by enacting the Bill
of Rights. The first of the amendments stated, in part, that “Congress
shall make no law . . . abridging the freedom of speech, or of the press.”
For many, this provision confirmed in law a basic democratic freedom,
and indeed the U.S. is often (justifiably) cited as being one of the few
countries constitutionally limiting prior restraint.9 Innis, though, saw
things differently, insisting adamantly that the First Amendment nar-
rowed the marketplace of ideas. He made this claim many times:

Freedom of the press has made freedom of speech impossible.10

In the United States [a] monopoly [was] accorded the press by the Bill
of Rights.11

Freedom of the press had been an essential ingredient of the monopoly
for it obscured monopolistic characteristics.12

More examples are provided in footnotes.13

Innis provided several justifications for these unsettling propositions:
First, after the enactment of the First Amendment, the press remained

(for a time) staunchly under political control due to patronage. By rein-
forcing freedom of the press, therefore, the dominant political interests
did not reduce and may even have extended their own freedom/power.
Thomas Jefferson, for example, recognizing the potential of the news-
paper as “an element of strategy,”14 not only encouraged inauguration of
the National Gazette (October 21, 1791), but also, through grants of
monopoly over congressional news and a “generous share of public
printing,” persuaded the National Intelligencer to move from Philadelphia
to Washington. Another president who courted a favorable press through
reciprocity was Andrew Jackson; in the 1820s, according to Innis, four of
his five cabinet members were “experienced journalists.”15 There were
other levers of patronage, too.16

Second, by the 1830s, increases in supplies of wood pulp dramatically
reduced the price of newsprint17 which, accompanied by technological
advances in printing, gave rise to “a new type of paper,” namely the
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penny press.18 As newspapers increased their circulation, so did the po-
litical clout of publishers increase. Rather than being dominated by politi-
cal interests as had been the case in Jefferson’s day, newspaper proprie-
tors affected directly public policy. For example, newspaper interests suc-
cessfully campaigned to lower tariffs on newsprint and scuttled plans by
the International Paper Company to acquire newspapers to secure a cap-
tive market.19 Even more significantly, in Innis’s view, newspaper own-
ers were important factors regarding decisions on such basic matters of
state policy as war and peace: “Wars created a demand for extra edi-
tions. . . . The Franco-Prussian War gave the evening paper an established
position in England. . . . To Mr. Hearst was attributed the telegram to
Remington, “You furnish the pictures and I’ll furnish the war.”20 On
another occasion Innis declared, “Every conceivable device to increase
circulation was pressed into service, notably in the newspaper war be-
tween Pulitzer and Hearst in the late nineties in New York City, includ-
ing sensational headlines, the comics, and the Spanish American War.”21

And again, more briefly: “In a literal sense, wars are created, as crime
waves are created, by the newspaper.”22 (Incidentally, several contempo-
rary scholars affirm Innis’s general claim, maintaining that newspapers
were instrumental in bringing about World War I.)23

Third, in seeking larger circulation, publishers narrowed the range of
material— effectively reducing the marketplace of ideas. They made “ap-
peals to lower levels of literacy,”24 with tactics that included intensive
coverage of wars, state funerals, murders, public pageants, ceremonies,
and sporting events; also, comics, photos, features, and “a prevailing
interest in orgies and excitement.”25 Whereas in the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries, newspapers had contributed to political reform by pub-
licizing abuses “which concerned those capable of reading or those ca-
pable of subscribing to the papers,”26 in the twentieth century as literacy
became more widespread, newspapers debased their content to attain
larger readership: “intelligence” waned, sensationalist and present-
minded fluff increased, as dictated by the economics of publishing.

Fourth, advertisers came to exert a great deal of influence over what
was considered newsworthy. Citing George Seldes, Innis remarked that
“the real publishers are the advertisers since their financial support of a
publication is in most cases all that keeps it alive.”27 Intent on accommo-
dating the interests of advertisers, publishers provided “a constant em-
phasis on prosperity”28 —as opposed to, say, focusing on the plight of the
poor. Innis noted also that advertising came to dominate the content of
newspapers: in St. Louis between 1875 and 1925, newspapers reduced
space allocated to news from 55.3 to 26.7 percent, with a concomitant
increase in the space devoted to advertising.29 For Innis, news for the
“cheap papers” became little more than “a device for advertising the
paper as an advertising medium.”30 Dependence on advertising, more-
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over, meant that muckraking in the financial field was no longer deemed
fit to print.

Fifth, the application of the telegraph to journalism virtually forced
newspapers (pursuing economies of scale) “to pool their efforts in collect-
ing and transmitting news,31 leading in 1848 to the organization of what
soon became the Associated Press,”32 a concentrated news gathering/
distribution system that helped redefine the very notion of news. In addi-
tion, advertisers encouraged newspaper amalgamations as a way to
avoid duplication.33

Sixth, beginning with Ivy Lee, PR professionals became adept at “dis-
guising advertising material and planting it in unexpected places to be
picked up as news.”34 Innis remarked caustically: “Slanting the news
which has followed the growth of advertising and the use of press agents
and publicity men has enabled government departments to maintain rep-
resentatives to inform the press.”35

Seventh, publishing went some distance in supplanting empathetic,
dialogic conversation with what Innis termed the “cruelty of mechanized
communication.”36 Innis declared:

The Western community was atomized by the pulverizing effects of the
application of machine industry to communication.37

Improvements in communication tend to divide mankind.38

The oral discussion inherently involves personal contact and a consid-
eration for the feeling of others, and it is in sharp contrast with the
cruelty of mechanized communication and the tendencies which we
have come to note in the modern world.39

Eighth, newspapers fostered “a narrowing of the range from which mate-
rial is distributed and a widening of the range of reception, so that large
numbers receive, but are unable to make any direct response.”40 The
right to freedom of speech specified in the Bill of Rights, as interpreted by
the courts, did not include a right of citizens to diffuse messages through
media owned by corporations. Freedom to publish therefore, is a right
possessed by owners of the press and that right subsumes a power to
exclude viewpoints and spokespersons with whom they disagree.41

Finally, and most importantly in Innis’s view, empowered by the Bill
of Rights the press strengthened knowledge in the service of space, to the
preclusion of time. The result was a strengthening in the monopoly of
knowledge that Innis named, “present-mindedness”:

[Quoting Lockhart] Nothing is less permanent than journalism.42

The influence of mechanization on the printing industry had been evi-
dent in the increasing importance of the ephemeral. Superficiality be-
came essential to meet the various demands of larger numbers of peo-



78 Chapter 6

ple and was developed as an art by those compelled to meet the de-
mands . . . With these powerful developments time was destroyed and
it became increasingly difficult to achieve continuity or ask for a con-
sideration of the future.43

The overwhelming pressure of mechanization evident in the news-
paper and the magazine has led to the creation of vast monopolies of
knowledge of communication. Their entrenched positions involve a
continuous, systematic, ruthless destruction of elements of permanence
essential to cultural activity. The emphasis on change is the only per-
manent characteristic.44

In the United States the dominance of the newspaper led to large-scale
development of monopolies of communication in terms of space and
implied a neglect of problems of time.45

Innis summarized: “Freedom of the press as guaranteed by the Bill of
Rights in the United States [became] the great bulwark of monopolies.”46

Press systems, governments, business corporations, and the military, all
shared an interest in reducing the concerns of time as duration or conti-
nuity, and enlarging preoccupations with space, and in that sense all
were complicit.

For 2014, Reporters Without Borders ranked the United States as 46th
in a listing of 180 countries in its “World Press Freedom Index”—just
below Romania and just above Haiti. (Canada was placed 18th, below
Jamaica and above Poland.47

RADIO AND CINEMA

Innis did not pay nearly as much attention to radio or the cinema as he
did to the press. Nonetheless, his insights are worth recounting. Essen-
tially, he proposed that radio increased present-mindedness, defied polit-
ical boundaries, facilitated demagogy, appealed even to the illiterate, and
impacted upon the press making it even more present-minded than hith-
erto:

Radio . . . has done more than its share to debase our intellectual stan-
dards. The demands of the new media were imposed on the older
media, the newspaper and the book. With these powerful develop-
ments time was destroyed and it became increasingly difficult to
achieve continuity or to ask for a consideration of the future.48

Radio capitalized the development of the headline, reduced the impor-
tance of the extras edition, and provided interpretation and back-
ground. It could reach lower levels of intelligence and literacy and
could capitalize on the advances made by advertising in other media.49
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A single individual could appeal at one time to vast numbers of people
speaking the same language and indirectly, though with less effect,
through interpreters to numbers speaking other languages.50

Political leaders were able to appeal directly to constituents and to
build up a pressure of public opinion on legislatures. . . . President F. D.
Roosevelt exploited the radio as Theodore Roosevelt had exploited the
press.51

The rise of Hitler was facilitated by the use of the loud speaker and the
radio. By the spoken language he could appeal to minority groups and
to minority nations. Germans in Czechoslovakia could be reached by
radio as could Germans in Austria. Political boundaries related to the
demands of the printing industry disappeared with the new instru-
ment of communication. The spoken language provided a new base for
the exploitation of nationalism and a far more effective device for ap-
pealing to larger numbers. Illiteracy was no longer a serious barrier.52

Meanwhile, film, combining sound with moving photography, propagat-
ed powerful and convincing illusions, helped propagandists construct
what Lippmann called “pseudo-environments”:

In Germany moving pictures of battles were taken and shown in thea-
tres almost immediately afterwards. The German people were given an
impression of realism which compelled them to believe in the superior-
ity of German arms; realism became not only most convincing but also
with the collapse of the German front most disastrous. In some sense
the problem of the German people is the problem of Western civiliza-
tion.53

At precisely this point, Innis penned one of his most ironic—and pro-
found—maxims: “As modern developments in communication have
made for greater realism they have made for greater possibilities of delu-
sion.”54

PUBLIC OPINION, DEMOCRACY, AND TOTALITARIANISM

In an address to members of the Canadian National Newspapers and
Periodical Association in 1943, Innis expressed a belief in the possibility
and desirability of democracy. He urged: “There is real need in a democ-
racy for the means of machinery whereby there will be some sort of
effective registering of public opinion.”55

That pronouncement, however, is definitely an exception. More com-
monly, Innis condemned the notion of democracy per se—and the press
for contributing to it. Citing Guizot, Innis wrote of “the great evil of
democracy.”56 Citing Lord Acton, Innis declared that the Athenian expe-
rience showed that “‘government by the whole people, being govern-
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ment by the most numerous and powerful class is an evil of the same
nature as unmixed monarchy;”57 according to Acton, moreover, stable
institutions must counter “arbitrary revolutions of opinion.”58

Commercial media, Innis maintained, had been a powerful force pro-
moting democracy in the sense that they catered to the lower and largest
class—by charging low prices, providing sensationalized news, and pre-
senting other present-minded fluff. Prior to the popular (penny) presses,
Innis asserted, public affairs had largely bypassed the “lower levels of
literacy.” By the twentieth century, however, those “lower literacy levels”
had become an important component of “public opinion”: they had at-
tained the right to vote; they formed opinions through their exposures to
mass media; and politicians necessarily needed to take those opinions
into account. As Innis put it, “Public opinion as a reflection of the middle
classes became less important, and popular clamour made rapid head-
way.”59 In Changing Concepts of Time, Innis quoted David Hume (again):
“Nothing, indeed, can be a stronger presumption of falsehood than the
approbation of the multitude.”60 He then quoted G. C. Lewis: “The con-
currence of the crowd is a proof of the worst side.” And then George
Sand: “There is nothing so undemocratic as the mass of the people.”61

Innis’s stratagem, as noted previously, was often to quote notable author-
ities when raising controversial points, rather than expressing the opin-
ions directly.

Innis’s essay, “Discussion in the Social Sciences” (1936), too, is largely
anti-democratic. There, however, his favored device to make palatable
vexatious points was humor. That article is full of barbs, mischievous
denunciations, and ironies followed by quips and paradoxes. Rhetorical-
ly, Innis asked: “What is the hope of democracy?” His response: “What
democracy?” He continued that it was important to sustain the illusion of
democracy, however, as the illusion is much less dangerous than the real
thing! When democracy is but an illusion, he explained, “experts” have
greater opportunity to formulate policy:

To an increasing extent it has become more dangerous to trust democ-
racy to think out solutions to complex problems, and more necessary to
rely on skill and intelligence. The complexity of economic life necessi-
tates constant attention to detail such as only the civil servant can be
expected to provide. . . . [Democratic] discussion has become a menace
rather than a solvent to the problems of a complex society. Freedom of
discussion [however] is of first importance as a means of preventing
something worse. So long as attention is focused on circuses, on writ-
ing letters to the editor, or attending political meetings, or demanding a
scapegoat, and getting one, provided it is not too costly, the civil ser-
vant and the social scientist have a chance of getting on with the prob-
lems.62

What can we make of this? The foregoing is seemingly the complete
antithesis to Innis’s manifold denunciations of experts, economists, quan-
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titative methods, specialization, autocratic rule, and so forth. It even iden-
tifies freedom of speech (including oral exchanges!) as an important com-
ponent of the “sham” of freedom and democracy! The essay manifests
Innis at his most conservative, most politically incorrect moment.

However, the foregoing ought to be interpreted within, and counter-
balanced by, the broader context of Innis’s thought. First, if democracy is
a sham, all the oral dialogue in the world will not likely transform it into
something authentic; in fact, that same freedom of speech (as Innis re-
marked) can be instrumental in perpetuating democratic illusions: much
talk, little action—especially when the “talk” is guided by elites and their
minions in the media, or as Chomsky would put it, the discussion is
allowed or encouraged to take place only within well-defined boundar-
ies. Second, the very same Innis who wrote the afore-cited remarks also
proposed that power is by its very nature evil, that experts are too nar-
rowly focused and are prone to sell their skills to the highest bidder.

Innis certainly distrusted popular opinion and democracy. But, as de-
veloped at further length in the next section, he distrusted concentrated
power and autocracy at least as much—likely more. In fact, Innis dis-
trusted all happy solutions, all final answers. Life to him was a constant
struggle to maintain balance or preserve the tension between or among
extremes that on their own are inadequate or undesirable.63 We are stuck
in media res. It was the same Innis, moreover, who remarked: “To para-
phrase Hilaire Belloc we must say of democracy, ‘Always keep a hold of
nurse/ For fear of finding something worse.’”64

“SOLUTION” TO THE EVIL OF POWER

There are dichotomous views of “democracy.” The classical or literal
conception as expounded by writers like J. J. Rousseau and John Dewey,
is that political leaders are to be responsive to the desires of the general
public. In this conception, leaders seek out public opinion and act in
accordance with public opinion.

A second and opposing view, which ought really to be called pseudo-
democracy, is that elites manipulate opinion to ensure it corresponds to
what the leaders want in the first place. Writers advocating pseudo-de-
mocracy have included Walter Lippmann and Edward Bernays.

What Innis actually championed is more nuanced and complex, and
requires elaboration. He agreed with the proponents of pseudo-democracy
(and with David Hume, for that matter) that political-economic power
normally tries to control opinion. He declared, “Public opinion follows
[organized] force”;65 and again: “Advertising and mass propaganda mas-
querading as education compels the consent of the governed.”66 Howev-
er, Innis usually did not see this as being at all benign or desirable. Nor-
mally, he was repulsed by this state of affairs. Innis distrusted organized
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force and concentrated power of all sorts. Economist Harry Johnson, who
studied under Innis, termed him an “anarchist,”67 a labeling not totally
inapt, as amply attested to by the following declarations:

A friend in power is a friend lost.68

A decline in morality has followed war and the growth of hierarchies
in church, state and private enterprise. Power is poison.69

Power is of its nature evil, whoever wields it.70

The supreme and paramount principle of every corporation that has
ever existed, whether spiritual or temporal, is to maintain power. Lord
Acton summarized the view in his memorable sentence: “All power
corrupts and absolute power corrupts absolutely.”71

Power is regarded as an end rather than as a means.72

The principle that authority is taken, never given, begins to emerge.73

The church, the army and the police, industry, and possibly the drink
trade have been powerful forces affecting fanaticism.74

Power and its assistant, force, [are] the natural enemies of intelli-
gence.75

Power, once constituted, has a tendency to perpetuate itself.76

Power tends to expand indefinitely and will transcend all barriers
abroad and at home until met by superior forces.77

[Citing Wordsworth, 1817] There is, in fact, an unconquerable tendency
in all power, save that of knowledge, acting by and through knowl-
edge, to injure the mind of him by whom that power is exercised.78

Distrusting administrators and oligarchs on the one hand, and public
opinion/democracy on the other, Innis turned, forlornly perhaps, to the
honest scholar and the universities as founts of wisdom and disinterested
intelligence in the midst of perplexity. But here, too, he sounded alarms,
warning not just of a possible “tyranny of opinion,” but also of a tyranny
“of learning”!79 Innis even declared that the social sciences had become
“the opiate of the people,”80 so naively trusting in technical solutions had
the general public become.
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SOME FINAL THOUGHTS

Innis has been characterized as being incapacitated by doubt. Carl Berger
even suggested that F. R. Scott’s poem, “To Certain Friends,” may have
been directed at Innis.81 In making that suggestion, though, Berger was
surely unfair. Scott wrote of doubt and indecision based on fear: fear of
forming an opinion; fear of having a clear perception of which direction to
go; fear of leaving “the shade of the middle ground” to walk “in the open
air” to parts unknown.82

If anything, throughout his career, Innis surely and admirably mani-
fested courage.83 He was a dissenter through and through. He forsook the
mainstream. Most definitely he was never one to bask in “the shade of
the middle ground.” No one attacks both democracy and elite power, as
Innis did, out of fear. All his life, Innis ventured out, to explore new
places, usually alone, “in the open air,” and did so irrespective of the
personal consequences that might ensue. Whether one agrees or dis-
agrees with Innis, surely indecision on account of fear is not a factor.

In 1951, a year or so before his death, Harold Innis added the follow-
ing quote from Robert Louis Stevenson to his Idea File: “If a man love the
labour of any trade, apart from any question of success or fame, the gods
have called him.”84 Most fittingly, Michael Gordon Luski, from whose
thesis I have gratefully extracted this citation, added: “By this judgment,
Innis had been doubly blessed.”85

Innis’s “solutions” to the problem of power and governance, then?
First, diffusion. He wrote: “Fortunately we are sufficiently divided in
regions, races and religion to resist . . . demands for centralization.”86

Second, independent, skeptical scholarship, to assess the inadequacies of
all extremes, provide a sense of balance and proportion, but not to pro-
claim final solutions. Third, reinvigorated oral dialectic, whereby oppos-
ing views are considered and policies are debated and formulated to help
us muddle through, and whereby a sense of time can countervail the
pervasive pressures of space.

Solutions? Hardly! But these recommendations do conform to Innis’s
fundamental principles that (a) there are no final solutions, only better
and worse responses to looming crises, (b) we should strive to maintain
the tensions, to live in the balance—in media res, and (c) always consider
the past for guidance and the future for long term consequences.

In the chapters to come, Innis’s writings on media and communication
will be further clarified and tested through comparisons with the media
writings of Wilbur Schramm and Noam Chomsky. Schramm and Chom-
sky illuminate Innis in remarkably different ways: Schramm by being
Innis’s nemesis and antithesis, and in another sense his “proof”; Chom-
sky through profound similarities and differences. Chomsky represents
optimistic socialist anarchism as compared to Innis’s anarchic pessimism.
Innis and Chomsky are remarkably agreed, however, as regards their
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understandings of our contemporary plight and our contemporary illu-
sions.
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II

Wilbur Schramm Meets Innis

A PREFATORY NOTE

Separating the scholarship of Schramm and Innis were first, Schramm’s
patriotism vs. Innis’s critical and antipathetic stance toward any and all
empires and power, and second, Schramm’s favoring Greek sophists
over Plato and Socrates compared to Innis’s deep admiration of the latter.

These differences would be much less consequential were it not for
the facts that Schramm and Innis were founders of media studies in the
U.S. and Canada, respectively, and established radically different schol-
arly trajectories for the two countries. Why such palpably different ap-
proaches to what became mainstreams in the inaugural years of media
studies is a topic for speculation and exploration in these three chapters.

An Appendix accompanies chapter 7, detailing the development of
American communication theory.





SEVEN
Beginnings

INNIS, SCHRAMM, AND MEDIA STUDIES

It is unlikely that Wilbur Schramm ever actually met Harold Innis.
Schramm had been engaged in “communication study” at the university
for only a few years when Innis died, and in any event, Innis’s scholarly
reputation to that point rested almost entirely on his staples thesis and
other essays in economics. At the very least, Innis would hardly qualify
in Schramm’s eyes as being a “communication study” researcher, as
Schramm delimited that field to quantitative, empirical, experimental,
social scientific approaches to detecting and measuring media effects. With
time, of course, Schramm familiarized himself with at least some of In-
nis’s work, which he occasionally cited.

Innis’s references to Schramm, likewise, are scant. In 1949, however,
he did review three books for The Canadian Journal of Economics and Politi-
cal Science, one being Communications in Modern Society, edited by
Schramm (1948), and a second Communications Research 1948–1949, edited
by Paul F. Lazarsfeld and Frank N. Stanton (1949). It was only in turning
to the third volume, however, that Innis revealed (albeit briefly and casu-
ally) his displeasure with the first two, writing: “It is a relief to turn from
these volumes of collections of papers to the third volume under re-
view,”1 namely the Report by the British Royal Commission on the Press
(1947-1949). Innis then added, somewhat cryptically (even for those ac-
quainted with his broader political-economic approach to media studies):
“The [three] volumes under review throw a flood of light on the prob-
lems of a society hamstrung by a written constitution and a society in
which parliament is supreme.”2

To my knowledge, Innis and Schramm have not previously been com-
pared, their foundational status in their respective countries notwith-
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standing. As we will see, although they addressed many topics in com-
mon, they took radically different approaches to their subject matters,
thereby setting dichotomous and antithetical trajectories for media re-
search for years to come. They exemplify and helped initiate the pro-
found differences between mainstream American and Canadian commu-
nication thought that I have described elsewhere.3

SCHOLARLY FORMATION AND CAREER

With Timothy Glander, we might well ask, “Who was this man,” Wilbur
Schramm, who published short stories in The Atlantic Monthly and won a
national literary award for fiction, who was a semi-pro baseball athlete,
and who played the flute (for the Boston Pops and/or the Boston Sym-
phony),4 who piloted an airplane, and was a sought-after teacher and
lecturer despite a speech impediment?5

Schramm was born in 1907 to middle-class parents in Marietta, Ohio.
He received his BA from Marietta College in 1928, a MA in American
literature from Harvard in 1930, and his PhD in English from the Univer-
sity of Iowa in 1932. He joined the English faculty at Iowa in 1934 as an
assistant professor and by 1941 was a full professor.6 At Iowa, Schramm
founded and was the first director of the Writers’ Workshop, established
to foster creative writing and equip writers of fiction.

Thoroughly acquainted with the rhetorical-humanist tradition,7

Schramm likened the essential task of the creative writer to that of an
advertiser—namely, producing an intended effect on the audience.8 That
slant prefigured both the communication effects research Schramm pro-
moted years later and his own activities as a scholar-cum-propagandist
during and after World War II.

According to Glander, one factor inducing Schramm to move to Iowa
from Harvard for graduate studies had been the presence at Iowa of a
renowned speech therapy program. Schramm wanted to overcome his
stutter.9

Everett Rogers attributed Schramm’s initial interest in empirical,
quantitative, experimental approaches for communication study to the
speech therapy he received at Iowa. In fact, Schramm spent two years as
a postdoctoral student in Iowa’s psychology department where he be-
came immersed in quantitative, experimental research methods.10 From
the University of Iowa, therefore, Schramm brought to the emerging field
of communication study knowledge of both rhetorical techniques for
crafting persuasive messages and experimental, quantitative methods for
assessing/measuring their effectiveness.

On December 15, 1941—just eight days after the attack on Pearl Har-
bor—Schramm volunteered his services and those of his university col-
leagues to Archibald McLeish, then head of the federal government’s
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Office of Facts and Figures (OFF). Schramm speculated that “perhaps
more than any previous war this is likely to be a war of communication,”
and pronounced that at Iowa “we are equipped to furnish a continuous
supply of trained men to handle these problems of communication and
our laboratories are geared to research ways and means and effectiveness
of communication.”11 By year’s end Schramm had joined MacLeish in
Washington to assist in wartime propaganda.

Regarding the “ways and means and effectiveness of communica-
tion,” Schramm prepared a memorandum for OFF in January 1942, in
which he urged that the government treat universities as essential nodes
for disseminating persuasive communication:

The educational institutions are an important part of the national mind,
a part which accumulates force and potency with the years. . . . The job
that is really the purpose of all these [efforts and programs] is bringing
the mind of the colleges and universities into closer contact with the
mind of which they are a part—the mind of the state.12

Schramm insisted that students should be considered key targets for
government propaganda. He wrote:

Any salutary direction of the school mind will pay off at compound
interest for sixty years. Furthermore, by means of an effective and sub-
tle kind of re-communication, the school mind has considerable effect on
the minds around it.13

Re-communication, as Schramm used the term, is similar to what theorist
Jacques Ellul in his classic book, Propaganda, termed “horizontal propa-
ganda,” and to what American communication researchers Paul Lazars-
feld and Elihu Katz would soon call the “two-step flow”—except (and this
is a big exception) Lazarsfeld and Katz were trying to downplay, even
deny, the persuasive power of propaganda whereas Schramm here was
highlighting it (see the Appendix to this Chapter).

In fact, Schramm envisaged what he termed “a comprehensive propa-
ganda network aimed at universities and schools”14 which, he anticipat-
ed, could and should persist after the war, “utilizing not only educational
broadcasting but also school-based print media.” He called “for the or-
ganization of faculty and student groups to both disseminate information
and monitor public opinion.”15

In his capacity as wartime propagandist (he held the title of “Educa-
tional Director,” Office of War Information), Schramm not merely theor-
ized on propaganda and advised institutional structures on how to inau-
gurate and sustain effective propaganda campaigns, but also produced
propaganda and assessed its effectiveness: he helped draft radio speeches
for President Roosevelt, for instance, including the “fireside chats”; he
helped design large scale communication campaigns; and he studied the
effectiveness of these campaigns through audience surveys.
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Schramm was by no means the only academic to engage in psycholog-
ical warfare in Washington during the war. According to Christopher
Simpson, “virtually all of the scientific community that was to emerge
during the 1950s as leaders in the field of mass communication research
spent the war years performing applied studies on U.S. and foreign prop-
aganda.”16 Rogers, too, acknowledged that “World War II . . . created the
conditions for the founding of communication study. . . . An invisible
college of communication scholars came together in Washington, D.C.”17

In 1943, the U.S. government bifurcated responsibilities for wartime
propaganda: domestic (or “white”) propaganda remained with the now
shrunken Office of War Information, but “black” propaganda (propagan-
da intended for foreign audiences, often using falsified information and
hiding the true identity of the sender) was shifted to the Office of Special
Services, precursor of the CIA.18 At that juncture, Schramm returned to
the University of Iowa, albeit as Director of the School of Journalism,
where he oversaw the inauguration of America’s first doctoral program
in mass communication.19 Schramm also set up a center for audience
studies at Iowa.20

After leaving Washington, Schramm continued engaging in wartime
propaganda. For instance, he authored a series of short stories for the
Saturday Evening Post and the Atlantic Monthly. These were, in Glander’s
words, “aimed at reaching deep into the United States’ mythic past to
create an image of the country that was at once brave, superior, and
virtuous.”21

In 1947, Schramm moved to the University of Illinois at Urbana-
Champaign to become inaugural director of the Institute of Communica-
tion Research and the world’s first “Professor of Communication,” so-
named.22 At its outset, the institute was funded primarily by the U.S.
military.23 If, then, as Rogers suggests, the “conditions for the founding
of communication study” in the United States were established in Wash-
ington by World War II,24 then “the institutionalization of mass commu-
nications research”25 at the universities occurred with the assistance of
the deep pockets of the American military during the inaugural years of
the Cold War.

However, as Glander points out, “propaganda” was by then an odi-
ous term, and media/communication researchers deemed it expedient to
use the more neutral-sounding Mass Communication, or as Schramm
would have it, Communication Study, when referring to their line of in-
quiry. Large-scale contracts for national security-related research were
soon awarded to university-based “mass communication” researchers.
“Once anchored on university campuses,” Glander remarked, “these
communication researchers began to advance and entrench a mainstream
research paradigm around communication ‘effects.’”26 The focus on ef-
fects might seem perplexing to uninitiated students of the field, given the
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lengths to which the same researchers went to publicize the “law of mini-
mum media effects.” That riddle is addressed below.

Rogers noted that in the mid-1940s there were still no communication
study textbooks. Schramm quickly rectified that. He organized a three
day conference in early 1948 at Illinois, with invited papers by Paul La-
zarsfeld, Carl Hovland, Fred Siebert, Leo Lowenthal, Bernard Berelson,
and others; Schramm promptly compiled these and published them
through the University of Illinois Press (of which he was director). Com-
munications in Modern Society (1948)—the very book Innis reviewed—was
“in effect the first textbook for the new field.”27 Schramm used the same
title for his brief introductory essay.28

Schramm’s introductory essay is noteworthy for several reasons. First,
in stark contrast to Innis, Schramm proposed technological neutrality:
“[Media] are merely servants of men,” he wrote. “Media are neither good
nor bad, wasteful nor efficient, except as they are so used. They are nei-
ther communistic nor capitalistic. They are equally effective for the dicta-
tor and the democrat if those communicators use them equally well. They
are potentially whatever we make of them.”29

Second, and consistently with the first point, Schramm maintained
that contemporary media are essentially tools for doing what had always
been done through direct, interpersonal communication—albeit more ef-
fectively and efficiently. Prior to industrialization and fast transportation,
he noted, communication was largely face-to-face, whereas in the increas-
ingly complex industrialized era individuals necessarily utilize media:
“Increasingly, individuals have had to depend on intermediaries to in-
form them, and to inform others for them,”30 he declared. Indeed,
Schramm continued, “technical skills have drawn far in front of social
skills” and “quick and constant communication, wide and effective infor-
mation, may . . . be the only way a civilized society can survive.” In sharp
contrast to Schramm, Innis was suggesting that unless balanced by oral
communication, modern “mechanized” media might actually help bring
about the demise of civilization. Innis also opined that mechanized media
were instrumental in bringing about two world wars.

Third, in this “Introduction” to America’s first mass communication
textbook, Schramm delimited the field to quantitative, social scientific
methods: “We are [now] in a better position than ever before to turn the
techniques of scientific research to the study of communication problems,
and to supply verifiable information in areas where the hunch, the tradi-
tion, the theory, and the thumb have ruled.”31 The contrast with Innis’s
research methods could hardly be greater.

Finally, and consistently with his recommended quantitative, social
scientific approach, Schramm forwarded the transmission model as the
template whereby mediated communication would be investigated: “The
classical statement of the communication process,” Schramm declared,
“is A communicates B through channel C to D with effect E.”32 The
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book’s bibliography lists one hundred works grouped according to the
following heads: A. The Communicator; B. The Content; C. The Channel; D.
The Audience; E. The Effect.

The following year (1949) Schramm published a much larger essay
collection, Mass Communication (also through University of Illinois Press),
and in 1954 a third compilation, The Process and Effects of Mass Communi-
cation; Chaffee and Rogers reported that this latter volume had origins as
an U.S. Information Agency (USIA) training manual. A revised edition
was published in 1971. Chaffee and Rogers summarized: “For many stu-
dents (and future professors) of communication, the Schramm books,
especially his 1954 reader, were their introduction to the new field of
communication study.”33

In 1950, during the interval between his second and third communica-
tion study textbooks, Schramm submitted a proposal to the assistant sec-
retary of state in which he recommended co-opting the Fulbright Fellow-
ship program for purposes of intelligence gathering. Hand-picked Fulb-
right scholars studying overseas, Schramm suggested, could be commis-
sioned surreptitiously to provide answers to such questions as:

• What are the reading and listening and general leisure time habits
of various groups?

• What do different groups tend to trust among media?
• What seems to be the relation among different groups and in differ-

ent situations, of personal and mediated communication?
• In general, how do these various groups make up their minds?

What should the communicator know about the pattern of anxie-
ties, tensions, needs, and wants?34

Shortly after the onset of the Korean War (1950), the U.S. Air Force com-
missioned Schramm and two others to fly to South Korea “to interview
anticommunist refugees and to study U.S. psychological operations.”35

Schramm’s consultancy likely stemmed from the letter he had sent to the
assistant secretary of state volunteering his services and those of his Insti-
tute at Illinois to assist in waging war. In his letter, Schramm declared
that he had “a deep respect for the effectiveness of Russian propaganda
[and a] deep conviction that, no matter how fast we mobilize on the
shooting front, we had better mobilize on the propaganda and informa-
tion front now.”36 Resulting from his two months in Korea were, inter
alia, the book, The Reds Take a City: The Communist Occupation of Seoul
(jointly authored with John Riley37), and at least two articles, “Flight
From Communism: A Report on Korean Refugees,”38 and “Communica-
tion in the Sovietized State, as Demonstrated in Korea” (co-authored with
Riley).39

According to the authors of The Reds Take a City, there were two domi-
nant elements to North Korea’s program to take control of the South: one
was “a system of ‘thought control’”; the other, “the imposition of a new
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political hierarchy.”40 As a rhetorician versed in the psychology of per-
suasion, Schramm was particularly qualified to address the first element.

According to Riley and Schramm, “monopoly, reinforcement, and
concentration” were the three pillars of “the program of thought con-
trol”41 used by the North Korean government. Monopoly meant eliminat-
ing so far as possible every non-Communist source of information. Rein-
forcement meant repeating messages through every possible channel. Con-
centration entailed focusing “on a relatively simple line,” carefully relat-
ing news and other new material to that. The Korean propagandists tried
to ensure “that no target was missed, that any given message would be
dinned unforgettably into every ear through every channel.”42

The authors concluded:

Unfortunately, it can be safely said that the South Koreans learned the
main lessons and made the main associations that the Communists
intended, because even four months after the occupation, the citizens
of Seoul still related the idea clusters and the favorite adjectives. . . . All
evidence is to the effect that the propaganda did reach the people . . .
[and] that three months of sovietizing propaganda in Seoul did make
considerable progress, from the Communist point of view.43

In 1955, Schramm moved to Stanford University as director of the Insti-
tute for Communication Research, where he continued advising the U.S.
government on persuasion and psychological warfare; his clients in-
cluded the War Department, the U.S. Air Force, the State Department, the
CIA, the U.S. Army Operations Research Office, the USIA, and the U.S.
Department of Defense.44 At Stanford, moreover, he began championing
the potential of media to foster “economic development.” According to
Chaffee and Rogers, Schramm became “particularly adept at synthesiz-
ing and converting others’ findings into useful generalizations.”45 It
would be an understatement, of course, to note that Schramm’s publicly
expressed position on communication and development differed substantial-
ly from Innis’s stance on empire and communications; that contrast is ex-
plored in a subsequent chapter.

In 1973, Schramm became director of the East-West Institute for Com-
munication at Honolulu. That institute was funded by the Department of
State.46 Schramm remained active, in one way or another, until his death
in 1987. Indeed, after “retiring” in 1973 from Stanford at age sixty-five, he
produced eight more books!

SCHRAMM MEETS INNIS

Schramm and Innis had, in a number of ways, opposite career trajecto-
ries. For one thing, Schramm began in the humanities as a professor of
English literature with particular expertise in rhetoric and creative writ-
ing but later came to champion quantitative, empirical, social science
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methods; Innis, trained quantitatively as an economist, embraced human-
ities-oriented economic history and from there developed a qualitative
meta-history of media and civilization. Innis insisted that quantitative
analyses are insufficient and should always be supplemented or counter-
balanced by qualitative (historical, philosophic) considerations; Innis was
more interested in the frameworks within which numbers are generated
(especially prices), than with the numbers themselves.47

Both Schramm and Innis were university administrators. Schramm
inaugurated or solidified three university-based communication research
institutes, and a fourth research institute at Hawaii. Innis, in contrast,
spent his full career at the University of Toronto, where he served as
departmental chair and dean of Graduate Studies. Innis did not organize
conferences or edit texts on media/communication as did Schramm (al-
though Innis did edit economics texts48). Based on the principle that he
who pays the piper calls the tune, Innis distrusted university-based re-
search institutes and commissioned research. He was distressed that uni-
versity professors were increasingly bending research agendas and find-
ings to suit political-economic power, as opposed to disinterestedly seek-
ing truth and holding governments and businesses to account: “Business
men and governments are apt to insist on hearing what they want to hear
and read and consequently are provided [by social scientists] with what
they want to hear and read.”49

Both Schramm and Innis traveled abroad to study communism first
hand. As noted above, Schramm visited South Korea at the behest of the
U.S. military to investigate North Korea’s propaganda and to assess the
effectiveness of U.S. propaganda; Innis, in stark contrast, visited the So-
viet Union at the invitation of the Soviet Academy of Sciences, evidently
to pursue his “abiding interest in and concerns regarding the fundamen-
tal health of this civilization.”50 Schramm, of course, saw Soviet and Ko-
rean propaganda/governance as evil and totalitarian; he enthusiastically
embraced Cold War activism in support of spreading American-style
“freedom” and “democracy.” Innis, likewise, was critical of authoritarian
and propagandistic communist rule; but, he was also disdainful of what
he saw as “ the totalitarianism of the modern [‘democratic’] state”51 —
including its penchant for propaganda as manifested particularly in edu-
cation (including textbooks and scholarship), advertising, news, and pub-
lic relations. The following extract well summarizes Innis’s ambivalence
toward both communism and western “democracy”:

Western civilization [has] much to learn from Russia and Russia much
to learn from western civilization. Danger of each becoming fanatical
and talking about the merits and demerits of the capitalist system and
of the communist system when there is no such thing as a system in
either case. System is a fanatical term. Of fundamental importance to
the future of civilization [is] that universities take the lead in adopting a
neutral position. The search for truth offers common ground to Euro-
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pean civilization and the insistence on “truth” as dogma is an invita-
tion to disaster.52

Innis’s remarks on education also contrast starkly with Schramm’s war-
time recommendations (and, arguably, as developed in the next chapter,
with Schramm’s own postwar scholarly research agenda and publica-
tions). Innis quoted approvingly Peter Dunne on education: “It has been
said not ineptly of the objectives of universities, ‘Whatever ideas may be
brought to us from whatever source, we will hear them; if they are false
we will explode them; if partly true we will sift them; if wholly true, we
will accept them—but always provisionally, always pressing onward and
seeking something better.’” Following Locke, Innis added, “To love truth
for truth’s sake is the principal part of human perfection in this world
and the seed of all other virtues.”53

According to Innis, moreover,

The university should . . . produce a philosophical approach which will
constantly question assumptions, constantly weaken the overwhelm-
ing tendency, reinforced by mechanization, to build up and accept dog-
ma, and constantly attempt to destroy fanaticism.54

In contrast to Innis’s dialectical cast of mind, Schramm was “Manichean,”
prone to seeing things in terms of black or white, good versus evil, right
versus wrong. Schramm was not one, like Innis, to seek balance or ten-
sion, or to recommend countervailing power. Nor did Schramm question,
at least not in his publications, whether his activities as an educator-cum-
propagandist were perhaps inconsistent with the goals of freedom which
he publicly professed. Nor did he evidently envisage the university, as
did Innis, being the ultimate bastion of human freedom through critical
appraisals of all orthodoxies. For Schramm, evidently, universities were
to be instruments of state propaganda.

Both Schramm and Innis consulted for governments. While Innis con-
sulted in his capacity as a professional economist, he was continuously
aware that his training would tend to “bias” or distort his understand-
ings. Hence, he endeavored to be reflexive (even self-effacing) to compen-
sate for this ingrained bias.55 Schramm, conversely, consulted govern-
ment by dint of his expertise in the psychology of persuasion and his
certainty that he was on the right side. There is little or no indication that
Schramm was reflexive in the manner of Innis. Nor did Schramm ques-
tion, as did Innis, the efficacy or address the limitations (“bias”) of quan-
titative research methods.56

Innis worried that the “communication revolution” then underway
was amplifying such anti-Enlightenment values, practices, and under-
standings as irrationalism, rhetoric (persuasion), and force: “The revolu-
tion in communication,” Innis wrote, “has favoured a return to rhetoric
and force.”57 Schramm was, of course, well versed in rhetoric; moreover,
he saw technological advance as the sine qua non of human betterment—
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particularly advances in the media of communication. Schramm even
proposed a bifurcation in the scholarly study of communication between
what might be termed a pre-enlightenment dark ages of “folk beliefs”58

characterized by “an almost magical belief”59 in powerful media effects,
versus the modern, scientific, enlightened period based on the “scientific”
finding of Limited Media Effects.60 (See chapter 8 and the Appendix to
the present chapter for expansion on these themes.) One irony in all this,
as seen in greater detail below, concerns Schramm’s wanton use of rheto-
ric to make a case for what he deemed to be “science” and for the “scien-
tific finding” of limited media effects. In any event, what Schramm
deemed enlightened science and technological advance, Innis deemed
indicators of an impending new dark age.

Again in contrast to Innis, Schramm was a consummate writer. He
was a well-published short story author who maintained that the task of
the creative essayist is to induce in readers a sought-after “effect.” Innis,
to the contrary, was often ambiguous and awkward in his writing. Far
from seeing his task as inducing an intended “effect,” Innis warned
against the authoritarian/totalitarian properties of print and authorship.
Innis was worried lest readers be led, step by step, to a writer’s pre-
meditated, biased conclusions, and that readers’ own critical thought
processes would be discouraged by the authoritarian, seemingly all-
knowing posture of the author. Innis detested textbooks, which he char-
acterized as powerful instruments for closing students’ minds. As Profes-
sor William Christian, has suggested, Innis likely adopted his enigmatic
writing style as a means of countervailing the authoritarian “biases” of
the written form;61 the intended “effect” Innis wanted to achieve was
primarily that readers would think critically, for themselves!

Were Schramm to meet Innis, then, and presuming total candor on
both their parts, Schramm would likely upbraid Innis for his lack of
grace, clarity, and precision, question his critique of quantitative, experi-
mental methods, and even deem problematic Innis’s loyalty to “democra-
cy,” capitalism, and the American way of life. Innis, for his part, would
likely object to Schramm’s clever use of persuasive rhetoric and to his
one-sided argumentation, express grave doubts that the U.S. media theo-
rist actually sought after truth at all in light of his military connections
and his psychological warfare consultancies, and suggest that far from
seeking to improve conditions in “developing” countries, Schramm was a
willing instrument for America’s space-binding ambitions. In fact,
Schramm may well represent the type of scholarship and the fate of uni-
versities that Innis feared most, and abhorred.
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APPENDIX TO CHAPTER 7

NOTE ON THE EARLY HISTORY OF COMMUNICATION STUDY IN
AMERICA

To attain a fuller appreciation of Schramm’s early contribution to
American media/communication studies, a working knowledge of the
history, or rather histories, of the study area is useful. There are, to date,
at least three distinct historiographies of communication/media studies in
the United States. Reviewing these narratives also casts further light on
why Innis has been so ignored by American mainstream scholarship, and
further elucidates differences between Schramm and Innis in terms of
their scholarship and their general reception. The three historiographies
addressed in this Appendix may be termed, respectively: (1) The Stan-
dard History, (2) James Carey’s Revised History, and (3) The New Histo-
ry.

(1) THE STANDARD (MANICHEAN) HISTORY

The Standard History comprises two narratives: (1) “From Hypodermic
Needle to Limited Effects,” and (2) the “Four Founders.” Schramm
played important roles in publicizing each.

From Hypodermic Needle to Limited Effects

The notion of “Hypodermic Needle” looms large in Schramm’s depic-
tion of the history of American media scholarship. The term, evidently,
was first used in a 1953 research paper by Elihu Katz for the Bureau of
Applied Social Research (BASR), Columbia University, of which Paul
Felix Lazarsfeld was then Director.62 In 1954, another report from BASR,
Voting, used the term again.63 However, Deborah Lubken proposes, it
was Katz’s subsequent book, Personal Influence (co-authored with Lazars-
feld, 1955), that really “contributed [most] to the field’s conceptualization
of the hypodermic needle model.”64 In that work, Katz and Lazarsfeld
claimed that (unnamed) communication researchers prior to World War
II conceived media as “powerful weapons able to rubber stamp ideas
upon the minds of defenseless readers and listeners.” They continued,

In the 1920’s, it was widely held that the newspapers and their propa-
ganda “got us into the war,” while in the 1930’s many saw in the
Roosevelt campaign “proof” that a golden voice on the radio could
sway men in any direction.65



100 Chapter 7

As asides, it may be recalled first, that Innis supported both these propo-
sitions, and second that Schramm helped craft some of the scripts for the
“golden-voiced” Roosevelt.

The second part of this Hypodermic Needle story, as narrated by
Schramm and others,66 is the proposition that during and after World
War II, rigorous social scientists (e.g., Lazarsfeld and Katz) were unsuc-
cessful in detecting powerful media effects. The two most influential
studies substantiating this revised outlook were Lazarsfeld’s The People’s
Choice (1944) and Katz and Lazarsfeld’s Personal Influence (1955).67 The
principal conclusion of both studies, which became the received doctrine
of American Media Study for several decades, is summarized by the
phrase and doctrine, Law of Limited Media Effects.

Hypodermic Needle and Limited Effects are, then, the antipodes of
the standard (Manichean) history of American communication/media
studies. According to expositors of the standard history, there are but
two choices, and those selecting the first are quite benighted.

Four Founding Fathers

The second mainstream narrative, “Four Founding Fathers,” debuted
in 1959 in an article by Bernard Berelson,68 who may have intended
thereby to establish disciplinary legitimacy for a research area he saw as
“withering away.”69 Schramm replayed this “four founders” story for the
first time in 1963,70 and repeated it, in revised forms, several times over
the next few decades71—perhaps most notably in his “personal me-
moir.”72

Berelson and Schramm’s nominations for the field’s “founders,” also
sometimes referred to by Schramm as “forefathers,” were: Harold Lass-
well, a political scientist who in the 1920s and 1930s developed quantita-
tive content analysis techniques to study the means of propaganda; Paul
Lazarsfeld, an Austrian émigré and sociologist, who carried out quantita-
tive audience survey research and studied the effects of persuasive media
on audiences; Kurt Lewin, a European émigré and social psychologist,
who investigated the effects of group norms on individual behavior, the
effectiveness of various leadership styles (e.g., democratic vs. authoritar-
ian), and decision making in small groups; and Carl Hovland, who con-
ducted experimental research on persuasion for the U.S. Army. Schramm
called these researchers “forefathers” because each one eventually left
communication research to return to his initial discipline; on other occa-
sions, however, he called them “founding fathers,” because they were
among the first to treat communication scholarship in the mode of a
behavioral science.

Interestingly, Schramm nominated as “forefathers of the forefathers”
Charles Cooley, Robert Park, and Edward Sapir, the first two being mem-
bers of “the Chicago School.” Schramm identified other “forefathers of
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the forefathers,” too: Plato, Milton, J. S. Mill, Voltaire, Carlyle, Marx, and
Gabriel Tarde, among others. What distinguishes Schramm’s “fore-
fathers” or “founders” from the “forefathers of the forefathers” is that
they alone “emphasized the empirical approach to communication study
[and] were keenly aware of the relationship of mass media to the prob-
lems they were studying.”73

For Jefferson Pooley, “the two chronicles” merged by the 1960s, fur-
nishing “mass communication studies with a disciplinary memory. . . .
The storyline supplied glue to a field with bricks but no mortar.”74 Or, as
Howard Zinn might remark, narrating the past of communication schol-
arship was also an attempt to control its future. 75

(2) JAMES CAREY’S REVISED HISTORY

In nominating the “Chicago School” (Charles Cooley, Robert Park,
George Herbert Mead, and John Dewey), along with Walter Lippmann,
as founders of the study of communication in the United States, James
Carey was providing support for his alternative conception of what the
study of communication is or should be, namely “culture as communica-
tion” (also termed “the ritual view”).76 This alternative approach empha-
sizes not “the extension of messages in space,” but rather “the mainte-
nance of society in time”; “not the act of imparting information,” but
instead “the representation of shared beliefs.”77 Rather than proposing
that communication alters attitudes and changes minds, Carey wrote, the
ritual view emphasizes confirmation of “a cultural world that can serve
as a control and container for human action . . . an underlying order of
things.”78 Carey recommended qualitative research methods and a more
speculative, philosophical mode of inquiry than practitioners of media
effects research (“transmission model”) approved or practiced.

Carey was enthused with Innis’s work because, he maintained, there
one can see a “continuity of concerns” with those of the Chicago School.79

According to Carey, Innis took

the concepts of the Chicago School and, with the unvarnished eye of
one peering across the Forty-ninth Parallel, [corrected and completed]
these concerns, marvelously widen[ing] their range and precision [to
create] a conception and historically grounded theory of communica-
tion that was purged of the inherited romanticism of the Chicago
School.80

According to Carey, the Chicago School borrowed from certain continen-
tal European thinkers (Weber, Tönnies, and others) in rejecting individu-
alistic and utilitarian views of freedom and communication, to address
instead “social integration and domination.”81 Carey noted that these
were hardly the concerns of mainstream American researchers, for whom
the fundamental questions, as often attributed to Lasswell, were: “Who,
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Says What, In Which Channel, To Whom, With what Effect?”82 In fact,
Carey noted, so disparate were the concerns of the Chicago School from
the communication mainstream, that “the work of Dewey and his col-
leagues” (like that of Walter Lippmann and Harold Innis, it can be add-
ed), “is omitted from the standard history of mass communication.”83

(3) THE NEW HISTORY

The Standard History, Timothy Glander remarked, was written “almost
entirely from within the field of communication studies.” Glander pro-
posed further that “deception of various kinds was at the heart of much
early communication research,” adding that deception “continues to be
reflected in many ‘in-house’ historical interpretations of this research.”84

Five scholars most associated with The New History are Christopher
Simpson, Brett Gary, Timothy Glander, Jefferson Pooley, and J. Michael
Sproule. The New History derives from archival materials of the Rocke-
feller Foundation and the National Archives, from files and letters of key
postwar figures (Schramm and Lazarsfeld, particularly), and from docu-
ments secured through the Freedom of Information Act.85

The New History begins its account with the launching of the Prince-
ton Radio Research Project by the Rockefeller Foundation in 1937. Under
the direction of Frank Stanton and Hadley Cantril, media researchers
began studying radio audiences using quantitative, social scientific re-
search methods.86 In 1939, however, with an eye on Europe, the founda-
tion set up a “Communication Seminar.” Participants in the seminar in-
cluded Lasswell and Lazarsfeld. “As it evolved,” Pooley remarks, “the
Seminar came to define the study of mass communications in largely
quantitative terms, and identified the question of media effects as its
driving problem.”87 According to Gary, the Seminar’s role in defining
communication scholarship in America “cannot be separated, intellectu-
ally, institutionally, or epistemologically, from the impending crisis of
World War II.”88

Pooley writes that the seminar had two major agendas: one was map-
ping out mass communication research as a quantitative social science.
The other was “to design an extragovernmental plan for combating Nazi
propaganda and mobilizing war support.”89 Part of this latter effort, ac-
cording to Gary, was to plan apparatus to “monitor and analyze all mass
communication channels and produce scientifically generated data use-
ful to the state in advancing the war effort.”90

The Communication Seminar produced over thirty studies plus a fi-
nal, unpublished but widely circulated report, “Needed Research in Mass
Communications” (October 1940).91 It produced also two memoranda (or
interim reports); the following is an extract from the second of these, a
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group report entitled “Research in Mass Communication,” dated July
1940:

Government which rests upon consent rests also upon knowledge of
how best to secure consent. Research in the field of mass communica-
tion research is a new and sure weapon to achieve that end . . .92

. . . We believe . . . that for leadership to secure that consent will require
unprecedented knowledge of the public mind and of the means by
which leadership can secure consent. . . . We believe . . . that we have
available today methods of research which can reliably inform us about
the public mind and how it is being, or can be, influenced in relation to
public affairs.93

Some members of the seminar objected strongly to what they saw as
unduly authoritarian tendencies in this memorandum.94 The Final Re-
port, consequently, pulled back from these declarations to ask instead
such central questions as:

How could mass communication serve instead of impeding or even
undermining democracy? How could communication technologies en-
hance legitimate dialogue between leaders and the public? How could
experts promote two-way dialogue, instead of one-way communica-
tion? Could researchers do those things they understood how to do—
conduct interviews, take straw polls, and analyze media content-and
enhance democratic processes?95

In the early 1940s, with WWII looming, propaganda studies (so named)
were shut down in the United States: According to Glander’s account,
“the Institute for Propaganda Analysis [for example] was dismantled by
its advisory board because it was feared that its critical approach to prop-
aganda analysis ‘might disturb the unity needed for the war effort.’”96

On the heels of that closure, several federal government agencies were set
up—the Office of Facts and Figures, the Office of War Information, the
Office of Emergency Management, the Office of Strategic Services—all
tasked, in part, with increasing knowledge regarding techniques for mass
persuasion. Scholars from all over the country thereupon descended on
Washington to contribute their skills to the war effort, the consensus
being that communication research should focus “on studying the effects
of communication.”97 Effects for these researchers meant successful per-
suasion and control through communication. Since “propaganda” was by
then an odious word, the research undertaken by and for these govern-
ment units was termed “communication research,” and the scholarly
field set up in universities following the war was called Communication
Study, or Mass Communication. Studies on mass persuasion were re-
named “media effects.”98

After the war, Simpson writes, “at least six of the most important U.S.
centers of postwar communication studies grew up as de facto adjuncts
of government psychological warfare programs.” These included Lazars-
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feld’s Bureau of Applied Social Research (Columbia University), Hadley
Cantril’s Institute for International Social Research (Princeton), Ithiel de
Sola Pool’s Center for International Studies (MIT), Rensis Likert’s Insti-
tute for Social Research (University of Michigan), and of course
Schramm’s Institute of Communication Research at Illinois.99 Simpson
summarizes: “The evidence shows that psychological warfare projects
became a major, and at times the central, focus of U.S. mass communica-
tion studies between 1945 and at least 1960.”100
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EIGHT
Media Process and Effects

PROPAGANDA

In The Process and Effects of Mass Communication (1971), Schramm defined
communication as “the sharing of an orientation toward a set of informa-
tional signs.”1 Way back in 1954, he added, he had likely been the first
scholar to propose that communication means sharing information. His
intent then, he explained in 1971, had been to counter “the mechanistic
psychology much in use at the time to explain communication effects,”
and also oppose “the irrational fears of propaganda being expressed in
the early 1950s.”2 The term, mechanistic psychology, refers to the stimulus-
response theory pioneered by behavioral psychologists John B. Watson
and B. F. Skinner. As detailed below, however, Schramm was far from
consistent in dismissing stimulus-response (S-R); in fact, S-R forms the
core of his recommended positivist research methodology and consti-
tutes his conception of a media “effect.” For present purposes, however, I
focus on “irrational fears of propaganda,” and the extent to which Schramm
was justified in characterizing the public’s attitude in that way.

In 1954, as Schramm began proposing that communication means shar-
ing, the world was beset by the Cold War, which entailed profuse interna-
tional posturing and propaganda; moreover, a hot war had just con-
cluded in Korea and (as noted previously) Schramm was familiar first-
hand with the propaganda that entailed. However, in neither of his es-
says (1954, 1971) did Schramm mention the Cold War3 or the Korean
War. Nor did he allude to British/American propaganda at home or
abroad during World War II. What he did call attention to, was World
War I propaganda, fascist propaganda, and Soviet communist propagan-
da, and it was to that (or because of that), evidently, that the public had
developed “irrational fears.” Consequently, Schramm advised, the time
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was ripe to allay these anxieties, and his method of doing this was to
claim that the scholarly consensus was that propaganda is really quite
ineffective as stimulus—no consistent response, one might say.

The following extract is revealing, as Schramm does not hesitate to
use propagandistic techniques to bolster his claim that propaganda does
not work. Here I italicize words, phrases, tropes, and psychological ma-
nipulations lacing Schramm text to highlight his rhetorical flourishes:

The most dramatic change in general communication theory during the
last forty years has been the gradual abandonment of the idea of a
passive audience, and its replacement by the concept of a highly active,
highly selective audience, manipulating rather than being manipulated by a
message—a full partner in the communication process.

To appreciate the magnitude of this change, one must recall how fright-
ening World War I propaganda, and later Communist and Nazi propa-
ganda were to many people. At that time, the audience was typically
thought of as a sitting target; if a communicator could hit it, he would
affect it. This became especially frightening because the reach of the new
mass media. The unsophisticated viewpoint was that if a person could be
reached by the insidious forces of propaganda carried by the mighty power
of the mass media, he could be changed and converted and controlled. So
propaganda became a hate word, the media came to be regarded fearful-
ly, and laws were passed and actions taken to protect “defenseless” peo-
ple against “irresistible” communication . . . . I have elsewhere called this
the Bullet Theory of communication. Communication was seen as a mag-
ic bullet that transferred ideas or feelings or knowledge or motivations
almost automatically from one mind to another. . . . [This understanding
was wrong, however, because] it is messages, not ideas or thoughts,
that pass from communicator to receiver. To sum up, then, in the early
days of communication study, the audience was considered relatively
passive and defenseless, and communication could shoot something into
them, just as an electric circuit could deliver electrons to a light bulb. But
scholars began very soon to modify the Bullet Theory. It did not square
with the facts. The audience, when it was hit by the Bullet, refused to fall
over.4 (Emphases added).

Note the alliterations, the passive tense, the metaphors, similes, antithe-
ses, choice of adjectives, “scare” quotation marks. Note also the implicit
psychological manipulation: Just how many readers (including profes-
sors in front of classrooms!) would like to self-categorize or publicly ad-
mit to being “fearful,” “unsophisticated,” or a “sitting target”?

Nor should one mistake the foregoing as an isolated instance. A full
decade later (1982), in another widely adopted textbook, Men, Women,
Messages, and Media, Schramm (with William Porter) again discredited
the “magic bullet,” which he there also termed “the silver bullet.” Exam-
ples of over-the-top tropes in the 1982 text include: “shooting gallery,”
“hit the target,” “target falls down,” “near hysteria,” “frightened people,”
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“sensational writers,” “carefully made Silver Bullets of propaganda,”
“powerless to resist them,” “funeral sermon for Silver Bullets,” “unrea-
soning fear of propaganda,” “a curiously girlish attitude toward anyone
who might be doing propaganda,” “an almost magical belief,” “these folk
beliefs,” “media magic.”5

Far from providing dispassionate, “social scientific” reviews and anal-
yses of the literature of communication study, then—in fact, he cited no
sources to document his claims concerning the pervasiveness of the magic
bullet “in the early days of communication study” and of “general com-
munication theory”—Schramm was insistently mocking, disparaging,
and metaphorical, evidently intent to cajole and shame readers into ac-
cepting his propositions. In Men, Women, Messages and Media, however—
likely for the first time—Schramm did concede that “this belief [in magic
bullets] had never been espoused by any scholar of the first rank”6—a
remarkable reversal from 1971 when he had purported to summarize
“the early days of communication study” and “general communication
theory.” The qualification also would seem to contradict Schramm’s
nomination of Harold Lasswell as one of the four eminent “founders” of
communication study;7 Lasswell understood propaganda to be hugely
effective—and dangerous when in the wrong hands, but eminently use-
ful and necessary when in the right ones.8

Schramm’s key explanatory/justificatory sentence, “It is messages, not
ideas or thoughts, that pass from communicator to receiver,” is ad-
dressed in detail below.

Just why would so many foundational media scholars—not just
Schramm, but Lazarsfeld, Katz, and others, beginning in the early 1940s
and continuing for several decades after that—so insistently espouse
“limited effects”? Harold Innis may have provided clues: he remarked
that the social scientist’s contribution “is assumed by those who pay for it
to have advanced their interests, probably at the expense of other inter-
ests and not necessarily to the advantage of the community as a whole.”9

What better way of disarming audiences and increasing the effectiveness
of propaganda than by convincing people that the scholarly consensus
was that propaganda is ineffective and that media have “minimal ef-
fects”?

Schramm Meets Innis on Propaganda

Harold Innis deemed propaganda neither innocuous nor ineffective.
According to his biographer, Alexander John Watson, “one of Innis’s
most bitter memories was of World War I propaganda that encouraged
idealistic Christian youngsters [like himself] to enlist.10 Conversely, re-
garding the Second World War, Innis credited the “mass propaganda of
the Anglo-Saxon world,” directed by press barons such as Hearst and
Northcliffe, with playing “an important role in the defeat of Germany.”11
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And again, this time writing about the early years of the Cold War, Innis
declared:

In radio and in television accessibility to American stations means a
constant bombardment of Canadians. The impact of commercialism
from the United States has been enormously accentuated by war. Prior
to the First World War the development of advertising stimulated the
establishment of schools of commerce and the production of textbooks
on the psychology of advertising. European countries were influenced
by the effectiveness of American propaganda. Young Germans were
placed with American newspaper chains and advertising and publish-
ing agencies to learn the art of making and slanting news. American
treatises on advertising and publicity were imported and translat-
ed12 . . .

How out of step with the American mainstream Innis was! Concluding
his perhaps most impassioned essay, “The Strategy of Culture,” Innis
admonished:

We are indeed fighting for our lives. The pernicious influence of
American advertising reflected especially in the periodical press and
the powerful persistent impact of commercialism have been evident in
all the ramifications of Canadian life. The jackals of communication
systems are constantly on the alert to destroy every vestige of senti-
ment toward Great Britain. . . . We can only survive by taking persis-
tent action at strategic points against American imperialism in all its
attractive guises . . .13

Harold Innis, critically cognizant of attempts through media at psycho-
logical manipulation and persuasion, sounded alarms about creeping fas-
cism in the United States, Canada, and other Western “democracies.”

The Schramm Paradox

Notwithstanding strident denials that propaganda is effective, Wilbur
Schramm provided his textbook readers with instructions on how to use
media to persuade effectively. First, according to Schramm and his co-
author William Rivers, a persuasive communicator must attract attention.
Next, the persuader “must control a psychological process in the receiv-
er.”14 Schramm and Rivers added that although it is probably easy to
implant “new behavior in a new area,” persuasive messages are likely to
be rejected when they directly confront “a strong area.”15 Since a receiv-
er’s needs, beliefs, attitudes, personal relationships, and understanding of
the environment are interdependent, a substantial change in any one of
these is likely to induce changes in the others, too. Schramm depicted
persuasion as building “cross pressures”—typically emphasizing incon-
gruities or inconsistencies. Since human beings try to achieve balance
among what they know, what they believe, and what they do,16 an effec-
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tive persuader will attack cognitive areas that are “lightly defended” by
providing new information in that area which is inconsistent with the
present position. But, Schramm cautioned, not so inconsistent as to pro-
voke rejection17—a delicate task, undoubtedly.

Schramm and Rivers identified certain tactics facilitating persuasion
in addition to attaining attention and creating dissonance, namely:

• Shared Meanings: messages are more likely to succeed if they use
signs whose meanings are shared by sender and receiver.18

• Needs: the message should arouse “personality needs” in the receiv-
ing party.

• Relations: if those deploying media build close relationships or at-
tachments with their audience, mass media may be “especially
powerful.”19

• Encoding: the source should encode a message in a way that makes
it easy for the receiver/audience to understand and accept it; this
can entail relating the message to the likely experiences of the audi-
ence.20

• Motivation: the message should suggest ways for meeting needs
that are appropriate to the message receiver’s “group situation,”
thereby motivating the target “to make the desired response.”21

• Canalizing: the persuader provides an outlet, object, or “channel” to
direct preexisting motives. According to Schramm, messages are
more likely to be successful if they fit “the pattern of understand-
ings, attitudes, values, and goals” that the target already has, or at
least if it starts with this pattern “before trying to reshape it slight-
ly.” 22

• Consistency with the group: Schramm advised that persuasive mes-
sages must suggest ways of meeting needs that are “appropriate”
to the groups of which the target identifies. Otherwise, the persua-
sive communication will likely be unsuccessful.23

Given the forgoing, it is understandable, Schramm continued, why the
first principle of what he called practical mass communication,24 is know
your audience. Significantly, Schramm left unmentioned the following in
his guidance on how to persuade: truth of the claim(s), supporting evi-
dence, sound logic—interesting omissions for a purportedly dedicated
social scientist. Schramm’s focus, then, was on psychological manipula-
tion and rhetorical flair, irrespective of truth or soundness of the claim.

Schramm’s expertise in rhetoric, his skill as a writer of creative fiction,
his training in motivational psychology, his experience in devising and
carrying out psychological warfare campaigns, and his step-by-step in-
structions on the art of “practical mass communication,” seemingly
contradict his repeated and often strident insistence that mass media are
ineffective in persuading and have but “limited effects.” Henceforth, I
will refer to this apparent contradiction as the Schramm Paradox.
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One resolution of the Schramm Paradox might be simply that
Schramm, through his professional experience as media propagandist,
actually knew or believed that media indoctrination seldom succeeds,
but nonetheless deemed efforts to persuade necessary or worthwhile.
Certainly he offered several explanations as to why communication may
be “unsuccessful” in terms of persuading. Let us review those explana-
tions.

One was that it is rare (he claimed) for media outlets to agree, and
hence the persuasive power of each outlet will be reduced on account of
contradictory messaging.25 Innis, of course, would have disputed the
premise, as indicated by his major construct, monopolies of knowledge and
by his history of press systems. In part III of this book, Chomsky, too, will
be found to support the notion of relative consistency in messaging among
media outlets.

Second, Schramm suggested that persuaders are normally unable to
control the circumstances of message reception. These include the situa-
tion in which the communication is received, the personality state of the
receiver, and the receivers’ group relations and standards.26 This is un-
doubtedly true, although Schramm’s advice—”know your audience”—
could help redress this deficiency.

Finally, as discussed further below, Schramm invoked both the active
reader thesis and the two-step flow model of communication, and insisted
that messages comprise symbols, not thoughts.

Undermining Schramm’s credibility in downplaying media power,
however, are instances where he enthusiastically affirmed media’s
strength at persuading. For example: “Advertising and public relations
represent the great persuaders among the mass media; of their broad
effectiveness, of course, there can be no doubt.”27 Previously, Schramm’s
remarks regarding the effectiveness of Soviet and Korean propaganda
were noted. Contradictions in Schramm’s analyses, too, are addressed at
greater length below.

Innis and the Schramm Paradox

A second, more plausible resolution of the Schramm Paradox relates
to Innis’s distinction between the “vernacular” on the one hand and
scholarly/scientific communication on the other. Innis maintained that
popular culture, or the “vernacular,” when controlled by a ruling elite, is
used to pacify, preoccupy, indoctrinate, and otherwise control the gener-
al public. Conversely, he argued that scholarly/scientific communication
is often designed to equip future elites. Accordingly, Schramm might be
equipping future elites with skills to persuade on the one hand, and be
lulling/cajoling the masses (albeit indirectly through his university text-
books) into insouciance on the other.
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Noam Chomsky, incidentally, may be understood as casting a similar
light on the Schramm Paradox. On the one hand, Chomsky writes, for the
purposes of governance, the masses must be “diverted with emotionally
potent oversimplifications, marginalized, and isolated”; 28 on the other,
prospective elite decision makers and managers must have “a certain
grasp of the realities of the world, or they will be unable to perform their
tasks effectively.”29 Chomsky concludes that “elite media and education-
al systems must find a way to deal with these dilemmas, not an easy
task.”30 The Schramm Paradox, arguably, manifests the difficulty of the
task.

THE COMMUNICATION PROCESS

Because the essence of communication, according to Schramm (on some
occasions, but not others), is sharing, communication is “based on a rela-
tionship,”31 and the study of communication, therefore, investigates peo-
ple in relationship, that is

people relating to one another and to their groups, organizations, and
societies; influencing one another; being influenced; informing one an-
other and being informed; teaching and being taught; entertaining and
being entertained.32

According to Schramm, furthermore, a communicatory “relationship,” as
a minimum, consists of three elements: a communicator, a message, and a
recipient.33

Anticipating future discussion, Schramm’s depiction here of the com-
munication process as entailing three linear/sequential elements, and his
recommended methodology for studying it (namely positivism, method-
ological individualism, and experimental approaches to discern media
“effects”) contradicts his definition of communication as sharing, and his
depiction of communication study as investigating people in relation-
ship.

Schramm Meets Innis on the Communication Process

In formulating this preliminary or simplified model of the communica-
tion process, Schramm differed markedly from Innis, and in several ways:

Media of secondary importance

First, although drawing attention to messages, senders, and recipients,
Schramm left out the medium or media. For Schramm, oral communica-
tion entails no medium (certainly no mass medium). Even after he inserted
“media” into his model, to add complexity and realism, he initially
deemed media to be of only secondary importance:
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[Although media certainly] make communication possible over great
distances, they are simply machines, put into the communication pro-
cess to duplicate man’s writing (the printing press) or to extend his
senses of sight and hearing (television, films, radio).34

Here, Schramm equated writing (prior to Gutenberg) with orality and
enfolded both into the “no mass media” category.

Again, this time even more shockingly:

With machines that bring us incomparably more information, from
farther away, than ever before, we are again becoming accustomed to
looking at the distant environment without the interpretive filters in
print . . . Television . . . merely extends man’s eyes and ears, and lets him
see reality much as he used to before Gutenberg.35

Although downplaying the significance of mass media in these and other
statements, Schramm did acknowledge that “there is a difference in qual-
ity between communication relationships that are close and direct, and
those that are removed in time or space [as] there can hardly be two-way
communication with Homer, and the feedback even to a local newspaper
or television station is very faint.”36 Moreover, he conceded, “given the
right situation, these distant communications may have very powerful
results.”37 Speculating on possibly “very powerful results,” Schramm
proposed, for instance, a possible power shift:

When radio and print enter a traditional village . . . almost overnight,
horizons are moved back. . . . Power passes from those with long mem-
ories. . . . When it is written down, the past becomes common proper-
ty.38

Certain affinities with Innis begin to emerge. Innis maintained, of course,
that introducing a new medium of communication normally entails a
power shift: a new monopoly of knowledge comes to the fore and the
previous one recedes. One must note, however, that in discussing the
possibly “very powerful results,” Schramm confined his attention to
modern media entering “a traditional village.” The section, “Big Media
Effects” later in this chapter provides further consideration of Schramm’s
position on development and communication.

Reciprocal communication

Second, by deemphasizing media in formulating his initial model of
the communication process, Schramm depicted all communication (mass
and interpersonal) as being similar. He thereby casually transferred the
reciprocity or sharing inherent to some interpersonal contact to mass and
other modes of mediated communication. Consequently, as seen previ-
ously, he was able to define communication as sharing.

On the other hand, once he introduced media to his model of the
communication process, he relaxed that position, noting that with mass
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media reciprocal communication is actually quite rare or, if present, is
greatly attenuated. While Schramm was of course correct in making that
qualification, his other claim, namely that media propaganda need not be
of concern because communication means sharing (not “magic bullets”),
becomes less convincing. At any rate, Schramm again contrasts sharply
with Innis. Innis’s starting point was to differentiate between oral commu-
nication and all other modes of communication, whereas Schramm’s
starting point was to posit similarity.

Readers/audiences in charge

Third, an extension of the second point, Schramm’s preliminary model
did not propose message senders (“monopolists of knowledge,” in Innis’s
terms) as being empowered.39 Precisely the opposite. If anything, accord-
ing to Schramm (in some of his essays), message recipients are all-power-
ful—because they possess the capacity to select and interpret. Since this is
so antithetical to Innis (and to Schramm himself on other occasions), it is
worthwhile examining his argument more closely.

Key to Schramm’s proposition is his claim that message senders and
receivers are often unsuccessful in “sharing” information; attempts to
communicate often result in failure. That claim stemmed directly from
his conception of a message. For Schramm, messages are essentially inert:

The message exists as a sign or a collection of signs with no meaning of
their own except that which cultural learning enables a receiver to read
into them. . . . Furthermore, the meaning is probably never quite the
same as interpreted by any two receivers, or even by sender and receiv-
er. The message is merely a collection of signs intended to evoke certain
culturally learned responses—it being understood that the responses will
be powerfully affected by the cultural experience, the psychological
make-up, and the situation of any receiver.40

Unaddressed in the preceding statement are issues such as: how do “cul-
tural learning” and “cultural experience” differ from what might be
called “cultural indoctrination,” and how can these possibly empower or
help create active, discerning readers. Nonetheless, Schramm pressed on,
next depicting the communication process as hit and miss:

The communicator constructs, as best as he can, the signs which he hopes
will call forth the desired responses. . . . That is the first act of the
communication process. A receiver selects among the stimuli available
to him, selects from the content of the message he chooses, interprets
and disposes of it as he is moved to do. That is the second act of the
process. The acts are separate, separately motivated, but brought togeth-
er by the collection of signs we call the message.41

These claims regarding the separate acts of communication would seem
to contradict Schramm’s insistence (quoted earlier) that the study of com-
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munication is an investigation of people in relationship, of “people relat-
ing to one another and to their groups, organizations, and societies; influ-
encing one another; being influenced; informing one another and being
informed; teaching and being taught; entertaining and being enter-
tained.”42

Whatever applicability (or inapplicability) the notion of separate acts
may have to other situations, it is unlikely to apply to much of formal
education, where students’ attention is directed if not dictated by the
instructor and where interpretations, to the extent they are permitted,
must withstand the examination process. Nor will Schramm’s insistence
regarding interpretive freedom have much application to situations
where media contents are consistent, as is typically the case regarding
coverage of foreign affairs. Gitlin quoted Joseph Klapper, who at the time
was evidently just beginning to shake loose from the minimum effects
model:

A few months ago before Fidel Castro came to power, probably less
than 2 percent of the American people so much as knew his name, let
alone his political leanings. A year thereafter, however, the American
public knew a great deal about him and his political behavior and were
quite homogeneous in their opinions about him. . . . The source of their
knowledge and the bases of their opinions were obviously restricted,
for all practical purposes, to the media.43

Much the same could be said regarding Saddam Hussein, Manuel Norie-
ga, Osama bin Laden, al-Qaeda, and so much else in more recent years.
According to Schramm’s model, however, a message resembles a catalyst
not a thought (“Magic Bullet”44) because “there is no meaning in a mes-
sage except what the people put into it,”45 and different people will put
in different meanings.46

Innis, of course, was not oblivious to differences in interpretation.
Indeed, if anything, he was preoccupied by them. In emphasizing bias,
however, Innis was connoting something more than simply talking at
cross purposes, important though that was for him. Innis was indicating
that interpretations tend systematically to deviate from “true” or “best”
understandings—for both message senders and message recipients. Fur-
thermore, Innis claimed that the task of scholarship is to strive to reduce
bias by more closely approximating truth.

The biases or misunderstanding that concerned Innis, moreover, were
not only within a culture, but also between or among cultures. This ob-
servation makes apparent two further differences between Schramm and
Innis. First, Innis did not invoke an “active audience” thesis to trivialize
the significance of propaganda within a culture; to the contrary, accord-
ing to Innis a culture consists of people largely sharing common mean-
ings and an effective propagandist will certainly be familiar with and
utilize such symbols and meanings. Second, although Innis was con-
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cerned about cross-cultural misunderstandings, he certainly did not ad-
vocate (as did Schramm, as developed below) that all cultures adopt the
American system of values and ways of understanding (i.e., “moderniza-
tion”); to the contrary, for Innis the American system of interpretation is
moribund on account of being unduly present-minded, and is to be re-
sisted at all costs!

PUBLIC RELATIONS AND ADVERTISING

Schramm provided a brief and rather sanitized review of the history of
PR. He began by remarking that “public relations has been accepted as a
responsibility of elected and appointed officials and candidates, business
people, professionals, and activists of all sorts.”47 He added that through-
out recorded history “shopkeepers, workers for hire, members of coun-
cils and parliaments, bankers, and teachers all have been deeply con-
cerned about what people think of them and their services.”48 Therefore,
it is understandable, he continued, that “political parties, religious organ-
izations, and community organizations [knew] it was essential to them to
have a good image.”49 And image, of course, is precisely what PR is all
about.

According to Schramm’s historiography, the first public relations spe-
cialist was E. H. Heinrichs. It is enlightening to quote Schramm’s account:

The first formal public relations department was established in 1889 as
a part of the newly established Westinghouse Electric Company. It
came about as a result of the battle over whether alternating current
(AC) or direct current (DC) should be adopted for public use. The
Edison General Electric Company used DC and wanted the public to
adopt that rather than AC, which was offered by Westinghouse. To
frighten purchasers and governments, rumors were circulated about
the deadliness of AC, one example being the use of AC to execute
criminals in electric chairs. About that time, the state of New York
legalized electrocution. George Westinghouse, realizing that he had
image trouble, hired a Pittsburgh newspaperman to make sure that the
Westinghouse side of the story got to the public, and E. H. Heinrichs
thus came to be the first public relations specialist heading a major
department in industry.50

Significantly, Schramm chose not to nominate GE’s fear campaign to dis-
credit AC as the beginning of PR!

Schramm accorded Ivy Lee and Edward Bernays brief mentions. He
described Lee as being “best known for his services to John D. Rockefell-
er, Jr.” Significantly, he refrained from mentioning Lee’s activities sur-
rounding the Ludlow Massacre in support of Rockefeller.51 Schramm
credited Bernays with writing “probably the first book on public rela-
tions, Crystallizing Public Opinion, in 1923,” and with editing The Engineer-
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ing of Consent, which according to Schramm “made him less than popular
among his fellow public relations counselors because of the title’s conno-
tations.”52 Not noted, however, were Bernays’s activities on behalf of
Lucky Strike cigarettes to induce women to take up smoking, or his PR
support for the U.S. invasion of Guatemala on behalf of United Fruit
Company,53 among other controversial actions.

Schramm Meets Innis On Public Relations and Advertising

Whereas Innis deemed advertising and public relations major tools
used by autocrats in Western “democracies,” helping turn democracy
into a “sham,” Schramm evinced no irony in equating advertising/PR
with freedom and with authentic democracy:

Why are advertising and public relations so big in the United States?
Because it is a free economy, where prices and sales are little regulated
by government and the proceeds of increased sales go to the sellers.
Because it is an affluent economy, where people can afford to buy and
therefore what people want determines in large part what goods are
produced; consequently sales will depend on what people can be encour-
aged to decide they want. And because it is a relatively open political
system, where public opinion matters a great deal and where both indi-
viduals and organizations can exert influence through the media and apart
from government. The nature of the system makes a great deal of differ-
ence. It is noteworthy that there is relatively little advertising in the
media of the Communist states, although the amount has been increas-
ing lately.54

Schramm then opined: “It is well at this point to ask some questions
about the social effects of the persuaders.”55 However, rather than criti-
cally exploring “social effects” regarding citizenship, democracy, autoc-
racy, plutocracy, indoctrination, freedom and control, power structure,
social justice, environmental health, manufacture of consent, or necessary
illusions, Schramm chose to focus on:

• heightened prosperity of business and the industrial system
• free television programming and reduction in prices of newspapers

due to the advertising “subsidy,” and
• emphasis in media on “popular culture” rather than “high cul-

ture”56

Schramm closed his discussion of what he termed the “social effects of
the great persuaders” by remarking that “advertising is one of the lucky
or prescient discoveries by means of which the Western press (and later
the electronic media) have gained the ability to do the news job expected of
them. . . . Advertising [is] this ingenious discovery by the Western
press.”57
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Confronted with these statements, Innis would likely roll his eyes and
respond that yes, the Western press is performing precisely the job ex-
pected of it.

METHODOLOGY

Schramm was insistent that communication study is the most important
form of communication research because it is, by definition, refutable.
What the “founding fathers” of communication study brought to com-
munication research, according to Schramm, was empiricism (borrowed
from “the hard sciences and the social sciences”58) and a focus on “the
effects of communication.”59

We study the communication process, Schramm proposed, because we
want to understand how communication “achieves effects.”60 Given a
certain message content, he continued, we would like to be able to predict
the effect of that content on its receiver or receivers: “Every time we
insert an advertisement in a newspaper, put up a sign, explain something
to a class, scold a child, write a letter, or put our political candidate on
radio or television, we are making a prediction about the effect communi-
cation will have.”61

The discrepancy is again worth noting. On the one hand, communica-
tion means effects; communication study measures effects. On the other,
media have limited effects; communication study has little or nothing to
measure; messages are catalysts with no content except what readers,
listeners, and viewers put into them.

There are two further, noteworthy aspects to Schramm’s recom-
mended research methodology: methodological individualism and posi-
tivism. Methodological individualism approaches knowledge acquisition by
reducing complex systems to constituent parts and studying each part
intensively and in isolation from other parts, the presumption being that
an adequate understanding of the whole can be attained by aggregating
the components. Although he emphasized elsewhere that a message
sender must take into account likely interpretations of the message by its
recipients, Schramm also deemed the communicator’s act of message
construction (encoding) as being entirely separate from the receiver’s act
of decoding, and that the signs comprising the message “exist separately
from either of them.”62 Schramm specifically claimed also that “society is
a sum of relationships in which information of some kind is shared.”63

He also declared, “a single act, however modified by circumstances or
equipment, is the foundation of all [communication] study.”64 In “How
Communication Works,” he provided diagrams of “the communication
circuit” and in “The Nature of Communication Between Humans” he
replicated Shannon and Weaver’s transmission model. In fact, the word
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choice of the aforementioned paper, “between humans,” is itself indicative
of the transmission model.

Schramm’s positivism comes to light clearly through his treatment of
consciousness and his emphasis on prediction. “Most of the communica-
tion process,” he wrote,

is in the “black box” of the central nervous system, the contents of
which we understand only vaguely. When we describe communica-
tion, we are therefore dealing with analogies and gross functions, and
the test of any model of this kind is whether it enables us to make
predictions—not whether it is a true copy of what happens in the black
box, a matter of which we cannot now speak with any great confi-
dence.65

And again: “The internal processing [of information] takes place in the
black box, and we can only infer it. But the [communicatory] relationship
and the acts are out in the open,”66 and hence these are properly objects
for study by communication researchers.

In espousing positivism, and insisting that the mind or consciousness
is a “black box” to be disregarded in communication study, Schramm’s
experimental research methodology was, essentially, the study of observ-
able stimulus-response, which is akin to, if not indeed identical with, the
mechanistic psychology he dismissed when he was deeming propaganda
innocuous. In other words, Schramm insisted that communication study
employ a methodology he elsewhere claimed was discredited; and he
used results based on applications of that “discredited” methodology to
make his case that propaganda is of little or no concern.

Schramm Meets Innis on Methodology

Innis had little or nothing to say about “communication study” as
Schramm defined it. But he had a lot to say about positivism, methodo-
logical individualism, and quantification in the social sciences generally,
and in mainstream economics particularly. To regard prices as quantita-
tive indicators of value, Innis insisted, is to ignore underlying structures
that help determine prices. Quantitative study alone, for Innis, was quite
superficial and reductionist. By analogy, to insist on observable effects in
a laboratory as the sole criterion for affirming “media effects,” Innis
might surmise, is to ignore the underlying structures that give rise to (or
suppress) what is observed or could be observed. And moreover, Innis
would likely adduce, that research methodology is inherently present-
minded: no rise or fall of empires, or displacement of monopolies of
knowledge, no considerations of the past or the future to be detected in S-
R experiments in laboratories!

Innis was, if anything, a holistic thinker whose scholarship embraced
the sweep of time and focused on power relations among or between
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groups. He was a medium theorist who maintained not only that control of
media empower the controllers, but that media limit/direct/bias commu-
nication, and that different media bias communication differently, there-
by empowering different monopolies of knowledge and different
monopolists of knowledge. Schramm’s research methodology ruled out
these topics as even being worthy for research.

Innis maintained, further, that a mechanistic view of people is an
over-simplification. Stimulus-response/pleasure-pain psychology, he la-
mented, nonetheless is at the very heart of modern economics. Innis’s
dismissal of hedonistic “economic man” indicates an implicit rejection,
too, of Schramm’s recommended positivistic, experimental approach to
communication study. The major difference between Innis and Schramm
regarding stimulus-response psychology is that Innis was consistent in
his disavowal, whereas Schramm shifted position according to the argu-
ment he was making at the moment.

BIG MEDIA EFFECTS

Where media may have “big” effects, Schramm conceded, is over the
long term and upon modes of social organization. In neither case, he
acknowledged, is the positivist, methodologically individualist approach
of communication study suited to investigate.

One likely “big effect” identified by Schramm concerns leisure.
Schramm proposed that “the center of home life has moved to the living
room. . . . In a few hundred years, humans gave away about five hours a
day to communication that did not even exist in 1450 and that hardly
existed [in 1888].”67

Another likely “big” area proposed by Schramm concerns democratiza-
tion. Media “stretch[ed] human horizons and [sped] human awareness of
what happens beyond those horizons,” Schramm rhapsodized. Far and
fast are the key words to describe what has happened to human knowl-
edge in the last five centuries,”68 he proposed. According to Schramm
and Rivers, newspapers became “the voice and servant of democracy.”69

Third (regarding which he wrote an entire book), media modernize. In
Mass Media and National Development, Schramm claimed that “without
adequate and effective communication, economic and social develop-
ment will inevitably be retarded [but] with adequate and effective com-
munication, the pathways to change can be made easier and shorter.”70

Schramm contrasted the hard life in a traditional, “underdeveloped,” oral
society with the benefits of industrialization and modernity. In tradition-
al society, he stated, there are “incompletely used resources”;71 there is
rampant illiteracy72 and lack of ambition;73 there is sickness,74 hunger,75

poor diet,76 poverty,77 inordinate deaths at childbirth.78 There is also
“fear and distrust of innovation.”79
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Change comes hard in that village. The old men are the decision mak-
ers, and they usually make conservative decisions. There is a tight caste
system, which limits the kinds of jobs any man can aspire to. There are
rather rigid customs as to what kind of work a woman can do and what
her influence can be. . . . The whole village system tends to enforce
what has been, and to oppose what might be.80

When mass media enter a traditional society, however, according to
Schramm’s account, everything changes. (One might even say that mass
media become magic bullets.) Media raise aspirations.81 “No one who
has seen modern communication brought to traditional villages will ever
doubt its potency.”82 Schramm declared:

In the service of national development, the mass media are agents of
social change. The specific kind of social change they are expected to
help accomplish is the transition to new customs and practices, and, in
some cases, to different social relationships. Behind such changes in
behavior must necessarily lie substantial changes in attitudes, beliefs,
skills, and social norms.83

According to Schramm, moreover, becoming enfolded within the inter-
national economic order, as when radio enters a traditional village, need
not be of concern because, he claimed (writing in 1964), there is a “revi-
val, on a considerable scale, of a world conscience”:84

In part the world conscience has been stimulated by a revulsion against
colonialism. Improved communications have helped bring this about,
just as they have helped to inform the have-not people how the others
live. . . . In the last 25 years the stationing of troops overseas, often in
out-of-the-way places, has made it possible for otherwise untraveled
young men to see how other people live.85

One wonders if Schramm had in mind Korea or Vietnam as being among
the “out-of-the-way places” where troops were stationed.

Schramm continued, still seemingly without ironic intent:

History will probably call an emergence of conscience on a broad scale
and a point of view that would doubtless have been incomprehensible
to some of the economic robber barons of the past—a genuine concern
with the economic condition of the have-nots of the earth.86

Had Innis been alive, one can imagine the depths of his consternation
and indignation.

In Responsibility in Mass Communication, Schramm (with William Riv-
ers), moreover, asserted unambiguously (and in fundamental contradic-
tion to much else that Schramm had written), that media normally have
huge impacts because we are dependent on them “for a large majority of
all the information and entertainment we receive during life.” Schramm
and Rivers continued, “what we know about public figures and public
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affairs is largely dependent upon what the mass media tell us.”87 Accord-
ing to Schramm and Rivers,

We are always subject to journalism and incapable of doing much about it. We
can see too little for ourselves. Days are too short and the world is too
big and complex for anyone to be sure of much about the web of
government. What most of us think we know is not known at all in the
sense of experience and observation. . . . The expanse of our knowledge
of public affairs must come from the mass media. There simply are no
practical alternatives.88

And again:

Clearly, all of us live in a synthetic world, and the synthesis is fash-
ioned largely from information supplied through mass communica-
tion . . .89

It is important to realize, howsoever disconcerting it may be to do, just
how seemingly effortlessly, assertively, powerfully, convincingly
Schramm—the founder and Dean of American communication study—
could make inconsistent, antithetical, mutually negating claims seem like
authentic, scientific knowledge.

Schramm Meets Innis on Big Media Effects

Innis would doubtless have been skeptical regarding the following
aspects of Schramm’s scholarship on big media effects:

In much of his writing Schramm insisted that media have few effects,
and that to be concerned about media having big or important effects is
to be fearful, irrational, superstitious, and “girlish.” However, in writings
cited and reviewed in this section—most notably in Responsibility in Mass
Communication (with William Rivers), The Story of Human Communication,
and Mass Media and National Development—Schramm cast those declara-
tions aside to propose instead that media are unrivaled in power as they
persuade, bring distant events to our consciousness, and transform/mod-
ernize societies. Just exactly what did Schramm really think and believe,
if anything, Innis might well have wondered.

Schramm proposed that in the developing world media have im-
mense effects, that they are instrumental in overturning the existing so-
cial order, and that is a good thing. Schramm recognized none of the
benefits Innis emphasized for oral, traditional cultures; nor did he men-
tion any of the harms Innis emphasized that characterize modern cul-
tures. Schramm did not evince concerns regarding the conjuncture of
empire and mass communications, evidently because of the hypothesized
dawning of a new age of beneficent world conscience. Innis undoubtedly
would have found Schramm’s musings concerning a “world conscience”
unduly optimistic in light not only of world history but also world events
then occuring. Innis might even have suggested that such conjectures
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should be considered to be rather self-serving in light of Schramm’s mili-
tary consultancies.

Innis would have disagreed profoundly with Schramm’s equating
media innovation and democracy. However, Innis would have agreed,
almost entirely, with Schramm/River’s contentions expressed in Respon-
sibility in Mass Communication that media have huge impacts because we
are reliant on them “for a large majority of all the information and enter-
tainment we receive during life.” Innis would have called these, “monop-
olies of knowledge.”

Most fundamentally, Innis would have been distressed at the ease
with which Schramm made antithetical and mutually exclusive claims,
and likely would have regarded Schramm as one of the military’s “kept”
scholars.

A CONCLUDING, AND ANTICIPATORY, NOTE

Although the three chapters of part II are focused on Schramm, a re-
nowned scholar in his own right, he is also an archetype for an entire
school of thought, namely foundational American communication
study.90 That being the case, comparing Schramm’s positions to those of
Innis is of much greater significance than merely comparing the works of
two noteworthy scholars. We are at the same time comparing the truth
value and approaches of two largely antithetical modes of media study.
For that reason, Schramm warrants yet another chapter.
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NINE
Media History, Education, Free Press,

Democracy

MEDIA HISTORY

Schramm intended his 1988 book, The Story of Human Communication:
Cave Painting to Microchip, to be used “in departments of communication
or other related departments.”1 Eminently readable, the book unfolds a
progressive or “Whiggish” narrative of humankind continuously over-
coming nature’s constraints of time and space by innovating “waves” of
new media and improving older ones. Another central theme in the “sto-
ry” is that humankind shares ever-increasing knowledge through media.

Schramm covered some of the same historical material in Responsibil-
ity in Mass Communication (manuscript prepared in 1949, revised in 1969,
co-authored with William L. Rivers2). There, however, the central meta-
phor was a “galaxy of media,” as opposed to four “waves” of media
innovation, the central metaphor in The Story of Human Communication.

Norman Fairclough reminds us that metaphors are not entirely inno-
cent.3 Rather, they frame or set boundaries about discussions; they tell the
auditor or reader how the topics should be viewed or understood; they
obliterate other comparisons or understandings. Let’s take a closer look,
then, at these two metaphors. First, the galaxy metaphor:

Schramm remarked that innovations in media reminded him of star-
gazing on summer nights. The first “stars” to appear, he explained, were
newspapers and magazines, but these were soon followed by “the first
stars of photography,” and then “the motion picture galaxy was spread
out for us to admire.”4 He continued, “the first stars of sound communi-
cation” were the telegraph, telephone, and early sound-recording de-
vices, all of which presaged radio. After radio, however, a new galaxy—
”the brightest galaxy of the century”—dominated the night sky: televi-
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sion. According to Schramm, even television will be rendered faint, since
new innovations, for example computers and digital transmissions, “are
beginning to send up a new parade of stars and suggest the advent of
various galaxies never before heard of.”5

Light from distant stars reach Earth tens of thousands of years after
being emitted from the source. Perceiving a star’s light on Earth is, in that
sense, foreordained. Schramm’s galactic metaphor, then, connotes inevita-
bility, a technological imperative. Moreover, the wonder, beauty, and mag-
nificence Schramm effuses through his galaxy metaphor connotes also a
relative insignificance, or lack of power, for individual humans certainly,
but also for the entire human species—a technological determinism. What
really can humans do to change starlight?

Likewise, the metaphor of waves connotes inevitability—a washing
over of humankind. In both cases—galaxies and waves—humans cannot
do much to change things. It is peculiar, then, that Schramm would chas-
tise both Innis and McLuhan for being, as he saw it, “technological deter-
minists.”6 Although McLuhan did write of a Gutenberg Galaxy, Innis cer-
tainly never invoked metaphors connoting inevitability; innovation for
Innis was always grounded in rivalry, power struggle, political-economic
considerations, and in purposive human agency.

According to Schramm and Rivers, the first wave began about 1450
with the invention of the printing press. It picked up momentum with
high speed presses and the telegraph. It assumed a “vivid quality”7 when
the camera and photoengraving were introduced. This first wave, accord-
ing to Schramm and Rivers, had enormous consequences. They claimed,
for instance, that the first wave was “the voice and servant of democra-
cy.’”8 I will return to this fundamental dissimilarity with Innis when
considering Schramm’s press history later in this chapter.

The second wave, by Schramm/River’s account, really got underway in
1876 with the invention of the telephone, added strength with the phono-
graph, movie camera/movie projector, and then radio and television. The
second wave, moreover, coincided with, and contributed to, increased
urbanization/industrialization and (according to Schramm and Rivers)
the rise of a new psychological predisposition. I consider in turn each of
these proposed, concomitant changes.

Urbanization/industrialization meant that people had more leisure, and
thereby more time to spend with media.9 According to Schramm and
Rivers, however, leisure did not mean mere relaxation: rather, citizens
needed to spend significant time with media simply to stay informed
about events occurring in their now extended and more complex envi-
ronment. Second wave media brought news more directly and more instan-
taneously than print (first wave media). In the view of Schramm and Riv-
ers, electronic media became “trusted” extensions of the eyes and ears of
individual audience members. The authors declared that the main differ-
ence in communication media before and after the invention of the tele-
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phone was that humans interposed between themselves and events “effi-
cient machines that could . . . be trusted to listen and see for [them].”
They explained:

The second wave of modern communication made a profound change
in shifting the initiative, at least in part, from receiver to sender. That is, once
the receiver had made his basic choice, the sender was in charge. The
machine, or the force behind it, controlled the pace, the repetitions, the
emphasis, the timing.10

But, one might well ask, exactly what is one to make of this, in light of
Schramm’s strident insistence elsewhere that that message recipients are
almost always in charge? Recall, too, his declarations quoted in the previ-
ous chapter that “the most dramatic change in general communication
theory during the last forty years has been the gradual abandonment of
the idea of a passive audience, and its replacement by the concept of a
highly active, highly selective audience, manipulating rather than being ma-
nipulated by a message—a full partner in the communication process.”11

What Schramm (with Rivers) is now claiming seems akin to what he
elsewhere derided as being an unsophisticated belief in “a magic bul-
let.”12

Schramm and Rivers added that in being “much faster than the
press,” second wave media have about them “a sense of reality, a sense of
immediacy, that print has never had.”13 Citing polls indicating that audi-
ences found television the most trusted of the mass media, Schramm
suggested (in The Story of Human Communication) that the most likely
explanation was simply that “audiences tend to believe what they see,” add-
ing that people tend to believe events “they can look at” and the news-
casters they can see are more believed than “a faceless voice” on the
radio.14 Again, all this seems eminently plausible, the important point
here being it is all so antithetical to Schramm’s insistent condemnations
of “magic bullets” and the like.

Similarly, in concluding a brief description of the public’s behavior
during the infamous War of the Worlds radio broadcast (by Orson Welles,
October 31, 1938),15 Schramm suggested that the simple reason why so
many people crowded bus and train stations and headed for the hills in
their automobiles was that they had “learned to believe the news they heard
on radio,”16 and that they were quite unaccustomed to being skeptical
about the accuracy of the news.

Equally shocking as these reversals, however, are Schramm and Riv-
ers’s conjectures that second wave media “have in their essence an emotion-
al quality that is difficult to achieve in print,”17 which they associated
with “a fundamental change in human psychology,” that is, a transfor-
mation in human nature! That transformation, according to Schramm
and Rivers, was from “inner” to “other” direction18: from “an individual-
istic work-success ethic and a future time-orientation to a hedonistic
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present-centered ethic concerned mainly with group relations and opin-
ions.”19 Again, Schramm became here, in effect, a technological determinist.
Arguably, he went way beyond Innis.

Schramm and Rivers proposed also a third wave, consisting of commu-
nication between people and machines, and a fourth wave of communica-
tion solely between or among machines, which they also termed, automa-
tion.20 Schramm’s scholarship, however, was confined mostly to the first
two “waves.”21

In his chapter on the advent of writing, Schramm introduced two
themes that pervade his “story of human communication” and contrast
starkly with Innis. First, Schramm’s narrative paints a rosy picture of
continuous human betterment: “Modern humans,” he wrote, “have come
into the world of computers and microelectronics and libraries and tele-
vision (in which we have a very short history) from a very long history
among other animals and other primitives. We are newly human. New
communicators.”22 According to Innis, in contrast, media’s faster speeds,
heightened “realism,” and increased spatial reach are at best mixed bless-
ings. Waves of progress fail to capture, and indeed tend to obscure, the rise
and decline of civilizations on the one hand, and empire and communica-
tions on the other.

The second grand motif Schramm introduced in his chapter on writ-
ing, again in marked contrast with Innis (as seen previously), is that
human communication primarily entails “sharing,” cooperation, and dif-
fusion. Quoting Sir Leonard Wooley, Schramm proposed:

Civilization is indeed due to diffusion, but more of ideas than of mod-
els, and not from a single source but from many. . . . No nation, rich or
poor, powerful or weak, can work out its salvation in isolation. The
answers we are looking for cannot be found by any single culture
alone. They can only be found together.23

To the extent that Schramm touched at all upon conflict in his “story of
human communication,” his treatment was confined to struggles by de-
termined humans to overcome constraints of time and space, and to oth-
erwise “tame” nature:

Planet Earth’s thinking animals have been locked in combat with time
and space, natural forces, and other animals. Humans found that one of
the greatest weapons was information. We chose, purposefully or un-
wittingly, a path that led us toward making information readily port-
able and preservable. . . . The history of language and, indeed, of com-
munication in general has therefore been . . . a social history of the long
march of humankind and society.24

And again:
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The invention of writing . . . gave humans an efficient way to share
their knowledge . . . so all people could begin to climb from the highest
step any of them had previously reached.25

No “dialectic of Enlightenment” for Schramm! According to him, knowl-
edge (and particularly scientific knowledge), means progress, pure and
simple. Therefore, to inhibit the flow of (scientific) knowledge is tanta-
mount to delaying the amelioration of the human condition. Recalling
ancient Greece, Schramm speculated that by ignoring, scorning, and pun-
ishing the scientists of Ionia (Euclid, Archimedes, Ptolemy, Pythagoras,
Hippocrates, Democritus), “prejudice and misplaced authority” had
caused a loss of “a thousand years of intellectual growth.”26

Significantly, too, Schramm replayed the conflict between Plato/Socra-
tes and the sophists. According to Plato/Socrates (as per Schramm), edu-
cation should not have as its goal power or efficiency, “but rather the
disinterested search for the absolute, for wisdom, and for virtue.”27 The
sophists, on the other hand (still according to Schramm), were “profes-
sional educators, who were concerned with teaching “political effective-
ness.” Quoting an entry in Britannica, Schramm added that sophists tried
neither to attain nor transmit truth, offering instead “a formula for suc-
cess in political life, which meant, above all, being able on every occasion
to make one’s point of view prevail.”28 According to Schramm, then,
sophists’ focus on “practical results” helped train successful statesmen.29

Schramm summarized the final consequences of the Plato-sophist
controversy this way: “The sophists won financially. Plato won by the
reputation of his books. Socrates lost by being sentenced to death.”30

Every indication is that Schramm’s affinity was with the sophists.
As an aside, it should be noted once again that Plato/Socrates are not

without controversy regarding their purportedly dogged pursuit of
truth. After all, Plato and Socrates did advocate the noble lie. Moreover,
some maintain that Plato deployed the Socratic dialogues more as a per-
suasive (rhetorical) device to support autocratic governance than as a
means of drawing more closely to truth. These complexities aside, what is
absolutely clear is that Innis would have been appalled by scholarship
that places expediency or efficiency and political power ahead of the
search for truth.

Nor did Innis celebrate science, as did Schramm. Far from viewing
humankind as engaging in “a long march” (or people as climbing “from
the highest step any of them had previously reached”), Innis was
alarmed that science (space-biased, empire-oriented knowledge) was dis-
placing concerns for time as duration and continuity. Innis was aghast,
too, regarding conjunctures between media and the military, and with
the mechanization of knowledge through mediated communication. In-
nis’s somewhat apocalyptic position is well summarized by the aphorism
of Theodor Adorno: “No universal history leads from savagery to hu-
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manitarianism, but there is one that leads from the slingshot to the mega-
ton bomb.”31

Another enduring controversy, also noted by Schramm, is whether
education should support or question the status quo.32 Stated otherwise,
should education strive to add to, improve upon, and test knowledge, or
should it merely preserve and transmit existing knowledge? For
Schramm, although this conflict had played out continuously over the
centuries, in the more recent hundreds of years, he attested, education
has increasingly been asked “not merely to teach what had become custo-
mary and accepted, but also to question humankind’s picture of the uni-
verse and concept of the ideal society.”33

Innis, though, understood matters quite differently. Innis lamented
that education is now so aligned with political-economic-military power
as to preclude probing deeply into contemporary life. Through mechani-
zation, Innis maintained, education is increasingly concerned with stan-
dardization, as opposed to encouraging students to think critically. Innis
maintained that education is becoming more present-minded, addressing
only superficially issues of the day, and almost never probing enduring
issues such as the nature of power, existence, knowledge, ideal human
community, bias and misunderstanding, balance and proportion, the
ideal human life.

Schramm acquiesced that contemporary mass media do have “least
lovely aspects”: they are “thieves of time,” for instance; they are “bally-
hooers of advertising or political candidates”; they are “purveyors of the
cheapest content to attract the most people.” But, he quickly added, “let
us not forget that these same media have performed an unequaled ser-
vice in stretching human horizons and speeding up awareness of what
happens beyond those horizons.” Whereupon he reiterated, “Of course,
we have had to trust the media that represent us, for although they have
become able to look and see and hear for us they still ask us to depend on
them for what they look at and listen to. . . . It is hard to comprehend the
power of the communication media until we realize how much responsibil-
ity we delegate to them to know and tell us what we need to know.”34

So, just why would Schramm propose that we “trust the media that
represent us”? One response is simply that we have little choice. Media
are our eyes and ears for distant events. Schramm explained:

What we are asking the mass media to do is to sit on the hill and look
down the valley for us—just as we did with the watchers 15,000 years
ago. We are asking them to look where we do not have the time or
opportunity to see, to be alert for us. . . . What a power we are delegat-
ing to the media!35

That explanation by itself, however, provides cold comfort. Simply be-
cause there is little choice does not mean that media are adequate or even
principled in constituting our eyes and ears.
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Schramm emphasized an additional reason for trusting the media: the
ethos of journalism. Even though media are increasingly concentrated, and
although groups do try to exert influence over them, Schramm suggested
that journalistic “responsibility” normally suffices to safeguard the pub-
lic’s interest:

Taught from the beginning to seek out and report fact, the young jour-
nalist takes it as an article of faith that he is not to slant news toward
private, personal, or group interest. This ethic pervades the news oper-
ation.36

Innis, in contrast, proposed that the primary “responsibility” of news-
paper proprietors is to advertisers. He quoted Ray Holland of Scripps-
Howard for substantiation: “We come here simply as news merchants.
We are here to sell advertising and sell it at a rate profitable to those who
buy it. But first we must produce a newspaper with news appeal that will
result in a circulation and make that advertising effective.”37

Both Schramm and Innis, then, considered “responsibility” in the
press; they differed widely, however, as to the identity of the party to
whom the press is responsible. Nor did Innis share Schramm’s declared
belief that newspaper reporters doggedly quest after truth. According to
Innis: “Slanting the news . . . followed the growth of advertising and the
use of press agents and publicity men.”38 And quoting Laski, “The most
important service rendered by the press and the magazines is that of
educating people to approach printed matter with distrust.”39

Here we see a major disparity in understanding, one might say a
dialectic of opposing forces. Further light is cast on this in part III.

DIALECTIC OF DEMOCRACY

Both Innis and Schramm constructed what might be termed a dialectic of
democracy. In this regard there are similarities, but also, of course, major
differences.

According to Schramm, “cultural production is shaped by a culture,
and a culture is shaped by people.” But, he added, there are also “people
who are behind the culture that is behind the art,”40 whose identity has
shifted with time. Prior to mass media, people “behind the culture” com-
prised “a cozy little in-group” made up of patrons in royal palaces and
cathedrals; at that time, therefore, artists made no effort to appeal to mass
audiences.41 With the arrival of the middle class in the 1700s, however, as
accompanied by the appearance of printed books, music halls, and other
venues for middle-class audiences,42 art and entertainment began to en-
ter the marketplace, to be bought and sold as commodities.43 The “people
behind the culture” thereby shifted from the wealthy few to the middle
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class. According to Schramm, this was tantamount to a democratization
of culture and art.

Moreover, according to Schramm, mass media/democratization utter-
ly transformed the nature of art. Since the mass audience was less skilled/
discerning than the art patrons of the previous era, art no longer encour-
aged participation, just spectatorship.44 Schramm added,

The new system assigned a much more important role to the entrepren-
eur, the manager, and the salesperson than they had played in the old
days. They represented the artist and the audience. Truly, art had be-
come a commodity and education a business.45

Rivers and Schramm asked boldly, “What is the effect of the mass media
on American culture?”46 Citing de Tocqueville, they responded: “A de-
mocracy cannot develop a culture of high quality and unquestioned mer-
it.” Continuing to cite de Tocqueville, they added that whereas in aristoc-
racies a few great pictures were produced, in democracies a vast number
of insignificant ones are produced: “In the former, statues are raised of
bronze: in the latter, they are modeled in plaster.”47 Citing Dwight Mac-
donald, Rivers and Schramm continued that “mass culture is not just bad
in and of itself: [rather] it homogenizes [i.e., debases] all culture.”48 They
concluded: “The real thrust of the mass media is certainly not aimed at
providing culture of the sort intellectuals approve.”49

Schramm and Rivers next touched on the question of whether it is the
mass media or the “democratic” public that is most to blame for the
lowering of artistic standards. On the one hand, they noted that some
charge that mass media “prostitute themselves by pandering to the very
lowest denominator of public taste.”50 On the other, they proposed, one
should never overestimate the public’s taste. In fact, they suggested, re-
sponsible content providers actually try to give audiences something bet-
ter than what they think they want: “What can be claimed, clearly,” they
added, “is that the level of Mass Culture has risen perceptibly even as the
mass media have become more powerful.”51 And again: “The standards
of media executives . . . unquestionably result in a better product than a
mere parroting of taste would make possible. . . . The leaders of the
popular-art media [try] to raise standards of public taste.”52

The essential paradox, or dialectic, regarding media and democracy,
as formulated by Schramm and Rivers, therefore, is this: On the one
hand, “man, as viewed by popular art, is what we might call generalized
man or common-denominator man. . . . Popular art conceives man to be
rather immature in his reactions to the teaching content of entertainment,
and highly susceptible to moral corruption.”53 On the other hand, demo-
cratic theory requires that citizens be intelligent, rational, of good will,
and capable of distinguishing between truth and error. How can these
two, seemingly antithetical views of the average person be reconciled?
Rivers and Schramm proposed two resolutions.
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First, when experiencing “entertainment,” people may have “a differ-
ent attitude and expectation” than when turning on the evening news or
reading a newspaper: “They are much readier, in a motion picture theater
or in a comfortable chair before the television set, to suspend their critical
faculties.”54

Second, as just noted, Schramm and Rivers proposed that media own-
ers strive to raise the public’s tastes, standards, and powers to discern.
Hence, the dialectic of democracy fades over time.

Like Schramm, (as seen previously in part I) Innis saw a basic contra-
diction between the extension of democracy to what he called the “lower
literary types” vs. sound decision making. However, whereas Schramm
maintained that mass media act responsibly to inform the public, to
present all sides, and elevate tastes and understandings, Innis viewed
media as the communication arm of established military, political, com-
mercial, and economic power. Far from responsibly striving to elevate
tastes and understanding, Innis saw media as intentionally distracting
people from important issues, as presenting illusions (including the sham
freedom of democracy), with which to manufacture consent; he viewed
media as inculcating a monopoly of knowledge centered on superficial-
ity, sensationalism, consumption, and hedonism—what might be termed,
present-minded possessive individualism.

Moreover, Innis made no distinction between people in their enter-
tainment mode vs. people in their citizenry mode. He maintained that
“lower intellectual types” prefer distractions, entertainments, and super-
ficialities to anything that might cause them to think.

Innis, then, offered no “resolution” to the democratic dilemma—ex-
cept, perhaps, less democracy! However, he did advocate a renewed
commitment to disinterested scholarship as a means of engaging in the
struggle for clarity in the face of autocratic efforts to promote “necessary
illusions.” Innis’s anti-democratic stance is taken up again in some detail
in part III, with comparisons to Chomsky.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

Schramm and Innis were founders of media/communication studies in
their respective countries, and that fact is reason enough to compare their
positions on media and communication. Their differences are stark. In
the judgment of the present author, those differences stem in large part
from the fact that Schramm was an “insider” in a powerful country,
whereas Innis willfully remained at heart an “outsider” in a marginal
country.

Consistent with his prioritizing practicality and efficiency over the
search for truth, Schramm largely omitted from his scholarship consider-
ations of human conflict and oppression, choosing instead to paint rosy
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pictures of collective harmony, steady progress through the millennia,
and good-will toward all. Schramm did not shy away from abundant
self-contradiction. Nor did he acknowledge these self-contradictions, let
alone attempt to resolve them.

The contrast with Innis could hardly be greater. Contradictions
abound in Innis’s work, too. But they are usually aspects of his dialectical
cast on mind, and his insistence that we strive for balance and propor-
tion, that we not be “fanatical,” and that there are few simple solutions.
Innis was devoted to pursuing truth (even while denying the capacity of
anyone to attain it), and did so irrespective of where his inquiries might
lead or the consequences (personal or otherwise) that could ensue. Far
from insistently telling his readers how things are, Innis often admitted
he knew nothing with certainty, that he was on a never-ending voyage of
discovery. Far from viewing history as a steady march of human progress
“from cave painting to microchip,” Innis surveyed the fall as well as the
rise of civilizations, emphasizing biases in human understanding, and
warning of an impending new dark age. Furthermore, (as seen previous-
ly) Innis railed against totalitarianism in our day; he saw Western “de-
mocracies” as manifesting important similarities to totalitarian modes of
governance, and deemed our democracy to constitute a “sham freedom.”

Innis was not a glad-hander. He pursued his most critical research
alone, without support from colleagues, without lucrative consultancies,
and without the backing of research institutes and philanthropic founda-
tions. Innis was not an academic entrepreneur; he was a scholar, and an
honest one.

If asked to sum up the most important lessons to be drawn from
comparisons of Schramm with Innis, I would propose the following:

• Scholarly acclaim need bear little or no positive correlation with
scholarly integrity.

• Deception and dissembling in scholarship do not necessarily go
unrewarded.

• Truth seeking among scholars is not necessarily bereft of retribu-
tion.

• But, seeking truth can be its own reward. “‘To love truth for truth’s
sake,” according to John Locke as quoted by Innis, “is the principal
part of human perfection in this world and the seed plot of all other
virtues.’”55 Or, to paraphrase Holy Writ (in deference to Innis’s
custom): seeking truth shall set you free.
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Meet Noam Chomsky

BEGINNINGS

Noam Chomsky’s penchant for linguistics likely sprang from the influ-
ence of his father, William, a teacher and scholar who “wrote a definitive
study of the Hebrew language.”1 Emigrating from the Ukraine in 1913,
William initially worked in the “sweatshops” of Baltimore before attain-
ing a position to teach Hebrew in elementary schools. Later, graduating
from John Hopkins University, he became the principal of a religious
school in Philadelphia.

As a child Noam Chomsky “was immersed in Jewish and Hebraic
culture.”2 He declared, “My immediate family was kind of a Jewish ghet-
to in Philadelphia. My father was extremely orthodox, from an east Euro-
pean shtetl.”3 His mother, born in Lithuania, also taught Hebrew in
schools. Her relatives, many of whom were unemployed, included com-
munists who were likewise “involved in a rich, vibrant intellectual life—
ranging from music and art to political activity.”4

Among Chomsky’s earliest memories are those of people during the
Depression “coming to the door selling rags,” and of “riding in a trolley
car with my mother and seeing women strikers being beaten up by secur-
ity forces outside a textile plant.”5 Young Chomsky heard Hitler’s
speeches on the radio, and was struck by the fear they aroused in his
mother. “By the time I was nine or 10,” he revealed, “I was reading
newspapers, and [the quest for social justice] went on from there.”6

Between the ages of two and twelve, Chomsky attended an experi-
mental, progressive school premised on John Dewey’s concept of “free
and unstructured exploration”—as opposed to an “imposed curricu-
lum.”7 Chomsky recalled: “There was no sense of competition, no rank-
ing of students.” He added,

145
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There was a tremendous premium on personal creativity, not in the
sense of slapping paints on paper, but doing the kind of work and
thinking that you were interested in. . . . It was a lively atmosphere, and
the sense was that everyone was doing something important. . . . At
least as a child, that was the sense that one had—that, if competing at
all, you were competing with yourself. What can I do? But no sense of
strain about it and certainly no sense of relative ranking.8

High school, however, differed altogether. “I was very surprised . . . that I
was getting all A’s and that was supposed to be a big deal. That question
had never arisen in my entire education. . . . And then there was the
whole system of prestige and value that went along with that. And the
intense competitiveness and regimentation.”9 Reflecting on those high
school years, Chomsky confided, “There is a dark spot there. . . . It’s
almost an absolute blank in my memory apart from the emotional tone,
which was quite negative.”10

After enduring two more years of academic regimentation, albeit as
an undergraduate at the University of Pennsylvania, Chomsky consid-
ered abandoning formal education entirely to live on a kibbutz. Howev-
er, he had the good fortune to meet Zellig Harris, professor of linguistics
at Penn. Not only had Harris inaugurated linguistics as a scholarly field
in the United States,11 but his left-Zionist (anti-state) anarchism and his
left anti-Bolshevist and anti-Marxist politics12 resonated with Chomsky.
Consequently, Chomsky became a major in linguistics.

Upon attaining his undergraduate degree, Chomsky continued at
Penn to study with Harris for a MA. By 1951, however, he had distanced
himself from Harris’s linguistics, and by 1953, according to his editor,
had broken “almost entirely from the [linguistics] field as it existed.”13

Whereas Harris focused on the surface structures of sentences (his goal
being classification), Chomsky proposed a “deep structure” through
which a “transformational grammar” produces those surface structures.
The difference between Harris and Chomsky (briefly put), is the differ-
ence between description and explanation.14

In 1951, attaining a three-year fellowship (later extended to 1955),
Chomsky moved on to Harvard, primarily to study with philosopher, W.
V. Quine, whose behaviorist-related philosophic theories Chomsky sub-
sequently denounced.15 In 1955, awarded a PhD by the University of
Pennsylvania, Chomsky took up a position at MIT, purposefully choos-
ing a university without a linguistics department in order to be less con-
strained in developing new ideas and new paradigms.16

At MIT, his undergraduate language course led to his first book, Syn-
tactic Structures (1957), about which Professor Jean Aitchison of Oxford
remarked: “In less than 120 pages, he turned linguistics from an obscure
discipline, studied by missionaries, into a major social science; he shifted
the question from the corpus of actual utterance to the mental system that
produces it.”17 For his part, though, Chomsky has insisted there are im-
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portant commonalities between his position and ideas circulating several
hundred years before—in the writings of Descartes particularly.18 In
1961, Chomsky became full professor, with tenure, at MIT.

Beginning about 1964, Chomsky began engaging with students op-
posing the Vietnam War and the military draft. In October 1965, he and
other protesters were, in his words, “attacked by hordes of people, and
[we] were only saved by the state police: they didn’t like what we were
saying but didn’t want people murdered on Boston Common.” In 1967,
he was arrested (for the first time) at a Pentagon protest.19

Chomsky’s first major essay relating to political economy, “The Re-
sponsibility of Intellectuals,”20 appeared in The New York Review of Books
in 1967. There he wrote: “It is the responsibility of intellectuals to speak
the truth and to expose lies.” Following that, he published dissident es-
says in periodicals like Ramparts, New Politics, and Socialist Revolution,
thereby qualifying for Richard Nixon’s “enemies list.” His editor, Antho-
ny Arnove, remarked: “From this point on, he was the subject of intense
vilification by apologists for the system.”21 Chomsky’s first book of polit-
ical economy, American Power and the New Mandarins, appeared in 1969.
With time, Chomsky extended his activism from opposing the Vietnam
War to critiquing and protesting American foreign policy in Palestine,
Central America, South America, Iraq, Indonesia, Cambodia, and else-
where.

CHOMSKY AND INNIS

In some respects, the formative years of Innis and Chomsky could hardly
differ more. Chomsky was raised in a Jewish ghetto of metropolitan Phil-
adelphia, Innis on a dairy farm in rural Ontario. Chomsky’s parents were
teachers and scholarship permeated his household; Innis’s parents read
little and never spoke “proper English.”22 Whereas Chomsky “grew up
[with] an intense Jewish and Hebraic background,”23 Innis was steeped
in Baptist faith and theology.

On closer examination, however, striking parallels become evident.
Both were born into lower middle class, albeit not impoverished, fami-
lies. Both were marginalized at or by birth—Chomsky by dint of ethnicity
and the anti-Semitism rampant in his neighborhood,24 Innis by his rural
roots (and, on a grander scale, his nationality). As children, both were
immersed in ancient traditions bearing important commonalities. (In
adulthood, Innis drew even closer, becoming agnostic as compared to
Chomsky’s atheism.) Their deep familiarity as children with Christianity
and Judaism, respectively, must have lingered, however, setting both
apart in adulthood from existential nihilists like, say, Nietzsche and Fou-
cault—and from fundamentalist zealots, whether patriotic, religious, or
economic.
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Although Chomsky’s attending a progressive (Deweyite) school and
Innis a one-room rural schoolhouse might at first blush seem antithetical,
Innis’s primary education likely corresponded with Chomsky’s in impor-
tant ways: “Specialization was avoided,” Innis confided to his diary,
“and the student given the best opportunity for rapid promotion.” Nei-
ther Innis nor Chomsky, it would seem, was required or encouraged
during their early formative years to conform rigidly to an established
curriculum. Arguably, their mature years reflected that early freedom,
both scholars striking out against the mainstreams of their initial disci-
plines to establish new fields, new paradigms, new understandings.

Both Chomsky and Innis were/are simultaneously insiders and out-
siders. Innis was an insider in the sense of becoming the most respected
academic in Canada, much honored and sought after as a policy adviser;
he was also a highly-placed administrator at the University of Toronto.
Chomsky, too, is an insider: “a graduate of the prestigious University of
Pennsylvania, a former fellow at Harvard, a well-paid full professor and
holder of a named chair at MIT, and the recipient of countless profession-
al awards.”25 At the outset of his career, however, Chomsky (like Innis)
initially was an outsider, rejecting and rejected by the mainstream of his
first discipline. Interestingly, they both eschewed investigating surface
phenomena: in Chomsky’s case, he separated from Harris by insisting
that in languages there is a “deep structure” producing surface phenome-
na (speech); according to Innis, similarly, there are “deep structures”
producing the surface phenomena known as relative prices, relative
prices being the preoccupation of mainstream economics.

Most significantly, having successfully challenged the mainstreams of
their respective initial disciplines to forge their own approaches, both
Innis and Chomsky took up as second disciplines, at least in part, politi-
cal-economic analyses of media/knowledge/communication. In both
cases, they earned the enmity of powerful establishments—the major dif-
ference here being that Chomsky has posed a far greater threat to politi-
cal-economic-military power than Innis ever did; hence, arguably, the
much greater negative response to Chomsky than to Innis. Still, the dif-
ference is one of degree, not of kind.

It is interesting to pause here and speculate on differences and similar-
ities between Chomsky and Innis regarding factors motivating their po-
litical-economic analyses. As I argued in chapter 2, Innis saw the world
about him collapsing into war and totalitarianism, universities capitulat-
ing to military-political-economic power, and scholars besieged on all
sides by domestic enemies; he felt obligated to contribute to improving
understanding in the hope that that might help slow down if not reverse
such developments. Chomsky, too, was/is appalled by violence in the
world and by the deceptive cloak of self-righteousness under which so
much of that violence takes place—including cloaks woven by celebrated
scholars and the world’s most prestigious universities.26
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Also warranting some speculation are the ways in which the initial
disciples of Innis and Chomsky relate to their political-economic analyses
of media and knowledge. In the case of Innis, the relation between his
two theses—the staples thesis and the medium thesis—is dual. On the
one hand, they bear important similarities: Innis acknowledged that he
was redeploying the tools used in the former thesis for his new project
because they had proved useful (as well a wishing to test their limitations
by putting them into a different analytical context). On the other hand,
Innis’s ontology and his method changed fundamentally: a quest for ab-
solutism (also known as “a plea for time”) largely replaced his previous
insistence on relativity. Arguably, this was a wrenching transformation,
making it extremely unlikely Innis could ever have proceeded with both
theses simultaneously for an extended period, no matter how long he
might have lived. In his final, unfinished paper, Innis even called for a
universalist economics, so imbued had he become with the quest for abso-
lutes.

In Chomsky’s case, the relation between his two disciplines is, if any-
thing, equally complex. On the one hand, Chomsky has insisted that
connections between the two strands of his scholarship are “tenuous”27

to nonexistent.28 Most importantly, he adamantly relates linguistics to
science, whereas his political-economic analyses, he insists, derive merely
from common sense.29 As explained by Sperlich, unlike his political anal-
yses, “Chomskyan linguistics takes years of training and dedication to
the scientific method to advance new theories and make new discover-
ies.”30 Elites, of course, routinely profess that formulating political-eco-
nomic policy, too, requires deft skills, intense knowledge, and much ex-
perience. And that is a major reason, Chomsky affirms, why he hesitates
“to try to link my work in linguistics to analyses of current affairs or of
ideology. . . . I do not want to contribute to the illusion that these ques-
tions require technical understanding, [or that they are] inaccessible with-
out special training.”31 A second likely reason why Chomsky chooses to
emphasize disparities between linguistics and his political economy also
is strategic. If the two areas became conflated in people’s minds, linguis-
tics might be less able to support his capacity to speak out and be listened
to on public affairs.

On the other hand, Chomsky’s two major areas do share much in
common. Unlike the case of Innis, there is no fundamental bifurcation in
philosophical orientation here! For example, Chomsky insists that hu-
mans’ capacity to learn and use language points to freedom and creativ-
ity as being innate to the human species—a position consistent with (and
likely grounding) his political-economic analyses.32 Chomsky’s forceful
and compelling critique of B. F. Skinner’s behaviorist theory of language
acquisition,33 therefore, is not unrelated to his anarcho-libertarian politi-
cal stance or to his crusades against injustices perpetrated by autocracies
and plutocracies.34 (More on this later.) Furthermore, Chomsky has spec-
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ulated on similarities between a child’s capacity to acquire language and
his or her acquisition of moral judgment. In both cases, what a child
acquires—a particular language, a specific moral judgment—Chomsky
surmises, conforms to a deep and innate structure (or code) that delimits
possibilities.35 I will return to this ground for his political-economic anal-
yses and his optimism in the next chapter.

In summary, whereas Innis underwent a fundamental (and likely ago-
nizing) transformation as he shifted from staples to medium theory,
Chomsky definitely did not. Chomsky’s linguistics are fully consistent
with, and support, his political-economic analyses of media, education,
and knowledge. Hence, Chomsky (unlike Innis) can engage in his two
fields simultaneously—and has done so for decades.

As developed at length below, the political-economic analyses of the
two scholars conform in some remarkable ways. Like Chomsky, Innis
related control over discourses (which he termed “monopolies of knowl-
edge”) to elite control of media and education. No objection from Chom-
sky here! Furthermore, both maintain such control is usually for totalitar-
ian or at least self-aggrandizing purposes, as opposed to noblesse oblige
or pursuing the common good. Both are/were very distrustful of those in
positions of power, and consequently both have displayed an anarchic
bent in their scholarship, more explicitly formulated in Chomsky’s work,
admittedly.

As adults, Chomsky and Innis were skeptics of the first order. Despite
their deep skepticism, however, both have insisted that truth is the goal—
always to be pursued, regardless of “inconveniences,” personal and oth-
erwise, that may in consequence arise. Importantly, then, their skepticism
did not and does not extend to the ultimate skeptical position: namely,
that the very notion of truth is itself delusional, or merely a self-serving
construct of the powerful (see the Foucault-Chomsky exchange,36 quoted
below, for instance).

It would appear that both Innis and Chomsky adopted their ontologi-
cal stance regarding truth after staring into the dark abyss. For Chomsky,
that abyss comprised the fascist take-over of Spain, the bombings of Hi-
roshima and Nagasaki,37 witnessing beatings of female strikers, riot
squads killing/arresting/dispersing war protesters, the Vietnam War and
the government’s lies pertaining thereto, the military draft which re-
sulted in the profuse killing of students and other citizens, both foreign
and domestic—in brief, the banality of evil in high places, to borrow a
phrase from Hannah Arendt. Innis, of course, stared evil in the face,
too—while in the trenches of World War I, an experience one senses that
was inextricably stamped onto his conscious and subconscious. Innis
avoided attending Remembrance Day services, so painful were his mem-
ories.38 In the 1930s, the rise of fascism and the prospect of another world
war undoubtedly were strong motivators for Innis to shift fields, to pio-
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neer inquiries into the political economy of media and communication, to
study totalitarianism and misunderstanding in contemporary society.

The next two chapters identify and develop, respectively, differences
(particularly regarding strategies and prospects for the future) and simi-
larities in the media and communication thought of these two seminal
scholars. Similarities in their understandings, significantly, shine through
once their differences have been acknowledged and accounted for.

NOTES

1. Barsky, Noam Chomsky, 7.
2. Ibid., 20.
3. Jaggi, “The Guardian Profile: Noam Chomsky.”
4. Ibid.
5. Amy Goodman, “The Life and Times of Noam Chomsky: Noam Chomsky Inter-

view,” Democracy Now, November 26, 2004. http://www.chomsky.info/interviews/
20041126.htm (accessed June 23 2012).

6. Jaggi, “The Guardian Profile: Noam Chomsky.”
7. Barsky, Noam Chomsky, 16.
8. “Interview,” The Chomsky Reader, 3–55; excerpted as “Personal Influences,”

http://www.chomsky.info/books/reader01.htm (accessed June 11, 2014).
9. Chomsky, “Personal Influences.”

10. Ibid.
11. Sperlich, Noam Chomsky, 18
12. Chomsky, quoted in Barsky, Noam Chomsky, 58. One reason for Chomsky’s rejec-

tion of some versions of Marxism is their denial of intrinsic freedom: “Within the
Marxist left—not including Marx—there’s a strong tendency to insist there is no hu-
man nature; that people are just constructed by their historical circumstances and
environment. This makes no sense, but these ideas are very convenient for those who
aspire to managerial politics; they remove moral barriers to manipulation and coer-
cion. [But] if people have no fundamental human nature based on some instinct for
freedom that can challenge and overthrow aggression and hierarchy, then there really
are no moral values; if people are ignorant, malleable creatures who can be modified
by experience and training, they can be controlled for their own good. That’s an
appealing idea to intellectuals across the political spectrum. Leninism is one expres-
sion of it, and social democracy is another.” Quoted in Jaggi, “The Guardian Profile.”
Chomsky holds essentially a dialectical position on nature and nurture, not disputing
that environment indeed plays a pivotal role in the formation of character: “The whole
purpose of libertarian socialism is that it will contribute to [a fundamental change in
human nature]. It will contribute to a spiritual transformation—precisely that kind of
great transformation in the way humans conceive of themselves and their ability to
act, to decide, to create, to produce, to enquire—precisely that spiritual transformation
that social thinkers from the left-Marxist traditions . . . have always emphasized.”
Chomsky, “The Relevance of Anarcho-Syndicalism” (1976; reprint, Chomsky on An-
archism ), 147.

13. Anthony Arnove, “Foreword,” The Essential Chomsky, viii.
14. Sperlich, Noam Chomsky, 33.
15. Ibid., 34.
16. Chomsky related: “I had no prospects in a university that had a tradition in any

field related to linguistics, whether it was anthropology, or whatever, because the
work that I was doing was simply not recognized as related to that field—maybe
rightly. Furthermore, I didn’t have real professional credentials in the field. I’m the
first to admit that. And therefore I ended up in an electronics laboratory. I don’t know



152 Chapter 10

how to handle anything more complicated than a tape recorder, and not even that, but
I’ve been in an electronics laboratory for the last thirty years, largely because there
were no vested interests there and the director, Jerome Wiesner, was willing to take a
chance on some odd ideas that looked as if they might be intriguing. It was several
years, in fact, before there was any public, any professional community with which I
could have an interchange of ideas in what I thought of as my own field, apart from a
few friends. The talks that I gave in the 1950s were usually at computer centers,
psychology seminars, and other groups outside of what was supposed to be my field.”
See “Interview with James Peck, The Chomsky Reader , 15–16. See also, Chris Knight,
“Noam Chomsky: Politics or Science?” libcom.org. http://libcom.org/history/noam-
chomsky-politics-or-science (accessed November 8, 2013).

17. Jaggi, “The Guardian Profile: Noam Chomsky.”
18. Barsky, Noam Chomsky, 93. Regarding Descartes, Chomsky states: “A central

part of Descartes’ argument for a sharp, even ontological distinction between humans
and everything else in the world was that if you pose a question to a human being
about a new topic using phrases that the person has never heard before, they can give
you a new response relevant to what you said, which is not caused by any external
circumstances, but which somehow comes out of some creative capacity of their mind.
But the same thing won’t be true of an automaton or an animal or anything else. . . . In
human language, the product that comes out is not predetermined—it’s undeter-
mined, but still somehow appropriate to situations. . . . There was an attempt, right
through the classical liberal period, by Rousseau and Humboldt, and others, to link up
these elements and identify sort of a need and a right to freedom, an instinct for
freedom.” Chomsky, Understanding Power, 216; emphasis added.

19. Jaggi, “The Guardian Profile: Noam Chomsky.”
20. The New York Review of Books February 23 1967. http://www.chomsky.info/

articles/19670223.htm (accessed 6 June 2013).
Originally a talk in 1966 to a meeting of Hillel at Harvard, this was his first major
speech to other than a small circle of activists; therefore, it marked “his entry as an
important political commentator.” Sperlich, Noam Chomsky, 83. “Responsibility of In-
tellectuals” later became a major chapter grounding his first book on political econo-
my, American Power and the New Mandarins, New York: Pantheon, 1969. The essay is
also reprinted in at least two of Chomsky’s compilations: The Chomsky Reader and The
Essential Chomsky.

21. Arnove, “Foreword,” The Essential Chomsky, viii.
22. Personal correspondence, Mary Innis Cates to the author, October 17, 2014.
23. Quoted in Barsky, Noam Chomsky, 20.
24. Chomsky recalls that “for a large part of my childhood [we were] the only

Jewish family in a neighbourhood that was mainly German and Irish Catholic—very
anti-Semitic. . . . The neighbourhood was pro-Nazi—this was the 1930s—and I recall
celebrations when Paris fell.” Chomsky, “Noam Chomsky Interviewed by Eleanor
Wachtel,” Queen’s Quarterly 101 (1), spring 1994, 64–65.

25. Barsky, The Chomsky Effect, 40.
26. In 1939, at the age of ten, he wrote an essay on the fall of Barcelona to the

fascists. Years later, in an interview with Amy Goodman, he recalled the opening
sentence: “Austria falls, Czechoslovakia falls, now Barcelona falls; what’s going to
come next?” He enlarged: “I mean, at that time it felt as if this black cloud of fascism
was really spreading over the world. And it was very ominous.” Elsewhere he re-
marked, “I was always on the side of the losers—the Spanish anarchists, for example.”
Chomsky, “Interview,” Chomsky Reader, 13.

27. Chomsky, Understanding Power, 215.
28. Goodman, “The Life and Times of Noam Chomsky.” Also, Interview with

Chomsky by French linguist Mitsou Ronat (1977), as quoted in Robinson, “The Chom-
sky Problem,” New York Times, February 25, 1979. http://select.nytimes.com/gst/
abstract.html?res=F50B1EFE3B5511728DDDAC0A94DA405B898BF1D3&scp=1&sq=



Meet Noam Chomsky 153

arguably%20the%20most%20important%20intellectual%20alive&st=cse (accessed
June 2 2014).

29. Asked just what qualifications entitle him to continually speak out and write
books on world affairs, Chomsky responded: “None whatsoever. I mean, the qualifica-
tions I have to speak on world affairs are exactly the same ones Henry Kissinger has,
and Walt Rostow has, or anybody in the Political Science Department, professional
historians—none, none that you don’t have. The only difference is, I don’t pretend to
have qualifications, nor do I pretend that qualifications are needed. I mean, if some-
body were to ask me to give a talk on quantum physics, I’d refuse—because I don’t
understand enough. But world affairs are trivial: there’s nothing in the social sciences
or history or whatever that is beyond the intellectual capacities of an ordinary fifteen-
year old. You have to do a little work, you have to do some reading, you have to be
able to think, but there’s nothing deep. . . . In fact, I think the idea that you’re supposed
to have special qualifications to talk about world affairs is just another scam. . . . It’s
just another technique for making the population feel that they don’t know anything,
and they’d better just stay out of it and let us smart guys run it. . . . The fact is, that’s a
joke.” Chomsky, “The Fifth Freedom.” Interview by Stephen Marshall. Guerilla News
Network, November 2001 http://www.chomsky.info/interviews/200111--04.htm (as-
sessed May 29, 2014).

30. Sperlich, Noam Chomsky, 9.
31. Chomsky and Foucault, The Chomsky-Foucault Debate on Human Nature, 74.
32. Chomsky, “Language and Freedom,” The Essential Chomsky, 79.
33. Chomsky, “A Review of B.F. Skinner’s Verbal Behavior” (1959; reprint, The Essen-

tial Chomsky), 1–32.
34. Chomsky, Understanding Power, 216; emphasis added.
35. Chomsky, “The View Beyond: Prospects for the Study of Mind.” (1988; reprint,

The Essential Chomsky), 245; emphasis added.
36. Also, Foucault’s essay, “Truth and Power,” both in Chomsky and Foucault, The

Chomsky-Foucault Debate on Human Nature, edited by John Rajchman (New York: The
New Press, 2006), 140–71.

37. When the U.S. dropped an atomic bomb on Hiroshima, Chomsky was sixteen. “I
was in a Hebrew-speaking summer camp when news came. I found it shocking, and
equally shocking to me was that nobody seemed to care. . . . No one saw it as an
atrocity.” Jaggi, “The Guardian Profile: Noam Chomsky.” Also, Chomsky, Class War-
fare, interviews with David Barsamian (Vancouver: New Star Books, 1997), 188–98.

38. Bladen, “Harold Adams Innis 1894–1952,” 2.





ELEVEN
Visions and Strategies

This chapter surveys some of the stark differences between Chomsky and
Innis, particularly with regard to their visions and strategies. Concerning
visions, their most prominent (and core) point of departure is Chomsky’s
relative optimism vs. Innis’s seemingly congenital pessimism. Regarding
strategies, most manifest is Chomsky’s direct engagement with political
issues vs. Innis’s repudiation of activism by scholars. Beneath the surface,
however, and helping explain these differences, are other dissimilar-
ities—for example, regarding their views on human nature, medium the-
ory, basic levels of human intelligence, the ideal of the university—mat-
ters to be explored in this chapter.

By visions, Chomsky means, “the conception of a future society that
animates what we actually do, a society in which a decent human being
might want to live.”1 Chomsky’s vision entails releasing or enabling hu-
man nature—allowing human nature to flourish. Before addressing in
greater detail Chomsky’s vision, therefore, it is necessary to be familiar
with his understanding of human nature—an understanding that differs
markedly from Innis.

CHOMSKY ON HUMAN NATURE

Is There Such a Thing?

According to Chomsky, “every form of engagement in social life is based
on assumptions about human nature, usually only implicit.”2 Further-
more, every “animating vision must rest on some conception of human
nature, of what is good for people, of their needs and rights, of the as-
pects of their nature that should be nurtured, encouraged and permitted
to flourish for their benefit and that of others.”3 A person’s conception of
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human nature, then, according to Chomsky, grounds and broadly shapes
animating visions.

To even propose such a thing as “human nature” these days, howev-
er, Chomsky notes, is to open oneself up to accusations of being regres-
sive.4 And understandably so! Problematic human behaviors—sexism,
racism, war, possessive individualism, territoriality, competitiveness,
and so on—have too frequently been deemed innate (a “selfish gene,” for
instance, or an inherent “territorial imperative”), in which case authori-
tarian control, it can be argued, is both needed and justified to protect
society against itself. To deny the existence of human nature, in this con-
text, can seem liberating, progressive, and as opening possibilities for
creating a more just, tolerant, and democratic social order.

While assuredly committed to a new social order, Chomsky nonethe-
less is of a much different mind—for two reasons. First, he regards the
contention that there is no such thing as human nature as being utterly
absurd: “Is my granddaughter no different from a rock, a salamander, a
chicken, a monkey? . . . There is nothing ‘regressive’ about the fact that a
human embryo is so constrained that it does not grow wings . . . “5

There is also a second reason why Chomsky rejects the claim that
there is no such thing as human nature: namely, the horrendously totali-
tarian implications of there not being such thing. If people are inherently
blank slates, he reasons, then any and all moral barriers to manipulation
and coercion—even torture and genocide—disappear.6 Without an in-
trinsic human nature, in other words, there is no quality inherent to the
human being that must be respected. For that reason, Chomsky specu-
lates, elites often favor the empty organism view: It tends “to legitimate
structures of hierarchy and domination.”7. Chomsky therefore distances
himself from both Skinnerian behavioral psychology and from the au-
thoritarian wing of Marxism, both in his view pronouncing “human na-
ture” as being highly malleable, as being merely a product of the material
conditions (or of operant conditioning), implying that human “progress”
requires improving upon or remaking “human nature.”

What, then, in Chomsky’s view, is human nature? Here I discuss three
aspects: an instinct for freedom, an innate moral code, and sufficiency of
common sense.

What Is Human Nature?

• Instinct for freedom

In the first of his two Russell Lectures, Chomsky provided an overview of
his linguistics, a major element being his premise that the human mind is
not a blank slate (not a tabula rasa, as John Locke put it); rather, the mind
is fitted to learn languages that share a common “deep” structure. The
capacity to learn languages, Chomsky proposes, “constitutes an essential
part of human nature.”8 On that basis, he surmises, freedom and creativ-
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ity must be innate to the human species, too.9 Otherwise, how could
children who have never been formally taught the rules of grammar ever
use language—indeed, “say things [they] never said before and never
heard before?”10 Humans are free and creative in using language, and
that fact, according to Chomsky, points to a more general instinct for
creativity and freedom. That instinct comprises (among other things) “the
need for creative work, for creative inquiry, for free creation without the
arbitrary limiting effect of coercive institutions.”11

Chomsky concedes that science has not yet proved the existence of an
instinct for freedom. Consequently, he suggests also a “Pascal-type wa-
ger,”12 choosing to accept the existence of an instinct for freedom because
denial is so dreadful in its implications.13 Suppose, for instance, that in-
stead of an instinct for freedom, humans are beset by an instinct for subservi-
ence (or alternatively, as discussed above, at birth are empty vessels—a
tabula rasa). Then, in Chomsky’s view, there would be few, if any, moral
constraints to the exercise of power. The horrendous tactics used by Dr.
Ewen Cameron and others during the Cold War to “de-pattern” patients,
that is to “return” their minds to a blank slate through electric shock,
drugs, noise, sleep deprivation, hypnosis, sensory deprivation, isolation,
verbal and sexual abuse, and other tortures and indignities, is ample
proof of Chomsky’s claim,14 as is the very title of behavioral psychologist
B. F. Skinner’s famous 1971 book, Beyond Freedom and Dignity. Persistent
contemporary attacks on the Enlightenment are easy to fathom, Chomsky
explains, as Enlightenment consistently pursued “challenges the legiti-
macy of established coercive institutions”15 and supports fundamental
“Rights of Man” (Thomas Paine).

• Innate moral code

According to Chomsky moral judgment, too, is rooted in human nature. In
rejecting the proposition that morality is merely circumstantial, he de-
parts from Skinnerian behavioral psychology, from poststructuralism/
postmodernism, and from the Realpolitik (i.e., “might makes right”) of such
celebrated political figures and theorists as Leo Strauss,16 Michel Fou-
cault,17 Henry Kissinger,18 various U.S. presidents,19 and many others
occupying high political office.20

Chomsky’s first argument in support of an innate moral code is simi-
lar to his reasoning regarding an innate capacity to acquire language.
According to Chomsky, “We can hardly doubt that [moral judgment] is
rooted in fundamental human nature. It cannot be merely a matter of
convention that we find some things to be right, others wrong.” He ex-
plains,

Growing up in a particular society, a child acquires standards and
principles of moral judgment. These are acquired on the basis of limit-
ed evidence, but they have broad and often quite precise applicabil-
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ity. . . . The acquisition of a specific moral and ethical system, wide
ranging and often precise in its consequences, cannot simply be the
result of “shaping” and “control” by the social environment. As in the
case of language, the environment is far too impoverished and indeter-
minate to provide this system to the child in its full richness and appli-
cability. . . . It seems reasonable to speculate that the moral and ethical
system acquired by the child owes much to some innate human faculty.
The environment is relevant, as in the case of language, vision, and so
on; thus we can find individual and cultural divergence. But there is
surely a common basis, rooted in nature.21

A possible objection to this argument could be that the child learns basic,
or general, moral rules from the society, but must then apply them to
myriad specific circumstances, many of which could not be anticipated
during the time of acquisition. A test of Chomsky’s proposition, in such
case, would be cross-cultural comparisons to detect a common or “deep”
structure of moral code—not an exercise he has undertaken, to my
knowledge. (This was precisely what Innis hinted at undertaking in his
surveys of ancient civilizations! In this regard, see also C. S. Lewis, The
Abolition of Man,22 where the author posits The Tao as a morality common
to all civilizations.)

Likely realizing that objections could be mounted to his speculations,
Chomsky completed his case by deducing the implications of the oppo-
site presupposition: If humans do not possess an inherent moral code,
arguably, the default axiom becomes either might makes right (Foucault,
for example) or anything goes (Thomas Hobbes’s “state of nature”).23

Chomsky’s position became crystal clear in his debate with poststructu-
ralist, Michel Foucault, from which I now quote the most pertinent pas-
sages:

Foucault: One doesn’t speak in terms of justice but in terms of power. . . . The
idea of justice in itself is an idea which in effect has been invented and
put to work in different types of societies as an instrument of a certain
political and economic power or as a weapon against that power. . . .
One makes war to win, not because it is just. . . . When the proletariat
takes power, it may be quite possible that the proletariat will exert
towards the classes over which it has just triumphed, a violent, dictato-
rial, and even bloody power. I can’t see what objection one could make
to this. 24

Chomsky: Well, here I really disagree. I think there is some sort of an
absolute basis. . . . For example, if I could convince myself that attain-
ment of power by the proletariat would lead to a terrorist police
state. . . . I wouldn’t want the proletariat to take power. In fact the only
reason for wanting any such thing, I believe, is because one thinks,
rightly or wrongly, that some fundamental human values will be
achieved by that transfer of power.25
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Chomsky’s extensive political analyses indicate, sadly, that much of the
world’s foreign policy is driven by the axiom, might makes right, despite
posturing by public officials to the contrary. One brief example may suf-
fice to illustrate this point: When the World Court condemned the U.S.
for increasing aid to Contras in Nicaragua, the UN Security Council
called on all nations to observe international law, but the resolution was
vetoed by the U.S. on a vote of 11 to 1; when the General Assembly
passed the same motion 94 to 3, the press did not even report the vote.
“Well, that’s what it means to be a great power,” comments Chomsky:
“you do whatever you feel like.”26

To achieve social justice in the world, Chomsky might say, innate mo-
ral code must triumph over might makes right. Although in world affairs,
the opposite all too often is the case, Chomsky’s optimism, nonetheless,
derives from his belief that a tension at least exists—as opposed to nihil-
ists like Foucault who deny any such tension or dialectic is possible,
maintaining instead that might makes right “is all that there is” (to slightly
alter the words to the old Peggy Lee song)—that moral code, so-called, is
merely a ruse foisted by elite power to ensnare the unsuspecting rascal
multitude into supporting their nefarious ends.

• Sufficiency of Common Sense

A third property of human nature, according to Chomsky, is a common
sense sufficient to enable everyday people (given enough information) to
comprehend political affairs: “There is no body of theory or significant
body of relevant information beyond the comprehension of the lay-
man,”27 he declares. And elsewhere: “There’s nothing in the social sci-
ences or history or whatever that is beyond the intellectual capacities of
an ordinary fifteen-year old.”28 Chomsky adds, “My suspicion is that
plenty of people in the crafts, auto mechanics and so on, probably do as
much or more intellectual work as plenty of people in the university”
where, he judges (correctly), much of the work is merely “clerical.”29

On the other hand, Chomsky does concede that most people do not
have time, financial resources, or even the inclination to undertake in-
depth research—to “read Pentagon records and figure out what hap-
pened,”30 for instance. Consequently, the vital obligation of scholars and
public intellectuals is to uncover and publicize facts that are difficult for
the public to access, and use those facts to test assertions, slogans, plati-
tudes, pieties, and policies of elites and their minions. In brief, the heavy
responsibility of intellectuals is “to speak the truth and to expose lies.”31

(Issues of intellectuals’ responsibility and the nature of proper education
are addressed below in greater detail.)
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Innis On Human Nature

Innis was not one to speculate much on human nature. A likely reason
for this was his medium theory, whereby he deemed human understand-
ing to be subject to the intrinsic properties of communication medium as
deployed by power elites. Nonetheless, Innis did make some remarks
regarding aspects of human nature, so-called, as delineated by Chomsky.
As seen previously, there is at least one instance in Innis’s oeuvre where
he mentioned an “instinct for freedom,” for instance. There is also an
occasion, however, where he mentioned “an instinct of subservience.”
Where Innis was much more insistent and consistent was with regard to
the corruptibility of power, as detailed above at the close of chapter 6. In
that regard, at least, Chomsky and Innis were largely agreed.

Nor was Innis, unlike Chomsky, inclined to place much confidence in
“common sense.” As seen previously, he distrusted the judgments of the
“lower levels of intelligence,” and even attributed the century of war to
the press pandering to the interests and inclinations of the masses.

Finally, one would be hard pressed to detect in Innis support for
propositions concerning an innate moral code. Like Foucault and others,
Innis more likely subscribed to the view that powerful elites (deploying
the then-predominant medium of communication) emboss the pliant
minds of their subjected populations with “morality” suited to achieving
their political-economic goals.

However, Innis rejected totally the proposition that might actually
makes right. He did this by proposing that there is natural law, an “abso-
lute or universal value,”32 a “state of permanence beyond time.”33 One
suspects that Innis may even have intuited a “Pascal-type wager” as he
scoured ancient civilizations in the hope of detecting absolute or univer-
sal value. Certainly, like Chomsky, he continuously affirmed the schol-
ars’ primary duty as seeking and speaking truth to the best of their abil-
ities, albeit while always being open to other points of view.

Undoubtedly the most interesting question to come out of this discus-
sion concerns the deeper implications of affirming a human nature along
the lines of Chomsky vs. Innis’s quest for natural law/moral principles
beyond space and time. Both are supported, in the end, by a Pascal-type
wager. I would argue, however, that Chomsky’s position is the more
egalitarian of the two, as he credits common people with sufficient com-
mon sense to govern themselves; Innis, in contrast, indicates that univer-
sal principles may not be all that obvious, that one needs to comb ancient
civilizations in order to detect and affirm them; even Innis, renowned
scholar that he was, in the end, did not pronounce what these moral
principles actually are beyond striking balances between extremes and
speaking truth. Innis’s position is more Platonic than Chomsky’s—more
supportive, in other words, of philosopher-kings.
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On the other hand, Innis was, if anything, dialectical. He affirmed that
power corrupts. Presumably, that axiom applies to philosopher-kings, too.
The other thing that Innis’s proposition (and Lord Acton’s) points to—
and this he shares wholeheartedly with Chomsky—is his outright rejec-
tion of the slogan, might makes right. If power corrupts, might can never
make right! Both Innis and Chomsky, albeit in their different ways, affirm
objective value.

CHOMSKY’S VISION: ANARCHO-SYNDICALISM

Chomsky’s vision, known as libertarian socialism, and alternatively as an-
archo-syndicalism is, he remarks, “the confluence of the two great [Enlight-
enment] currents, [namely] Socialism and Liberalism.”34 Chomsky re-
gards anarcho-syndicalism as “the libertarian wing of socialism.”35 Else-
where he remarked that anarcho-syndicalism

can be conceived as a kind of voluntary socialism . . . in the tradition of
say Bakunin and Kropotkin and others [who] had in mind . . . a society
that was organized on the basis of organic units, organic communities.
And generally they meant by that the workplace and the neighbor-
hood, and from those two basic units there could derive through feder-
al arrangements a highly integrated kind of social organization, which
might be national or even international in scope.36

Of course Chomsky disdains libertarianism on the right, also known as
individualist anarchism, for which novelist Ayn Rand37 has been perhaps
the best known recent exponent. University of Chicago economists, such
as Friedrich von Hayek, Ronald Coase, George Stigler, Gary Becker, Mil-
ton Friedman,38 and jurist Richard Posner, too, largely embraced this
position, as does much of the Tea Party; acolytes have included econo-
mist Luwig von Mises, central banker Alan Greenspan,39 vice presiden-
tial candidate Paul Ryan, and movie auteur Christopher Nolan.40 This
“ultra-right,” Chomsky notes, “is just loved by the big corporations,”41

adding that “the [U.S.] libertarian party would create the worst totalitar-
ian monster that the world has ever seen.42 This is because “right-wing
libertarianism . . . gives an ideological justification for [one] to have pow-
er and have no other value.”43 In brief, might is right.44

Chomsky distinguishes also between right wing, or authoritarian
(“state”) socialism, vs. left wing (libertarian) socialism. Right wing social-
ism, he insists, is antithetical to freedom because it proposes bureaucratic
control over the means of production. According to Chomsky, “democra-
cy is severely limited when the industrial system is controlled by any
form of autocratic elite—whether of owners, managers, and technocrats,
a ‘vanguard’ party, or a state bureaucracy.”45 Like Innis, Chomsky saw
strong parallels between so-called capitalist democracy and Soviet-style
communism.46



162 Chapter 11

Although recommending as his vision anarcho-syndicalism, Chomsky
rejects all rigid formulas; he opposes “ideological uniformity,”47 whether
ecclesiastical or political.48 He denies, too, that “anybody, certainly not
me, is smart enough to plan in any detail the working of a perfect soci-
ety—or even to show in detail how a society based on humane commit-
ments and concern for human values would function.”49 He conceives
anarcho-syndicalism, therefore, as dynamic, adaptable, and pragmatic—
more as a “tendency in human thought”50 than as an action plan or a
model. His adaptability is well illustrated by his willingness to postpone
visions for the sake of (short term) goals:

My short-term goals are to defend and even strengthen elements of
state authority which, though illegitimate in fundamental ways, are
critically necessary right now to impede the dedicated efforts to “roll
back” the progress that has been achieved in extending democracy and
human rights.51

Quoting Bakunin, Chomsky proposes that authentic liberty “consists in
the full development of all of the material, intellectual and moral powers
that are latent in each person, liberty that recognizes no restrictions other
than the laws of our own nature.”52 And, citing Bertrand Russell: “The
true end of social reconstruction [is] the ‘liberation of the creative im-
pulse.’”53 Accordingly, “any structure of hierarchy and authority carries
a heavy burden of justification.”54 If that burden cannot be met, Chomsky
declares, the structure “should be dismantled.”55 Quoting J. J. Rousseau,
he notes that since “governments inevitably tend toward arbitrary pow-
er,”56 they require particularly close and continuing attention.

Innis’s “Vision”

Innis recited the biblical injunction, “Without vision the people per-
ish.”57 For readers acquainted with Innis, that declaration must summon
up a degree of melancholy. For, as noted previously, if Innis may be said
to have had a “vision” at all, it was a negative one—slowing down civil-
ization’s collapse. It was in that negative regard that he chastised contem-
porary present-minded scholars for their lack of “pre-vision.” In his pref-
ace to Political Economy in the Modern State he announced that he would
present “no panaceas or answers to questions but rather [merely] raise
new questions or at least . . . draw attention to the necessity of a carefully
balanced approach to complex problems.”58

The difference between Chomsky and Innis regarding visions stems
ultimately from their different presuppositions concerning human na-
ture, from Innis’s always-dialectical cast of mind, and from Innis’s ex-
treme skepticism regarding the sufficiency of human knowledge. Also
detracting from a possible “vision” on Innis’s part is the contradiction he
saw between the inevitable corruptibility of those with power on the one
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hand, and his stance that only a minority are interested in or intellectual-
ly capable of discerning/drawing closer to the “state of permanence be-
yond time,” on the other.

Freedom and democracy being central to Chomsky’s vision, one sur-
mises that he would view Innis as placing his bet with the dark side of
the Pascal-type wager. (Innis did foresee “the prospect of a new Dark
Ages,”59 after all!). Or, if not the dark side, at least as being unduly
hesitant in affirming the side of light. To be sure, regarding democracy,
Innis did exclaim: “Always keep a hold of nurse, for fear of finding some-
thing worse.”60 Hardly a ringing endorsement, but an endorsement,
nonetheless.

STRATEGIES

Since their views on human nature and their visions differ, so do their
strategies. This section compares several of them.

Knowledge and Activism

Chomsky and Innis shared the conviction that scholars’ primary obli-
gation is to seek and speak truth. With regard to seeking truth, Chomsky
revised Marx’s famous maxim as follows: “If you want to change the
world in a constructive direction, you better try to understand it first.”61

Knowledge, then, for Chomsky is a prerequisite to improving society. But
one need not, and must not, await the perfection of knowledge before
acting:

On all such matters [for example, regarding human nature] our knowl-
edge and understanding are shallow; as in virtually every area of hu-
man life, we proceed on the basis of intuition and experience, hopes
and fears.62

Goals involve hard choices with very serious human consequences. We
adopt them on the basis of imperfect evidence and limited understand-
ing, and though our visions can and should be a guide, they are at best
a very partial one. They are not clear, nor are they stable, at least for
people who care about the consequences of their acts. Sensible people
will look forward to a clearer articulation of their animating visions
and to the critical evaluation of them in the light of reason and experi-
ence.63

Innis, it seems fair to say, likewise devoted his scholarly life to attaining
better understanding of the world, with the intent of contributing to im-
provements to (or, more likely, delaying deterioration in) the human con-
dition. For him, however (as noted above), activism on the part of schol-
ars biases their understanding due to the lack of detachment activism



164 Chapter 11

necessarily entails. Furthermore, Innis agonized over the ineluctable in-
completeness of (i.e., biases in) our knowledge, and deemed anyone “fa-
natical” who claimed certainty. Innis’s opposition to scholars becoming
activists is his most basic difference from Chomsky.

Speaking Truth to Power

Not only is the need for experts much overstated, in Chomsky’s view,
but speaking truth to power is quite useless anyway, he says, because
those in power already know the pertinent truths. Moreover, all experts,
even hitherto authentic ones, once conversing with power, will inevitably
face temptations to become corrupt. Quoting Bakunin, Chomsky writes,
“‘A new class, a new hierarchy of real and counterfeit scientists and
scholars [would] seek to create the reign of scientific intelligence, the
most aristocratic, despotic, arrogant and elitist of all regimes.’”64 Instead
of speaking truth to power, then, Chomsky recommends that truth be
spoken to “audiences that matter.” For him, audiences that matter en-
compass virtually entire populations lacking elite status. In his view, one
important component of that population is students.

Innis on the other hand envisaged detached scholars disinterestedly
informing public officials about objectively-attained findings, thereby
contributing (he believed) to greater rationality in policymaking. In fair-
ness to Innis, he did insist, too, that all power corrupts. Therefore, Innis
did not recommend that scholars hold the reins of power (as did Plato)—
merely that they increasingly advise power, or at least disinterestedly
appraise policies enacted by power. In fact, Innis actually referred to a
possible “tyranny of learning,” and advised that social science had be-
come an “opiate of the people,”65 indicating that his faith in the benign
nature of scholarship was far from absolute. On the other hand, it is a
narrow demarcation between disinterestedly advising power on the one
hand, and identifying with power on the other. Innis knew that, as does
Chomsky.

Freedom of Speech

Chomsky insistently supports freedom to speak, even for those whose
views he finds abhorrent: to suppress the expression of repugnant views
opens a dangerous door, he maintains. Chomsky has faith, as noted pre-
viously, in the intelligence and good judgment of common people to sift
truth from error and to choose the moral over the immoral.

Searching through the corpus of Innis’s writings, in contrast, one is
hard pressed to find corresponding support for unlimited freedom of
expression, although (as noted above) Innis was unflinching in his sup-
port for academic freedom. One likely reason for this omission is Innis’s
contention that “freedom of speech” inevitably favors “monopolies of



Visions and Strategies 165

knowledge.” In all ages, according to Innis, “common sense” and “intelli-
gence” are biased by the means of communication. Free expression of
ideas, therefore, will not necessarily resolve contemporary problems.
Most likely another factor dissuading Innis from persistently champion-
ing universal freedom of speech was his skepticism regarding the intel-
lectual capacity of the general public (as opposed to scholars) to reach
sound judgment.

Both Chomsky and Innis claimed that elites (including scholars and
public intellectuals) often intentionally propagate illusions to help shield
themselves from scrutiny and accountability and otherwise to promote
their own interests. In Innis’s view, virtually the entire mainstream eco-
nomics profession was doing just that!

Innis, more than Chomsky, maintained, however, that the general
public actually craves illusions, deceptions, and entertainments, and that
the general public is really not very interested in truth. To the extent that
Chomsky would agree with Innis regarding these supposed traits of the
general public, he would likely place a good deal of blame on the educa-
tional system, which (he maintains) inculcates possessive individualism
from kindergarten on, and even trains students to be distracted from
events important to the future well-being of society.66 The views of these
two scholars on education are treated more extensively in the next chap-
ter, although some attention is paid immediately below.

Education

According to Chomsky, students are key to a better future. That is
why education is so important. Reforming education, therefore, is a ma-
jor strategy to implement his vision. The present system of pedagogy,
however, he writes, largely misjudges students and therefore mis-edu-
cates them:

[Students] should not be seen merely as an audience but as a part of a
community of common concern in which one hopes to participate con-
structively. We should be speaking not to but with. That is second na-
ture to any good teacher, and it should be to any writer and intellectual
as well. A good teacher knows that the best way to help students learn
is to allow them to find the truth by themselves.67

One can imagine Innis nodding his assent.
Both scholars expressed grave misgivings regarding authoritarian

pedagogy. Innis’s main concerns were that partial or biased accounts
could be mistaken by students for the whole truth and that they would
thereby be discouraged from engaging their own, critical thought pro-
cesses; Chomsky’s major concerns are that authoritarian pedagogy does
not respect students’ inherent instinct for freedom and that it indoctrinates
them into an authoritarian/hierarchical cast of mind. Chomsky recom-
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mended that teachers expose students to truth but never try to impose
truth upon them. His proposal that “teaching should not be compared to
filling a bottle with water but rather to helping a flower to grow in its
own way,”68 finds an almost exact correlate in Innis who remarked that
graduate students ought not be “regarded as sausages to be stuffed with
the particular brand of material produced” by their discipline.69

Despite these commonalities, there is a major difference in the posi-
tions of Chomsky and Innis regarding higher education. Innis believed
that wide access to higher education debases standards and results in
present-minded curricula. Chomsky’s attention, in contrast, has been fo-
cused on reforming pedagogy for mass education, imbuing students with
critical reading skills, and reinforcing their inherent creativity. For Chom-
sky, wide access to higher education is a sine qua non of democracy and
human liberation

Ways for Attaining Knowledge

Important for attaining understanding, according to Innis, are orality
and experiencing directly the places one plans to write about. Chomsky
would seem to agree wholeheartedly. Regarding the importance of oral
dialogue for attaining new knowledge, for example, Chomsky declared:

Very few people do scientific work by sitting alone in their office all
their lives. You talk to graduate students, you hear what they have to
say, you bounce ideas off your colleagues. That’s the way you get
ideas, that’s the way you figure out what you think.70

You learn through participation. You learn from others. You learn from
the people you are trying to organize. . . . In many ways the most
exciting aspect of the Occupy movement is the construction of the asso-
ciations, bonds, linkages and networks that are taking place all
over71 . . .

Chomsky, then, has an additional, important reason for advocating oral
communication:

The only way to mobilize the American public that I’ve ever heard of—
or any other public—is by going out and joining them. Going out to
wherever people are—churches, clubs, schools, unions—wherever they
may be. Getting involved with them and trying to learn from them and
to bring about change of consciousness among them.72

Remarkably, too, just as Innis traversed the Canadian wilderness by ca-
noe to converse with the miners, trappers, and lumberjacks, so has
Chomsky repeatedly visited areas afflicted by the American military to
speak with the wounded, the terrorized, and the dispossessed—in large
part to gain knowledge first hand.
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Although both scholars emphasized the importance of conversation,
in Innis, significantly, there is no hint of oral communication being a vital
tool to ferment revolt or that scholars should take to the streets to help
bring about reform. In fact, he was dead-set against all that!

Clarity

Chomsky is a crystal-clear writer. In his view, too much scholarship is
intended not to be understood! Too often the style of exposition is de-
signed to flaunt the virtuosity of the writer, as opposed to clarifying issues
for readers.73 Opaqueness in scholarship, moreover, can be a means of
surreptitiously convincing the public that “experts” must decide.

Were Chomsky to read Innis’s media/communication works, there-
fore, he might well be dismissive, or at least frustrated, on account of the
opaque style, and Innis’s lack of clarity of vision. In defence of Innis,
however, his mode of exposition is consistent with his insistence that
scholars refrain from declaring their findings and opinions as being the
final word. Recall also that Innis stated that writing is useful for dissemi-
nating truth once attained but useless or counter-productive in searching
for new truth.74 Arguably, Innis’s “mosaic” style of writing was his strat-
egy for using that medium to seek new truth, and accordingly is consis-
tent with Chomsky’s proclaimed goal of encouraging readers discover
truth for themselves. Furthermore, we made note previously of Innis’s
apprehensions that elites might well suppress academic freedom should
scholars unduly embarrass or contradict them. Innis had direct experi-
ences with university administrators not supporting academic freedom in
the face of clamor by politicians and the press,75 and he would have been
familiar with the witch hunts in U.S. universities.76

But then, of course, Chomsky might well ask: Why possess the free-
dom to speak from the cloister of the university, if it only results in self-
censorship for fear of losing that “freedom”?

MEDIUM THEORY

A final area addressed here where the views of Chomsky and Innis di-
verge significantly is medium theory. In his debate with Foucault, Chom-
sky stated that advancements in media technologies have the potential to
increase democracy: through new media, “relevant information and rele-
vant understanding can be brought to everyone quickly.”77 He added:

[Media do not] have to be concentrated in the hands of a small group of
managers who control all knowledge, all information, and all decision-
making. So technology, I think, can be liberating, it has the property of
being possibly liberating; it is converted, like everything else, like the
system of justice, into an instrument of oppression because of the fact
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that power is badly distributed. I don’t think there is anything in mod-
ern technology or modern technological society that leads away from
decentralization of power, quite the contrary.78

And elsewhere:

In my view technology is a pretty neutral instrument. . . . [It] is a choice
as to how to use technology and it’s kind of class warfare, but it has
nothing to do with the inherent nature of technology.79

However, Chomsky quickly qualified those remarks: “Kids growing up
[today] live in an imaginary world [on-line]. And they are even interact-
ing with people who are adopting false personalities . . . When much of
your life is in an imaginary world with characters who you have created,
and who have created themselves, and you don’t have face-to-face inter-
actions with—that can have psychic effects which I don’t think we under-
stand. It could be pretty malevolent.”80

A key aspect of Innis’s medium theory, as noted previously, is the no-
tion of monopolies of knowledge. According to Innis, through human histo-
ry, albeit with rare exceptions, elite groups have dominated their society,
culture, and polity by controlling the predominant medium of communi-
cation. By controlling the medium, they influenced the information and
knowledge circulating in the society and thereby affected decisively the
ways of thinking, ideologies, myths, concerns, norms, beliefs, values—
indeed “the common sense”—of their populations. The “rare excep-
tions,” for Innis, concerned those all-too-brief periods when no single
medium predominated and hence no one group was in charge. In partic-
ular, Innis pointed to, and celebrated, the countervailing influences of
time-binding orality and space-binding print.

In his media/communication writings, Chomsky paid relatively little
attention to former civilizations.81 His focus on the contemporary period,
then, may have inhibited him from emphasizing that diffusion of owner-
ship/control of any particular medium may be insufficient to redress the
prevailing monopoly of knowledge. According to Innis, on the other hand,
groups controlling a medium, by definition, propagate knowledge af-
fected by the properties of the medium itself; hence, there can be a
monopoly of knowledge (summarized by the phrases, “space-bias” and
“time-bias”) even if ownership of the particular medium is unconcentrat-
ed.

Arguably, one can detect some support for Innis’s position by Chom-
sky: organizations at the neighborhood, community, and occupational
levels, and larger federations derived from these (such as Chomsky en-
visages), necessarily indicate a revitalization of oral communication.
Moreover, Chomsky reminisces fondly about the small, progressive, De-
weyite school of his early education, as opposed to the larger, autocratic,
regimented one of his high school years. Furthermore, Chomsky’s appre-
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hensions regarding on-line interactions in place of face-to-face contact
indicate some support Innis’s medium theory.

One should not take this suggested “reconciliation” too far, of course:
Innis definitely did not accede that contemporary media can be used to
counter the prevailing monopoly of knowledge. “The technological ad-
vantages in communication shown in the newspaper, the cinema and the
radio demand the thinning out of knowledge to the point where it inter-
ests the lowest levels and brings them under the control of totalitarian
propaganda,” Innis declared, then adding caustically: “The disappear-
ance of the newspaper editorial has been offset by the rise of the comic
strip.”82

The differences between Chomsky and Innis regarding medium theory,
then, although subject to overstatement, are real. Perhaps Chomsky paid
too little heed to inherent properties of media, and perhaps he would
have benefited from explicitly taking Innis’s notions of time-bias/space-
bias/present-mindedness into account. Innis, conversely, may have given
too little attention to the structures of ownership and control underlying
media operations; media content may have greater autonomy from me-
dia technology per se than Innis thought. Juxtaposing the rich thought of
these two seminal writers enriches our own understanding of the issues
and the complexities involved.

This chapter has been dedicated to exploring differences between
Chomsky and Innis, and to reconciling those differences so far as pos-
sible, while still being true to the authors’ intent. The next chapter, de-
voted to their analyses of the contemporary political-economic situation,
shows there is truly a remarkable convergence in their views.
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TWELVE
Propaganda and Democracy

The previous chapter identified areas where Chomsky and Innis differ.
This chapter reviews areas where they are substantially agreed.

FORCE AND OPINION

Chomsky has defined politics as “the organization of ordinary human
life,”1 adding that there are two basic methods of doing this: force and
opinion.2 Force is clear; opinion less so, and hence warrants further atten-
tion.

Opinion can refer to what governors respond to—a situation conform-
ing to the ideal of bottom-up, or “authentic,” democracy. However, opin-
ion can also be manipulated, in which case it is turned into a device for
anti-democratic governance. Chomsky maintains that to mistake manu-
factured consent3 for democracy is to be beguiled by the necessary illu-
sion.4

According to Chomsky, moreover, authentic (or bottom-up) democra-
cy is quite rare; the democratic illusion, in other words, is pervasive.
Governments we often term “democratic,” he says, are usually little more
than “a conspiracy by the rich to guarantee their plunder.”5 Elsewhere,
he described liberal democracy as a “relentless attack of the prosperous
few upon the rights of the restless many.”6

However, although “plunder” (arguably) is common to most systems
of governance, the means do change: “As the state loses the capacity to
control the population by force,” Chomsky proposes, “privileged sectors
must find other methods to ensure that the public is marginalized and
removed from the public arena.”7 Hence, the importance to elites of man-
ufacturing opinion.
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Data, now well publicized, support Chomsky’s claim that elites
plunder less privileged citizens in Western “democracies.” Table 12.1
depicts the distribution of U.S. household wealth for 2010: the top 1 per-
cent of households accounted for 35 percent of net worth and 42 percent
of financial wealth; the lowest 80 percent of households accounted for
just 11 percent of net worth and 5 percent of financial wealth. Table 12.2
displays the distribution of household income in the U.S. for 2011. Again,
the picture is clear: income, like wealth, is extremely concentrated. The
wealthiest 1 percent of the U.S. population as a whole received twice the
income of the poorest 50 percent combined. No wonder Chomsky main-
tains that autocratic or plutocratic leaders, intent on “plunder,” regard
their own country’s population as their primary enemy.8 “Fear of [au-
thentic, or bottom-up] democracy,” Chomsky writes, is “deeply en-
trenched.”9

Recently, more refined (and more shocking) data have been pub-
lished. Economists Emmanuel Saez and Gabriel Zucman, for the prestig-
ious National Bureau for Economic Research, state that the wealthiest 0.1
percent of the U.S. population (about 160,700 families) accounted for 22
percent of wealth in 2012, up from 7 percent in 1979.10 Decomposing the
distribution of wealth among the wealthiest 160,700 families for 2012, the
authors found that 0.01 percent (or 16,070 families) accounted for 11.2
percent of the wealth of the richest 160,700 families. Meanwhile, the bot-
tom 90 percent of families (144,600,000 families) accounted for 22.8 per-
cent of household wealth. The wealth accounted for by the richest 0.1
percent equals the combined wealth of the lower 90 percent of U.S. fami-
lies. According to the National Center of Family Homelessness, 2.5 mil-
lion, or one in thirty, American children were homeless in 2013.11

In the absence of blatant or extreme force, Chomsky asks, how is such
bald-faced inequality possible? His answer: the über-wealthy control
opinion (as opposed to merely responding to it), making “democracy” in
the U.S. an illusion—albeit a necessary one from the perspective of the
small, wealthy minority.12

The next section will review some of the ways whereby populations
are inculcated with the necessary illusion, which is to say with the belief
that they actually live in a democracy. First, though, comparisons be-
tween Innis and Chomsky on the relations between force and opinion are
in order.

Chomsky and Innis Meet on Force and Opinion

Innis’s understanding of governance in contemporary Western “de-
mocracies” accords well with Chomsky’s. Innis declared: “The funda-
mental problem of civilization is that of government or of keeping people
quiet, or following Machiavelli ‘to content the people and to manage the
nobles.’”13 As noted previously, Innis also maintained that “the political
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Table 12.1. Net Worth and Financial Wealth Distribution in the U.S. 2010

Net Worth Distribution (%) Financial Wealth Distribution (%)
Top 1 percent 35 42

Top 5 percent 63 72

Top 10 percent 77 85

Top 20 percent 89 96

Bottom 80 percent 11 5

Source: G. William Domhoff, “Wealth, Income, and Power,” Who Rules
America? http://www2.ucsc.edu/whorulesamerica/power/wealth.html,
accessed Nov. 12 2013

realization of democracy invariably encourages the hypnotist,” and that
contemporary democracy is a “sham”14 because “political duplicity has
become an asset of first importance in democratic countries.”15 Innis also
asserts that in propagating cultural uniformity, states and corporations
discourage “all exercise of the will or the belief in human power,” there-
by “paralyzing”16 the population.

Significantly, Innis also proposed that governors have at their dispo-
sal two broad means for keeping people in line, namely force and opinion.
In fact, Innis quoted the same passage from Hume as Chomsky (albeit
more briefly):

As Force is always on the side of the governed, the governors have
nothing to support them but opinion. ‘Tis, therefore, on opinion only
that government is founded; and this maxim extends to the most des-
potic and most military governments, as well as to the most free and
most popular.17

Although Chomsky and Innis both affirmed Hume’s contention that to
stay in power governors must have popular opinion on their side, both
modified Hume’s larger claim, namely that force is always on the side of
the governed. According to Chomsky, as a matter of historical record,
governors often brutally crushed popular uprisings. For him, therefore,
force (or what he has also termed “objective power”18), is not always or
even usually on the side of the governed—in the short run. Moreover,
Chomsky went beyond Hume to propose that control of thought is more
important for “free and popular” governments than it is for “despotic
and military ones,”19 simply because the former have largely set aside (or
at least are more reluctant to blatantly use), the harshest means of keep-
ing people in line.20 Thereupon, Chomsky revised Hume’s dictum as
follows: “Government is typically founded on modes of submission short
of force, even where force is available as a last resort.”21 And as an alter-
native reformulation: “The public must be reduced to passivity in the
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Table 12.2. Distribution of U.S. Household Income, 2012, by Percentile

% of Households % of Income
Top 1 percent 22.5 percent

Top 5 percent 38.6 percent

Top 10 percent 50.5 percent

Bottom 90 percent 49.5 percent

Source: Noah Chestnut, “17 Charts About Income Inequality Obama
Should Read Before the State of the Union,” New Republic n.d. http://
www.newrepublic.com/article/116361/17-charts-about-inequality-
obama-should-read accessed July 7 2014

political realm, but for submissiveness to become a reliable trait, it must
be entrenched in the realm of belief as well.”22 However, Chomsky is, if
anything, nuanced. Despite the foregoing, he also states that nonviolence
can win against state violence, at least in the longer term. No matter how
many people the army or police gun down, he proposes, there will be
many others to take their places. Even more importantly, when people
protest nonviolently, it is less likely they will be slaughtered; over time,
non violent protests will likely topple autocratic regimes. Nonviolence,
according to Chomsky, effectively counters objective power.23

Similarly to Chomsky, Innis distinguished between Hume’s force
(based on sheer numbers) and organized force (what Chomsky termed,
objective power): Innis wrote: “Ultimate power rests in the hands of the
army. . . . Armed force based on the effective linkage between economic
power and political power becomes supreme.”24 However, whereas
Chomsky optimistically foresees a democratic future where the means of
coercion have been set aside, Innis pessimistically doubts that democracy
is sustainable. In Innis’s writings, there is little or no mention of peaceful
protest. Here, then, we spot yet another source of Innis’s pessimism—and
an indication of the conflict he must have felt in his scholarship: the more
scholars (like himself) succeed in de-illusioning people, the more likely it
becomes that the coercive and repressive powers of the state will be
aroused and brought to bear to restore compliance.

As noted in chapter 6, Innis deemed both organized force and demo-
cratic public opinion as being undesirable extremes, with the dialectic
between them playing out through the manufacture of consent. Innis, of
course, did not endorse the manufacture of consent any more than he
favored organized force; perhaps forlornly he pined instead for middle/
upper-class opinion (informed by authentic scholarship) plus the rule of
law. Chomsky, on the other hand, exuberantly supports authentic de-
mocracy, deeming the general public’s intelligence and good judgment to
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be far more sound than Innis ever did. Reasons for Chomsky’s exuber-
ance and optimism in this regard were discussed in the previous chapter.

However, notwithstanding these deep and real differences, Chomsky
and Innis were largely on the same page in addressing current govern-
ance, propaganda, persuasion, media, and education. Such is the subject
matter of this chapter.

MANUFACTURING CONSENT

For Chomsky, in formally democratic societies—that is, where mecha-
nisms exists whereby “ordinary people may, in theory, play some role in
shaping their own affairs”25—the manufacture of consent is absolutely re-
quired for elites to sustain gross inequalities. Both Chomsky and Innis
devoted considerable attention as to how formally democratic mecha-
nisms, such as the First Amendment and the right to vote, fail to ensure
authentic (or bottom-up) democracy. This section reviews several of the
ways, according to Chomsky and Innis, whereby plutocrats successfully
retain control in formally democratic countries. In other words, we ex-
plore some of the means for manufacturing consent and for concocting/
maintaining the necessary illusion.

1. Formal Education

Chomsky views mainstream schools as being primarily “institutions
for indoctrination and for imposing obedience.”26 Training for obedience,
he asserts, begins in kindergarten27 and continues thereafter. Schools in-
culcate “passivity, submissiveness to authority, the overriding virtue of
greed and personal gain, lack of concern for others, fear of real or ima-
gined enemies, etc.”28 (These are not the only things schools do, of
course, but Chomsky’s listing is important as its components are seldom
acknowledged, let alone questioned.)

Chomsky maintains that throughout history, schools have been
tasked with the role of inculcating deference and compliance.29 In the
nineteenth century, he notes, working class parents in the United States
often resisted compulsory mass education for their children as they
understood it to be primarily a device to instill elite (capitalist) values.
Employers and professional classes, on the other hand, welcomed and
supported compulsory mass education, viewing it as an effective way of
“promoting social and political stability” and of preparing workers “for
the labor market through testing, vocational guidance, and vocational
education.”30 Employers knew, too, that mass education could be used to
malign collectivities/collective action (e.g., unions, strikes, protests, boy-
cotts, not-for-profit, and co-operative enterprises), to save employers
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some expenses in training workers, to imbue punctuality in employees,
and to promote acceptance of business values.31

Schools today, Chomsky remarks, likewise instill “obedience and sub-
ordination,”32 and do this in a number of ways. One way is through the
competitive testing of memorized materials, which discourages students
from critically assessing or creatively building on course materials. (As
an aside, if students show too much creativity, they may even be accused
of “plagiarism,” as was my son Michael when his parody of Mordecai
Richler’s Jacob Two-Two was insistently but erroneously deemed by his
Grade 5 teacher to be beyond his skill level.)

Second, by imbuing students with patriotism33 and linking that to elite
leadership, schools implant an outlook that is likely to cloud critical fa-
culties for years to come (cf. part II of the present book). Patriotic citizens
are prone to accept uncritically elite policies marketed as being in “the
national interest” (free trade agreements, for example, or NSA spying).
Chomsky remarks, “Once you have been well educated, you have al-
ready been socialized in ways that support the power structure, which, in
turn, rewards you immensely.”34

The problems identified by Chomsky pertain not only to primary and
secondary schools, but to universities as well. He states: “I have no illu-
sions about the intellectual community. It is conformist; it possesses tech-
niques for marginalizing or trying to eliminate critical and independent
thought. It has always been true, remains true today.”35

Despite the foregoing, Chomsky also affirms, however, that “one of
the great achievements of American democracy has been the introduction
of mass public education, from children to advanced research univer-
sities.”36 From that statement one can infer that Chomsky sees great po-
tential in mass education to contribute to a more just and more democrat-
ic social order. For democracy to become real instead of merely an illu-
sion, Chomsky writes, a “whole series of things . . . have to happen, [but]
they begin with awareness; you don’t do anything without awareness.”37

Chomsky and Innis Meet On Formal Education

Innis agreed that a principal means whereby elites control their popu-
lations has been education. In ancient Babylon, for instance, priests con-
trolled the art of writing, and consequently “scribes, teachers, and judges
assumed the religious point of view in general knowledge and in legal
decisions.”38 Similarly, in the middle ages, parchment was controlled by
the monasteries, supporting thereby another monopoly of knowledge.
Later, “paper supported the growth of trade and of cities and of educa-
tion beyond the control of the monasteries.”39 Likewise, according to
Innis, mechanized education today supports commercial and military
power by emphasizing present-mindedness.
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Serving as a member of the Manitoba Royal Commission on Adult
Education (1945-1947), however, Innis did not say any of that—at least
not initially. Rather, he and his fellow commissioners proposed as their
point of departure the opposite, namely that governments are sincere in
trying to facilitate democratic participation. If that proposition were true,
Innis and his colleagues reasoned, then educational policies and practices
would reflect that intent.40 Sadly, they found, the evidence did not sup-
port that assumption. They concluded instead that education rarely
equips or even encourages students “to make up their own minds”; for
the most part, rather, the educational system stultifies intellectual capa-
bility:

An emphasis on uniformity of examinations is accompanied by an em-
phasis on uniformity of subjects. . . . [There has been] a systematic
closing of students’ minds. Initiative and independence have been
weakened. Factual material, information, classification, reflect the nar-
rowing tendencies of the mechanization of knowledge in the minds of
staffs and students. . . . The university graduate is illiterate as a result of
the systematic poisoning of the educational system. Student and teach-
er are loaded down with information and prejudice. The capacity to
break down prejudice and to maintain an open mind has been serious-
ly weakened.41

Both Chomsky and Innis, then, expressed grave misgivings over the ef-
fect of contemporary compulsory mass education. Where they differed
was that Innis factored in what he believed to be the consequences of the
predominant media used by educators, whereas Chomsky is more direct.
For instance, Innis drew attention to textbooks and other “mechanical”
modes of instruction: by discouraging oral dialogue,42 he argued, the
textbook becomes “a powerful instrument for the closing of men’s
minds.”43

Chomsky, too, addressed the authoritarian property of the printed
word; in doing this, moreover, he contributed an insight not found expli-
citly in Innis: “You’re supposed to read [“Great Works”] because it’s the
truth, or it’s the great thoughts or something. And that’s kind of like the
worst form of theology. The point is, it doesn’t matter what you read,
what matters is how you read it.”44 Chomsky, in other words, stressed
critical reading skills, whereas Innis merely bemoaned the authoritarian
power of print. On the other hand, (and this is an important “other
hand”), Innis likely adopted his fragmented style of writing to encourage
readers into assuming a critical, thoughtful, creative stance in their stud-
ies, as well as to expose through contrast the normally authoritarian
properties of print.

Chomsky and Innis also expressed similar views regarding what an
authentic education would be like. Quoting Bertrand Russell, Chomsky
advised:
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The goal of [authentic] education . . . is “to give a sense of the value of
things other than domination,” to help create “wise citizens of a free
community,” to encourage a combination of citizenship with liberty
and individual creativeness, which means we regard “a child as a gar-
dener regards a young tree, as something with a certain intrinsic nature,
which will develop into an admirable form, given proper soil and air
and light.”45

Likewise, according to Innis, “the task of the social sciences is to discover,
not persuade.”46 Education “should produce a philosophical approach
which will constantly question assumptions, constantly weaken the over-
whelming tendency, reinforced by mechanization, to build up and accept
dogma, and constantly attempt to destroy fanaticism . . . to produce the
open mind.”47 For Innis, moreover, education should enable students to
discriminate, which to him meant being able to “appraise problems in
terms of space and time [and] to take the proper steps at the right time.”48

That recommendation aligned with his insistence that education develop
“character” in students, as opposed to merely cramming their heads with
more facts.49 According to Innis,

We should be concerned like the Greeks with making men [i.e., with
enabling “men”] to choose the facts and reach their own decisions, not
with overwhelming them by facts disseminated with paper and ink,
film, radio and television. . . . One of the aims of education [should be]
to break the strong hold of the present on the mind.50

2. Manufacturing Fear

A second means for promoting docility and compliance in formally
democratic countries, according to Chomsky, is to instill fear in the do-
mestic population. Chomsky goes even further: “Every government has a
need to frighten its population.”51 Governors must do this, Chomsky
writes, because they know their “system of domination is fragile”;52

hence, “communism, crime, drugs, terrorism,” and other scary things are
continually publicized. “Pretexts change,” Chomsky adds, but “policies
remain rather stable.”53

Crises are particularly opportune times for elites to implement meas-
ures that shift “wealth and power even more into [elite] hands.”54 In
mock advice to political leaders, Chomsky writes: “Inspire fear of terrible
enemies about to overwhelm us, and awe for our grand leaders who
rescue us from disaster in the nick of time.”55 He summarizes, “Jingoism,
racism, fear, religious fundamentalism . . . are the ways of appealing to
people if you’re trying to organize a mass base of support for policies that
are really intended to crush them.”56

Furthermore, manufacturing fear, Chomsky notes, increases support
for military spending which, he points out, “is our method of industrial
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management—it’s our way of keeping the economy profitable for busi-
ness.”57 Without fear, military spending would seem like sheer waste.

Ominously, Chomsky relates fear mongering on the one hand and
government subsidization of armaments industries on the other, to fas-
cism. He declares that “fascism does not mean gas chambers; it means,
rather, a special form of economic arrangement with state coordination of
unions and corporations and a big role for big business. . . . [It means]
massive government intervention in the economy to coordinate it and
protect it from hostile forces such as too much competition.”58 Military
spending to sustain the economy is ideal, from the perspective of elites,
precisely because it is so anti-democratic:

Military spending doesn’t redistribute wealth [progressively] . . . it
doesn’t create popular constituencies or encourage people to get in-
volved in decision-making. It’s just a straight gift to the corporate man-
ager. . . . Stuart Symington [first Secretary of the Air Force] put the
matter very plainly back in 1948; he said: “the word to use is not ‘subsi-
dy,’ the word to use is ‘security.’”59

Chomsky and Innis Meet On Fear Mongering

Innis also emphasized that modern economies are war economies. In
order to justify military expenditures (and the siphoning of wealth from
the general populace to select groups), enemies must be found. Quoting
Fuller, Innis wrote: “‘The dependence on war becomes even more vital to
our economic system than the dependence of war on industry.’ ‘Should
an enemy not exist he will need to be created.’”60 And again quoting
Fuller: “‘A war cannot be carried on without atrocity stories for the home
market.’”61 Thereby, Innis enfolded news media into the military-indus-
trial complex.

3. Rendering Power Invisible

Another way of “deterring democracy,” of manufacturing consent, is
by obscuring the real locus of power. Reminiscent of Plato’s shadow in the
cave, Chomsky quoted John Dewey: “Politics is the shadow cast on soci-
ety by big business.”62 Today, however, according to Chomsky, the
source casting the shadow has been rendered almost invisible; it is now
so remote from consciousness “that we’re left with antipolitics.”63 Al-
though democratic forms persist, Chomsky continued, still reflecting on
Dewey, they have become quite ineffectual, and will remain so until “the
system of actual power, the source of coercion and control, is unrav-
eled.”64

There are numerous ways whereby the “ideological institutions”65

obscure real power. One is mindless entertainment. Television, for in-
stance, “distract[s] people from understanding their real problems or
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identifying the sources of their problems. Instead, those mindless shows
socialize the viewer to become a passive consumer. . . . The goal is to keep
people isolated from real issues and from each other.”66

Another way of hiding power is by inducing people to internalize
their oppression. Regarding wage labor, for example, Chomsky writes:

Anyone who thinks it’s legitimate to be a wage laborer is internalizing
oppression in a way which would have seemed intolerable to people in
the mills, let’s say, 150 years ago. So that’s again internalizing oppres-
sion, and that’s an achievement. . . . It’s a tremendous achievement of
the oppressor to instill their assumptions as the perspective from which
you look at the world.67

Arguably, textbooks are major instruments whereby the assumptions
and perspectives of the oppressors are instilled in formative and unsus-
pecting minds of students, thereby inducing them to internalize their
own oppression—present and future. Textbooks instruct readers on how
things were, are, how they can be, and should be, and according to
Chomsky at least, the consistent perspective imparted is that of the pluto-
cratic/corporate/military elite.

A third way of rendering power invisible is by dissociating policies
from politics.68 By politics, Chomsky means the razzle dazzle of elections
and electioneering, parliamentary debates, political conventions that se-
lect leaders and candidates, horse race journalism, emphases on the per-
sonalities of professionally-managed image candidates, party organiza-
tions and membership drives, rallies and other spectacles such as photo-
ops, sound bites, political polls, PR and political advertising, press cover-
age of peccadilloes of those in high political office, honors bestowed,
ceremonies attended, and so on . . . and on. By policies, in stark contrast,
he means (for example) free trade agreements, “right to work” legisla-
tion, corporate tax cuts, corporate subsidies, social welfare-net reduc-
tions, bank bailouts, regressive tax enactments (in Canada, the Tax Free
Savings Accounts legislation comes particularly to mind), whistle-blow-
ing suppressions, Espionage Act charges, deregulation of business, use of
drones for targeted assassinations, secret NSA surveillance of citizens,
Homeland Security, lapse of civil liberties, police misconduct, defense
spending, waging wars, propping up fascist-like regimes abroad, UN
Security Council vetoes, environmental despoilments, shipping detainees
to Guantanamo, and so on. (In Canada and the U.S., other ways policy is
separated from politics, are by rushing giant omnibus bills though the
legislature, foreclosing meaningful debate and public scrutiny, and nego-
tiating so-called “free trade” agreements behind closed doors.)

Policies linger and/or are repeated. Chomsky reviewed for example,
consistency in Vietnam policies through five presidential administrations
(politics), even though several presidents when campaigning (politics) fa-
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vored peace. Compare, too, President Obama’s electioneering proposals
(politics) regarding whistleblowers to his actual policies.69

Chomsky also observes that political leaders are drawn almost exclu-
sively from “the business world.”70 That places business interests at the
heart of political decisionmaking, thereby reducing corporations’ need to
manage legislation directly.

More generally, the simplest yet effective way of obscuring power is
simply misdirection: “One of the serious illusions we live under in the
United States, which is a major part of the whole system of indoctrina-
tion,” Chomsky claims, “is the idea that the government is the power”; in
reality, “the government is one segment of power. Real power is in the
hands of the people who own the society.”71 Corporations and corporate
boardrooms—the real loci of power—are of course far from democratic.
And they are generally far from public scrutiny. Hence, Chomsky’s par-
ticular interest in the seldom-mentioned Trilateral Commission and its
publication concerning the “excess of democracy.”72

Chomsky concludes: “People have their opinions; they can even vote
if they like. But policy goes on its merry way, determined by other
forces.”73

Innis and Chomsky Meet on Invisible Power

Innis would find little with which to disagree in Chomsky’s analyses
of distraction and invisible power. Innis wrote, after all: “As modern
developments in communication have made for greater realism they
have made for greater possibilities of delusion. We are under the spell of
Whitehead’s fallacy of misplaced concreteness.74 The shell and pea game of
the country fair has been magnified and elevated to a universal level.”75

Innis understood, moreover, there is a tight nexus among media, busi-
ness, and government—so much so, he exclaimed, that “the fourth estate
has disappeared.”76 Newspapers strive to attain readers in order to gar-
ner revenues from advertisers. Advertising, in turn, “narrows relations
between the newspaper and the commercial world.”77 Quoting Kennedy
Jones, Innis declared that with advertising, journalism changed from a
profession into “a branch of commerce.” He continued, “Slanting of the
news which has followed the growth of advertising and the use of press
agents and publicity men has enabled government departments to main-
tain representatives to inform the press . . . to interpret and to guarantee
the right interpretation to newspapers in search of news.”78

Are Innis’s indictments unduly harsh, one might well ask? Journalists
have faced and continue to face prison, for example, for failing to heed
governments’ insistence they reveal their sources.79 Journalists have for-
feited and continue to risk their lives in order to send stories home.80

Chomsky has always taken pains to acknowledge that there are respon-
sible journalists, that the press system is not entirely closed. What he (and
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Innis) describes, rather, are the main currents (as he sees them), the more
general truths that may be overlooked on account of the brave actions of
journalism’s minority.

4. State Religion, Secular Priesthood

Essential to perpetuating illusions of democracy, according to Chom-
sky, is the secular priesthood,81 also termed the caste of propagandists. It
functions to “disguise the obvious, to conceal the actual workings of
power, and to spin a web of mythical goals and purposes [represented as
being] utterly benign.”82 In brief, this group spins state actions in ways so
that they seem to conform to the official ideology,83 termed also the state
religion.84 To criticize the tenets of the state religion, Chomsky adds, is to
risk being ex-communicated (or, one might add, being denounced as a
“left-wing nutbar”—as was Pulitzer Prize winner, Chris Hedges, on CBC
television in an interview with arch conservative Kevin O’Leary).85

So what exactly is the state religion? According to Chomsky, it com-
prises several axioms (we might say, canons), including:

1. “The nation is an agent in international affairs, not special groups within
it.” Chomsky writes that foreign policy is normally “designed and
implemented by narrow groups [who] control the domestic econo-
my.”86 He explains, “within the nation-state, the effective ‘national
purpose’ will be articulated, by and large, by those who control the
central economic institutions.”87 A corollary would be that each
and every use of such terms as nation and national interest, purport-
ing to justify government action, is really “just mystification.”88

For instance, “the standard observation that the United States
stood alone in rejecting the Kyoto protocols is correct only if the
phrase, ‘United States,’ excludes its population, which strongly fa-
vors the Kyoto pact.”89

2. “The nation is guided by certain ideals and principles, all of them no-
ble.”90 Regarding the U.S., that canon is some times referred to as
American exceptionalism.91 Chomsky calls it “the cloak of moralistic
righteousness.”92 It entails viewing history and current affairs not
on the basis “of the factual or documentary record,” bur rather “in
terms of professed ideals.”93 It, too, in Chomsky’s view, is utterly
false. “States [governments] are not moral agents,” he avers; rather,
they are “vehicles of power which operate in the interests of the
particular internal structures of their societies.”94 “The United
States, in fact, is no more engaged in programs of international
good will than any other state has been.”95

3. The beneficence of profit seeking and of monopolistic markets. As Chom-
sky explains, the canon is “that private vices lead to public bene-
fits.” According to that doctrine, each individual narrowly seeking
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his or her advantage unintentionally benefits everyone else. The
economy “is supposed to be driven by greed,” Chomsky remarks.
“No one’s supposed to be concerned for anybody else, nobody’s
supposed to worry about the common good—those are not things
that are supposed to motivate you, that’s the principle of the sys-
tem. . . . That’s what they teach you in economics departments. It’s
all bullshit, of course, but that’s what they teach you.”96

4. “Universal validity for what is in fact a class interest.”97 Among other
things, Chomsky points to “free trade” agreements as instances
where this canon is operationalized. Other examples, Chomsky
might agree, include tax cuts for the wealthy, deficit reductions
and balanced budgets, building and filling bigger prisons, whistle-
blowing legislation, “right-to-work” policies, reduced minimum
wages, and an over-blown military.

Like other religions, the state religion has “taboos.” These are the unmen-
tionables. After reviewing primary documentation regarding the forma-
tion of American foreign policy in the 1950s and 1960s (including the
Pentagon Papers), for instance, Chomsky notes that academic scholarship
completely ignored the primary materials.98 He asks: Why would schol-
ars ignore the primary documentary record? For Chomsky the answer is
obvious: the documentary record reveals the hypocrisy of the canons of
the state religion,99 for example the canons of American exceptionalism
and the state as a moral agent. Ignoring the documentary record is “a
marvelous device for obscuring social reality.”100

Another issue assiduously avoided by mainstream scholarship, there-
by constituting a taboo, is the influence of American corporations on
foreign policy.101 Chomsky suggests that “an anthropologist observing
the phenomenon . . . would have no hesitation concluding we are dealing
here with a form of taboo.”102

Although Chomsky points to certain intellectuals as being or having
been preeminent members of the secular priesthood—Martin Heidegger
(in Germany),103 Arthur Schlesinger, W. W. Rostow, Irving Kristol, Wal-
ter Lippmann, and Edward Bernays in the United States, for instance—in
his view the problem is far more endemic than a mere listing of names
would indicate. He attests, “The resulting subversion of scholarship is
systematic, not individual.”104

Chomsky and Innis Meet on State Religion and Secular Priesthood

Whereas Chomsky wrote of the state religion and the secular priesthood,
Innis wrote about secular religion, high priests of science,105 witch hunts,
exorcisms, and medicine men.106 According to Innis, with regard to experts
from abroad advising the Canadian government during the Depression:
“Medicine men from Great Britain tend to be regarded as more potent . . .
In the past a medicine man from abroad has been regarded as worth
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about six of the local product.”107 Innis drew attention also to “the mirac-
ulous,” to the “fantastic things” the high priests, “or perhaps it would be
fair to say the pseudo-priests,” had conjured up—most notably the atom-
ic bomb.108 He declared that the “decline of philosophy and theology has
brought demands for new temples and for new prophets. . . . The accoun-
tant has penetrated the holy of holies. . . . Economics have displaced
creeds.”109 According to Innis, contemporary individuals now embrace
“new religions evident in fascism, communism, and our way of life.”110

Again: “And so we entered the open seas of democracy in the twentieth
century with nothing to worship but the totalitarianism of the modern
state.”111

Innis certainly would agree with Chomsky that “states are not moral
agents.” Innis declared, after all, that “power is poison.112 Innis also
would agree with Chomsky that political leaders have a congenital loath-
ing and fear of authentic democracy. Like Chomsky, Innis warned
against “experts,” and against all those who claim to “have found the
truth.”113 Innis disdained the prevailing “intolerance . . . to skepti-
cism,”114 and warned against “a fanatical nationalism.”115 He cited James
Joyce’s remark that “nationalism, religion, and language are nets set for
[a country’s] children.”116 Innis even proposed that “the divine right of
nations has replaced the divine right of kings.”117 He also declared that
“the rapid growth of bureaucracies recruited from highly specialized so-
cial sciences has brought the rapid growth of ecclesiasticism and the rap-
id decline of skepticism.”118

For Innis, present-mindedness suits secular authoritarian control, as
citizens are thereby deprived of “anchors” (moral principles), rendering
them unable to judge; Chomsky made a similar point in his call for a
sense of memory to detect patterns through time, and his contention that
education and media tend to efface intrinsic moral judgment by propa-
gating possessive individualism. There is, in fact, a remarkably close cor-
respondence between Innis’s concept of “present mindedness” and
Chomsky’s notion of “possessive individualism.”

5. Obliterating Class

Elites can take actions disadvantaging the broader domestic popula-
tion, according to Chomsky, because in the United States, at least, men-
tioning “class” is taboo: “You’re not allowed to talk about class differ-
ences,”119 he notes. “As soon as you say the word ‘class,’ everybody falls
down dead; there’s some Marxist raving again.”120 Chomsky writes:
“The myth that we live in a classless society is a joke but believed by most
people. . . . You will never find ruling class [mentioned by the media or in
classrooms] for sure. It is just suppressed. And working-class students
like those in my daughter’s class do not consider themselves working
class.”121
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Given that all talk of class is stigmatized, governments and corpora-
tions are freed to pursue narrow class interests. If everyone believes we
are all “Americans,” or all “Canadians”—just “one happy family [with] a
national interest . . . all working together”122—then policies and decisions
will tend to go unchallenged, or at least not be challenged in terms of
class interest.

(Chomsky might agree that obliteration of class is likely a key reason
why most national governments support the Olympic Games; their sup-
port is aimed not merely at diverting attention from things that matter—
although that assuredly is an aim—but more importantly at unifying
domestic populations behind the national banner, thereby adding cre-
dence to the notion that governments likewise invoking national symbols
are acting in the “national interest.”)

Class in America is, of course, ever-present. For the past thirty years or
so, Chomsky declares there has been “a really quite bitter class war that
has led to social, economic and political arrangements in which the sys-
tem of democracy has been shredded. . . . For the past generation, policies
have been initiated that have led to an extremely sharp concentration of
wealth in a tiny sector of the population . . . literally the top tenth of one
percent of the population.”123

Chomsky and Innis on Obliterating Class

Innis did not refrain entirely from using the word, “class.” He wrote,
for instance, of the “penetration of journalism to the lower classes.”124 He
quoted Lord Acton approvingly that “‘government by the whole people,
being the government of the most numerous and powerful class, is an
evil of the same nature as unmixed monarchy.’”125 He wrote also that “in
the economic history of literature and journalism in England and the
United States the class structure occupies a dominant position.”126 None-
theless, the word “class” appears only infrequently in Innis’s oeuvre. On
the other hand, the concept of “class,” is omnipresent—through such con-
structs as monopolies of knowledge, empire, control, force, opinion, pow-
er, persuasion, hierarchy, governors, centralization, domination.

Innis’s concern regarding the obliteration of class from people’s con-
sciousness, however, seems if anything to be the opposite of Chomsky’s.
Innis was concerned that by obliterating the notion of class, the “lower
levels of intelligence” were attaining too much clout. However, it is cer-
tainly worth remembering that Innis expressed grave doubts also about
the ruling class: regarding the working class, he doubted its competence;
regarding the ruling class, however, he distrusted its integrity.
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THE “FREE PRESS”

Like Innis, Chomsky claims that far too much credit is accorded the First
Amendment as guaranteeing freedom of speech and freedom of the
press.127 A major reason for Chomsky’s skepticism pertains to the politi-
cal-economic structure of ownership and control of the press. It is not
considered to be an infringement on freedom of speech or of the press,
Chomsky notes ironically, if a handful of business corporations dominate
the media system.128

So extensive (and empirically-verifiable) are the systematic limitations
of free expression in the United States, that Chomsky (with Edward S.
Herman) famously proposed a Propaganda Model. According to the au-
thors, the Propaganda Model comprises “a complex system of filters in the
media and educational institutions which ends up ensuring that dissi-
dent perspectives are weeded out or marginalized in one way or an-
other.”129 Among a myriad of examples, Chomsky points to the paucity
of press coverage pertaining to the downing of civilian aircraft by Ameri-
ca’s “friends,” which he compared with the exuberance of the press in
covering the downing of Korean Air Lines Flight 007 by the Russians in
1983.130

Consider another example: just prior to the U.S. invasion of Panama
(1989), Panamanian authorities arrested and beat the spouse of an
American officer. As partial justification for invading Panama, President
George Bush proclaimed that “this President” would not stand by while
American womanhood was being threatened,131 all of which was duly
reported, of course. However, Chomsky notes, “the press did not explain
why ‘this President’ refused even to issue a protest when, a few weeks
earlier, an American nun, Diana Ortiz, had been kidnapped, tortured,
and sexually abused by the Guatemalan police [Guatemala being a U.S.
ally and client state]—or why the story was not worth reporting when it
appeared on the wires on November 6. Nor were Bush’s ‘deep feelings’
contrasted with the response of ‘this President’ to the treatment of
American women and other religious and humanitarian workers in El
Salvador [another U.S. ally and client state] a few weeks later.”132

The bias in reportage is so severe and of such grand importance that
Chomsky and Herman developed acerbic terms—for example, “benign
and constructive blood baths,” and “politically correct holocausts”—to
underline through irony the immoral or amoral thinking of military elites
and their comrades in the press corps:

Bloodbaths carried out by counterrevolutionary regimes ordinarily are
given very little attention in the U.S. mass media. Thousands have been
slaughtered by the Rightists installed and/or supported by the United
States in Guatemala and the Dominican Republic, but even a sharp
media watcher would have to be alert for the small back-page items in
which these events are hinted at. The huge rape and slaughter of Ben-
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galis in East Pakistan carried out by West Pakistani military forces in
1971 was given greater publicity, however, and a small segment of the
American public became aroused and active in opposition to American
policy in this area. This resulted in part from the sheer magnitude of
the massacres, which one authority described as “the most massive
calculated savagery that has been visited on a civil population in recent
times.” For the Nixon administration, nevertheless, this was a “benign”
bloodbath, and its scope and brutality failed to deter Washington from
continuing military and economic aid to the government engaging in
the slaughter. This was a bloodbath imposed by a friendly military elite
with which U.S. authorities had a traditional affinity.133

The foregoing extract, incidentally, is emblematic of constraints on press
freedom that go well beyond the case studies cited. The book from which
the aforementioned extract was taken, Counterrevolutionary Violence:
Bloodbaths in Fact and Propaganda, was pulped by Warner Communica-
tions, as were all other books of its subsidiary, Warner Modular, the
subsidiary itself being shut down and liquidated,134 so “unpatriotic,” evi-
dently, were the publisher and its publications.

So, although formally there is freedom of inquiry and of speech in the
U.S., Chomsky summarizes, “we cannot pretend that there is freedom of
opinion in any serious sense.”135 To the contrary, the media and the press
“are vigilant guardians protecting privilege from the threat of under-
standing and participation.”136

As may be evident from the foregoing, a primary method Chomsky
and Herman developed for testing the Propaganda Model was the pairing
of examples—which differs markedly, incidentally, from traditional
press content analyses as set forth in mainstream research methods text-
books.137

Again, it is to be emphasized that Chomsky acknowledges, however,
that media are not completely closed to dissent. When there is division
among elites themselves, journalism has much greater freedom to ma-
neuver. When there is little or no disagreement among elites, however—
which is often the case (particularly regarding foreign policy in the U.S.
and “free trade” agreements in Canada)—then professional journalism is
usually quite univocal. Even then, however, Chomsky grants, openings
for investigative reporting do exist and “there are people in the media
who look for them and find them.” He concludes, “So the main point is
not total suppression of information by the media—that’s rare, although
it certainly exists; the main point is the shaping of history, the selection,
the interpretation that takes place.”138

On the other hand, Chomsky concedes, in some important respects,
the U.S. is an open society: dissenting opinions are not usually crushed by
state violence; freedom of inquiry and expression surpass that of most
other countries.139 That degree of openness that is permitted, however, he
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surmises, is because the system of indoctrination, beginning with the
schools, is so effective.

Chomsky and Innis Meet on The “Free Press”

Innis, likewise, maintained that freedom of the press in America is
much overrated, the First Amendment notwithstanding. According to
Innis (as seen previously), the First Amendment reduced freedom of
speech. And Innis would certainly agree with Chomsky that the press
today is in large part a publicity/PR arm of the military-industrial estab-
lishment. More generally, Innis contended that the predominant medium
of communication in any culture or civilization is normally aligned with
political-economic-military power.

Again, consistently with Chomsky, Innis saw media as serving similar
functions as schools, namely closing people’s minds and inhibiting criti-
cal thought. He wrote:

A later American publisher insisted on printing “what any human be-
ing would be interested in—something that will not cause people to
think, that will not even invite them to think—to enable them to forget
rights and wrongs, ambitions and disappointments. . . . Success in the
industrialized newspaper depends on constant repetition, inconspicu-
ous infiltration, increasing appeal to the subconscious mind, and the
employment of tactics of attrition in moulding public opinion.140

Innis and Chomsky agreed, too, that the press often serves elite power by
making citizens fearful and hateful, thereby preparing them to support
war and inuring them to atrocities performed at the behest of their wise
and compassionate leaders. Innis wrote, for example, “the influence of
the press has been evident in the saturation of all classes with feelings of
instability and bitterness,”141 and again: “A war cannot be carried on
without atrocity stories for the home market.”142 According to Innis,
moreover, “A period of tension and war enormously increases the execu-
tive power.”143

Innis did differ somewhat from Chomsky in his analyses of the rela-
tions between the press and war. Chomsky, of course, views the press as
the publicity arm of the military, selling war on behalf of the militarized
government to normally peace-loving civilians. Innis, in contrast, main-
tained that publishers saw war coverage as an opportunity for tapping
new markets to increase newspaper subscriptions. Writing at the close of
World War II, Innis claimed that “European civilization [had] turned
from persuasion to force or from ballots to bullets,”144 and proposed that
an important explanation was the press responding to the interests of the
lower classes: “The delicate machinery for maintaining peace in the last
century . . . apparently disappeared; the press thrived on personalities
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and instability followed.”145 Democracy, he averred, “obsesses” on fear,
and bureaucracies “capitalize on fears.”146

It is difficult to say how much we should make of these differences. As
James Winter (in private correspondence) asked: “Does this just represent
differences over time? Are the two objectives of making profits or selling
papers and supporting the military mutually exclusive? Did they [Innis
and Chomsky] both believe it was both, but with Innis emphasizing the
former more?” What is crystal clear, however, is this: Innis and Chomsky
both discerned a strong alignment between the press system and the
military, important victims of this unholy alliance being freedom of ex-
pression—and peace.

OPTIMISM/PESSIMISM REVISITED

Chapter 11 contrasted Chomsky’s optimism with Innis’s pessimism. In-
nis, it will be recalled, even contemplated “the prospect of a new Dark
Ages.”147 Sad to say, Chomsky may now be moving in that direction.

On September 4, 2014, Chomsky published “The End of History?,”
which is likely the most pessimistic piece he has ever written. “The End
of History?” recounts (very briefly) the rise and fall of civilizations over
the past 10,000 years. Interestingly, it opens and closes with references to
Minerva’s Owl, Innis’s signature classical allusion. Chomsky’s article, not
unlike Innis’s bleakest works, presages an apocalyptic end to human civ-
ilization. Here is an extract:

It is not pleasant to contemplate the thoughts that must be passing
through the mind of the Owl of Minerva as the dusk falls and she
undertakes the task of interpreting the era of human civilization, which
may now be approaching its inglorious end. The era opened almost
10,000 years ago in the Fertile Crescent, stretching from the lands of the
Tigris and Euphrates, through Phoenicia on the eastern coast of the
Mediterranean to the Nile Valley, and from there to Greece and be-
yond. What is happening in this region provides painful lessons on the
depths to which the species can descend. . . . The likely end of the era of
civilization is foreshadowed in a new draft report by the Intergovern-
mental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), the generally conservative
monitor of what is happening to the physical world. The report con-
cludes that increasing greenhouse gas emissions risk “severe, pervasive
and irreversible impacts for people and ecosystems” over the coming
decades. The world is nearing the temperature when loss of the vast ice
sheet over Greenland will be unstoppable. Along with melting Antarc-
tic ice, that could raise sea levels to inundate major cities as well as
coastal plains . . . Arundhati Roy suggests that the “most appropriate
metaphor for the insanity of our times” is the Siachen Glacier, where
Indian and Pakistani soldiers have killed each other on the highest
battlefield in the world. The glacier is now melting and revealing
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“thousands of empty artillery shells, empty fuel drums, ice axes, old
boots, tents and every other kind of waste that thousands of warring
human beings generate” in meaningless conflict. And as the glaciers
melt, India and Pakistan face indescribable disaster.
Sad species. Poor Owl.148

REACTIONS

Both Innis and Chomsky, after experiencing an initial silence, received
much praise for their path-breaking works in their initial disciples. How-
ever, neither received much in the way of favorable response from main-
stream commentators or scholars regarding their subsequent, equally
path-breaking forays into the political economy of media and communi-
cation. The reaction Innis provoked, however, was significantly less se-
vere than Chomsky’s—and for reasons easily understood. For one thing,
during his lifetime, Innis’s media writings went largely unread; his Politi-
cal Economy in the Modern State had a press run of a few hundred, and
Innis stacked remaindered copies in his office. Chomsky’s media work,
on the other hand, has always been in the public eye (if not that of media
pundits and scholars) on account of his many formal speaking engage-
ments and his speaking at rallies, his radio and newspaper interviews, his
articles for nonscholarly journals, his making movies, and so on. Chom-
sky’s media analyses and criticisms, in other words, have been much
harder to ignore than Innis’s—so of course the reaction setting in against
Chomsky has been much more severe. Furthermore, and this is a key,
Innis’s media analyses, while highly critical, remained abstract. Certainly
he chastised university administrators, journalists, political leaders, ad-
vertisers, scholars, and so forth; but very rarely, if ever, did he name
names. Moreover, he quoted almost exclusively from parties with whom
he agreed, forsaking what must have been for him delightful opportu-
nities to quote directly elite prevaricators with their hands in figurative
cookie jars and feet enmeshed discomfitingly in their mouths. Chomsky,
in contrast, has always illustrated his main points with myriad and de-
tailed examples, and has quoted elites profusely, choosing that they
damn themselves through their own words.

Questions arising from juxtaposing Chomsky alongside Innis are
summarized in the next, concluding chapter.
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THIRTEEN
Innis and the Network Society

The introduction posed three major questions: Did Innis’s scholarship
merit wider recognition? Can insights be gained by juxtaposing Innis’s
scholarship with that of Schramm and Chomsky? Is Innis’s scholarship
relevant to our digital age? This concluding chapter focuses primarily on
the third of these questions, the preceding chapters having addressed the
first two in some detail. Still, in any conclusion, a brief recapitulation is
never out of place

DID INNIS MERIT WIDER ATTENTION?

Recall first some of the major themes and constructs running through
Innis’s work, and the synergy that results when they are considered to-
gether: present-mindedness, hedonistic/possessive individualism, prob-
lems of understanding, reflexivity, political economy of knowledge/
scholarship, monopolies of knowledge, critique of standard economics,
penetrative powers of the price system, medium theory, desire vs. intelli-
gence, dialectic of Enlightenment, sham of freedom, balance and propor-
tion, fascism/communism/our way of life, certainty and fanaticism, skep-
ticism, search for truth, inscrutability of truth, testing for bias, organized
force and scholarship, kept scholars, countervailing power, democracy,
tyranny of opinion, tyranny of learning, lower levels of literacy, print and
the stifling of creative thought, academic freedom, mechanization of edu-
cation, military-industrial-media complex, empire and communication,
history as economic theory, space-biased knowledge and empire, rise and
fall of civilizations, force and opinion, time-space bias, price vs. value,
media and value/prices, PR and advertising, the illusion of press free-
dom, democratic illusions, propaganda/persuasion/elite control, the evil
of power, orality, center-margin, staples trap, spread effects, Minerva’s
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owl, plea for time, the problem of space, hierarchy, integrity and the role
of the authentic scholar, the common good, nihilism, technological
progress/war/the press, decline of universities, constant beyond time, a
new dark ages, natural law.

Understandably, Innis’s staples thesis received much greater attention
in Canada than elsewhere; after all, most directly, it concerns Canadian
economic history. Arguably, however, there is a second reason. The sta-
ples thesis may have applicability to many contemporary relations be-
tween resource-rich poorer nations and resource-consuming richer ones,
in which case its neglect in wealthy countries and by elites in poorer ones
becomes even more understandable. Even in Canada, Innis’s staples the-
sis today receives scant attention, possibly because it opens up too many
inconvenient questions respecting the Canadian government’s “free
trade” agenda.

Innis’s medium theory, too, over the years, received little favorable at-
tention outside of Canada. Through medium theory, Innis cast doubt on
some of the proudest achievements of contemporary Western civiliza-
tion—particularly advances in science and in media/communication
technologies—all of which, he proposed, contribute to our civilization’s
malaise and decline. Moreover, he attributed what he saw as the anti-
democratic and totalitarian thrust of 1940s and 1950s in the United States,
Canada, and elsewhere, in part, to media innovations and uses made of
these new media by elite power. In his media analyses, moreover, Innis
questioned the intellectual integrity of some, if not most, of the scholarly
community. Likely most objectionably to elite power, Innis claimed that
power is evil no matter who holds it, and he attempted to lift the veil of
misunderstandings foisted on a benighted public by the power elite and
its minions in the media and educational professions.

Innis paid a price, of course, for all this. In Canadian media studies
circles, McLuhan (not Innis) is now usually acclaimed the star of the
“Toronto School.” Abroad (apart from James Carey and possibly a few
others1) Innis was never considered a major presence in media/communi-
cation studies. Even to this day, Innis is only half-interpreted—a deficien-
cy this book is intended to help rectify.

Through materials presented in the preceding chapters, I have at-
tempted to indicate that Innis was one of the twentieth century’s most
original, courageous, and prescient thinkers. From the standpoints of in-
tellectual history and the political economy of scholarship, at the very
least, Innis merits wider and more thorough, critical attention than he has
thus far received.



Innis and the Network Society 205

JUXTAPOSING INNIS WITH SCHRAMM AND CHOMSKY

Although Innis and Schramm have each been celebrated in their respec-
tive countries as founders of media/communication studies, the founda-
tions they laid were remarkably different. Innis set out to discover factors
underlying what he saw as increased misunderstanding, heightened pro-
pensity to all-out war, and the totalitarian malaise and thrust (as he saw
it) of contemporary Western society. He wished to probe and unfold
these issues truthfully. He chose truth over expediency, and authentic
scholarship over persuasion. Schramm, a Cold Warrior, appears in
contrast to have set as his first priority victory in his various political
arenas. Schramm’s scholarship was most concerned with discovering (yet
often downplaying!) media “effects.” He was interested in effective per-
suasion, and seldom focused directly on the deeper political-economic
consequences of persuasion.

Juxtaposing Innis and Schramm demonstrates dramatically, more-
over, the impact political-economic considerations may have on the ac-
ceptance or rejection of scholarly work. Schramm was generally revered
in the United States as the pioneering, foundational scholar; his texts
were widely adopted as part of university curricula; he set his mark on
the development of a whole discipline. Innis, in contrast, has been either
ignored or denigrated in the U.S.—arguably on account of his penchant
for challenging what he saw as illusions (including particularly the dem-
ocratic illusion), questioning scholarly integrity, and challenging visions
of technological utopia.

Chomsky, too, helps illuminate both Innis and the political economy
of scholarship. In this case, the illumination stems from similarity as well
as difference/antithesis. First and foremost there is Chomsky’s own high
integrity as a scholar and the malodorous reaction that stirred up among
elites and their minions. Innis and Chomsky both were/are truth-seekers.
Both have disdained illusions, PR, advertising, propaganda, the manu-
facture of consent, lack of accountability and malfeasances by elite pow-
er. Both have critiqued elites’ use of communication media to obscure
truth, manipulate the broader public, and augment authoritarian rule.
Both have expressed trust in truth, evidence, logic, and other Enlighten-
ment values (even while questioning narrow specializations, unduly
quantitative analyses, and analyses by experts). Both maintained that
scholars bear the immense responsibility of seeking and speaking truth to
the best of their ability.

Juxtaposing Innis, Chomsky, and Schramm, and the receptions they
received, lends support to one of Innis’s principal constructs, namely bias.
According to Innis, history is fraught with conflicts between groups as-
piring to direct society through appeals to time (duration, continuity, and
principle) vs. those endeavoring to exercise control over space (through
force, administrative acumen, pragmatism, adaptability, mechanization,
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expediency, rhetoric, algorithm). Innis and Chomsky are/were truth seek-
ers questing after and invoking enduring principles, and in that sense
their bias is with time; Schramm, in contrast, was aligned with institutions
exercising military control over space, and the contradictions within his
scholarship may reflect his devotion to pragmatism/expediency. As
noted by Chomsky, “the intellectual has, traditionally, been caught be-
tween the conflicting demands of truth and power”;2 evidently, Innis and
Schramm made different selections in that regard.

Many questions arise and linger from close readings of Chomsky
alongside Innis. Here are a few. The list is not exhaustive. In the spirit of
Innis—to avoid closure—in what follows the questions remain unan-
swered, although in some instances I have hazarded responses in previ-
ous chapters.

First, does power invariably corrupt? Can power be used for good? If
so, under what conditions? If not, how in the world do we ever get from
our current place of concentrated power to somewhere else?3 Do Innis’s
proposals—for a reinvigorated orality, innovation of new media at the
margins, disinterested scholarship—suffice? Or should we accept Chom-
sky’s position that although the state (power) is “illegitimate,” it may
prove useful and should be supported, at least in the short run?

Second, can a sense of and dedication to the common good withstand
the corrosive impact of concentrated wealth and power and the incessant
bombardment of propaganda inculcating audiences with possessive indi-
vidualism, space bias, present-mindedness, American exceptionalism,
and so much else? Could contemporary media be used for good, or at
least more so than is currently the case? Could they support authentic,
participatory democracy—as opposed to constructing and supporting
necessary illusions, amusing, and distracting? Or do contemporary me-
dia intrinsically and ineluctably promote present-mindedness, the con-
temporary “monopoly of knowledge”?

Third, does humanity possess an instinct for freedom and an innate
moral code? What if it does not? If it does not, must we nonetheless
presume it does (a “necessary fiction”), to avoid untold cruelty and op-
pression? Will belief in (or an axiom concerning) natural law (i.e., a state
of permanence beyond time), do just as well? What happens to truth in
scholarship if that axiom is presumed but is disbelieved by the analyst?
Are there different implications regarding instinct for freedom/innate
moral code vs. a state of permanence beyond time?

Fourth, is pessimism warranted—to alert people, in no uncertain
terms, to future possible extremities and thereby (hopefully!) provoke
compensating activity? Or is pessimism self-defeating, self-fulfilling, de-
activating, and stultifying? Is there an appropriate or necessary balance
between realism/pessimism and optimism/hope? Innis himself remarked
that without vision a people perish; what was Innis’s vision?
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Fifth, are “justice” and “truth” merely concoctions of the powerful to
beguile the masses and to manufacture their consent (Foucault)? Or is
there objective meaning to these terms? Additionally, is there objective or
intrinsic value, or is all value merely social construction, including the
“values” and concepts of truth and justice? Or is value assimilated entire-
ly into price, as contemporary economists maintain? And what are the
factors affecting prices/values?

Sixth, does propaganda indeed end where simple dialogue begins (El-
lul)? If so, what do we make of “horizontal propaganda” (the tendency to
spread propaganda, often unwittingly, through normal interactions)?
What about the propensity to conform? What distinguishes propaganda
from opinion and from subjective knowledge? What distinguishes bias
from opinion and subjective knowledge? Does the notion of bias neces-
sarily presume objective truth? What is the fate of democracy, of human
rights, of justice, and of accountability, if the precept of objective truth is
displaced by belief in radical subjectivity and/or social construction? Or
by realpolitik’s axiom that might makes or is “truth”?

Seventh, what can we make of the notion of the “tyranny of the major-
ity”? Is that an aberration, as Chomsky seems to think? Or is it the rule,
which would be closer to Innis’s position? And what are the alternatives,
given the deep distrust expressed by both Chomsky and Innis of experts
and elites? How does “tyranny of the majority” relate to presuppositions
regarding human nature?

Eighth, could redressing structures controlling media (laws and regu-
lations concerning media concentration and Internet neutrality, for exam-
ple) go some distance in increasing human freedom by facilitating the
“self-righting principle” (namely, that truth inevitably defeats falsehood
in free and open encounters, as proposed by John Milton)? Or are con-
temporary media intrinsically space-binding, irrespective of ownership
configurations and legal structures/regulations? Are there valid middle
positions on this issue?

Ninth, are universities, many academics, and other intellectuals as
compromised to autocratic political-economic power as Innis/Chomsky
maintain?4 If so, does it not make sense for people to tune out most
intellectuals and pundits? How can the general public discern whom to
pay attention to?

Tenth, if segments of media and educators successfully convince stu-
dents and other members of the general public that truth is impossible or
nonexistent (poststructuralism), what becomes of those scholars who still
insist that intellectuals bear the heavy responsibility of “speaking the
truth and to exposing lies”?5 Will they not seem anachronous, out of
touch, foolish, and irrelevant—the butt of jokes, even? Is perhaps the
doctrine of the supremacy of interpretation and opinion, of “truth” as
subjectivity, and of the multiplicity of “truths,” not perhaps the most
potent of all conceivable noble lies these days? How can politicians/power
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elites ever be held accountable in the absence of a belief in objective
truth?

Eleventh, are working people infused with common sense and an in-
herent capacity to discern truth when provided with sufficient informa-
tion, as Chomsky insists? Or are they (we) innately seekers of illusion and
distraction? Are they (we) blank slates? Are they (we) beset by an instinct
of subservience?

Twelfth, what becomes of Innis’s dialectic of time vs. space when there
is a unity between church and state? (Westminster Abbey is nestled be-
side the British Houses of Parliament; at Versailles, there is a cathedral
within the palace.) Is there not a strong tendency of space monopolists to
try to capture time in Innis’s sense of continuity and duration, as when
they approve and publicize “acceptable” histories, for instance?6 Is there
not often also a tendency of time monopolists to try to gain control over
space, for example by exercising force with missionary zeal? Innis’s re-
sponse, undoubtedly would be that space-binding media transform hith-
erto time-binding institutions. Citing Morley, for instance, he declared,
“The substitution of the Book for the Church was the essence of Protes-
tant revolt.”7 On the other hand, one senses, missionary zeal is often
intrinsic to religions, and in that sense they conform to Innis’s notion of
space-biased monopolies of knowledge. Should the default position,
then, incorporate Chomsky’s anarcho-syndicalism as opposed to balance
between time-binding and space-binding media?

INNIS’S RELEVANCE FOR A DIGITAL AGE

Full treatment of this topic, too, would require much greater space than is
available here. Therefore, I address but four contemporary issues, and
those only briefly. In all these cases, Innis has proved to be prescient and/
or his analytical framework enhances understanding. The issues are:

• decline of universities and the fragility of academic freedom
• fascism, communism, and our way of life
• the military-industrial-communication complex and the use of ad-

vanced communication technologies to extend empire
• medium theory, bias, present-mindedness, and Web 2.0

Decline of Universities and the Fragility of Academic Freedom

Innis maintained that universities were in decline, which for him sig-
naled “the collapse of Western society.”8 Several trends in higher educa-
tion were particularly troubling for him, including:
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Mechanization

An influx of students in the post-war period,9 Innis adduced, meant
that universities were becoming unduly mechanized in order simply to
cope. Among other things, mechanization (he claimed) separates fact
from value: whereas an authentic education, in his view, helps develop
character, teaches critical strategies/enhances critical capabilities, and en-
courages students to strive for balance, mechanized education basically
drums facts into students’ heads. In particular, Innis singled out the text-
book, which he judged to be “a powerful instrument for the closing of
men’s minds with its emphasis on memory and its systematic checking of
new ideas.”10 He also drew attention to a decline in the humanities: “The
whole trend today,” he assessed, is to “exalt the rationalist scientific ap-
proach and to discard the philosophical. . . . Specialization runs mad, and
when it does so, it never leads to understanding.”11

Since Innis’s time, universities have become, if anything, increasingly
mechanized. David Noble, for example, has reflected on the “corpora-
tized”12 university and the automation of its knowledge services. Voca-
tional training increasingly supplants education, according to Noble.13

Training correlates well with Innis’s notion of mechanized knowledge,
and when universities move in that direction, freedom of thought is dis-
couraged for students and faculty alike.

Contributing to, and part of, training’s ascendance in the academy,
Noble suggested, are the replacement of classrooms by auditoriums, of
auditoriums by on-line distance-education, and of essays and essay ex-
ams by multiple choice exams. Also increasingly problematic are stan-
dardized curricula and viewing students as “clients” or “consumers.”14

Innis’s position, of course, was that the medium is always a factor.
Heavy capital investments in plant and facilities (what he called “over-
head costs”) encourage standardization to attain economies of scale.
Economies of scale, in turn, can be achieved not only by standardizing
curricula but also through spatial outreach (distance education). In the
current era, mechanization means digitalization, which in Innis’s terms
adds to present-mindedness through ephemerality of messages; more on
this below.15

For an alternative view on contemporary trends in education, howev-
er, let us turn to futurologist, Don Taspscott, who maintains that digital
media encourage dialogue, debate, cooperation and community, that they
erode hierarchy and monopolies of knowledge16—consequences that, if
true, would certainly meet with Innis’s approval! Tapscott speculates that
even his book, Wikinomics, may “transcend its physical form to become a
living, real-time, collaborative document, co-created by leading think-
ers”17—a development that might negate much of the criticisms Innis
directed at textbooks.18
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Tapscott, it would appear, is in fact a medium theorist in the style of
Innis insofar as he attributes monumental political, economic, cultural,
and social changes to changes in media. Indeed, he out-does Innis, as his
technological determinism is more strict and his view of the future more
precise. Tapscott, in other words, lacks Innis’s dialectical, nondeterminis-
tic (probabilistic) mode of analysis. And of course Tapscott’s optimism is
at odds with Innis’s skeptical, often pessimistic outlook.

If Tapscott is right, we are fast entering or have now entered a new era
bearing little resemblance to what went before, in which case Innis’s
forebodings might now be deemed anachronous.19 In assessing Innis’s
relevance for the twenty-first century, however, a pertinent question is
whether trends, such as those identified by Tapscott, reduce/eliminate
Innis’s concerns, or whether they actually magnify or fulfill them. Is there
today a “monopoly of knowledge” that is increasingly mechanized,
present-minded, space-biased, that separates fact from value, desire from
intellect, emphasizes training over education? If so, do corporatized,
mechanized, commercialized universities contribute to this? Do digital
media enhance/emphasize training? Is (authentic) education in decline?
Is there increased or decreased understanding in the world—among vari-
ous peoples and among international decisionmakers? Are scholars (and
more generally influential opinion makers), often complicit to machina-
tions of a military-industrial-infotainment complex?20

Bureaucratization and the Fragility of Academic Freedom

A second concern Innis expressed regarding universities was bureau-
cratization generally and the fragility of academic freedom resulting from
that. Innis charged that the focus of administrators is usually on “playing
the field for the highest bid”21—not scholarship! Administrators’ atten-
tion is normally riveted on “buildings, courses, research in applied sci-
ence and money.”22 Moreover, the “administrative machinery” of univer-
sities, according to Innis, “has failed to check the inroads of politics and
to protect the scholar.”23 “University presidents, with one or two excep-
tions,” he complained, “have shown little interest in scholarship. . . . In
the main they are not themselves appointed because they are scholars,
and it is possible that they never will be and possibly never should be.”24

University boards of governors, moreover, make it impossible for schol-
ars to govern themselves;25 on several occasions they “harried” individu-
al members of the faculty on account of views and public utterances of
which the governors disapproved.26

Benjamin Ginsberg has provided contemporary data pertinent to In-
nis’s concerns. Between 1975 and 2005, Ginsberg notes, full-time faculty
in U.S. colleges and universities increased by 51 percent, but administra-
tors and administrative staff increased, respectively, by 85 and 240 per-
cent.27 In 2005, Ginsberg writes, “administrators and staffers actually out-
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numbered full-time faculty members at America’s colleges and univer-
sities.”28 Moreover, whereas in Innis’s day until the 1970s top and middle
level administrators “were generally drawn from the faculty,”29 that
practice is much less common today, meaning that the teaching staff has
less influence over how the university is run and over what its priorities
are. This is part and parcel of the transformation of the university from
what Ginsberg calls “a subversive institution in the best sense of that
word,” into a mere “knowledge factory.”30

To further bring Innis’s concerns into the present, consider the shock-
ing case of Dean Robert Buckingham at the University of Saskatchewan
(May 2014). Dean Buckingham, a tenured professor merely five weeks
from retirement, was abruptly fired, escorted off campus by security, and
banned for life from ever again setting foot on campus. His seemingly
unforgivable sin was that twenty-four hours earlier had made public a
letter, “The Silence of the Deans,” in which he noted that the university
administration had told the deans that their tenure would be revoked if
they publicly criticized the administration’s TransformUS project—a plan
that included job cuts and merging faculty to save twenty-five million
dollars per year. University Provost, Brett Fairbairn, claimed in his letter
of termination that the dean had “demonstrated egregious conduct and
insubordination” and that his relationship with the university was “ir-
reparably damaged.”

According to the Globe and Mail, the firing stimulated widespread
criticism.31 Twenty-four hours later, consequently, the university buck-
led, sort of: it offered to reinstate Buckingham as a tenured professor, but
not as dean. Over the course of the next few days, the provost/vice-
president academic resigned and the president was fired by the Board of
Governors.32 Those developments can rightfully be viewed as re-endors-
ing academic freedom in the face of administrative injunction. Although
the backlash against the firing, in this case, was sufficient to induce a
remedy, the instance remains relevant as a case study of university ad-
ministrators’ opposing academic freedom, using the threat of withdraw-
ing tenure to attain silence, and then withdrawing tenure when their
demand was rejected.

Innis was himself, of course, an administrator. But he retained his
teaching and research responsibilities while occupying administrative
posts and even threatened to resign when academic freedom seemed
threatened by the administration.

Ginsberg documents recent interferences in hiring and firing by ad-
ministrators at the University of Toronto,33 where decisions were appar-
ently based on pleasing pharmaceutical manufacturers to ensure their
continued funding of university research, as opposed to the scholarly
achievements of applicants. David Noble, mentioned earlier, on several
occasions was a victim of administrative fiat.
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Innis wrote several decades prior to the steep decline in the system of
tenure. Ginsberg notes that today, “only about 30 percent of the current
[American] professoriate is tenured or even on the tenure track [down
from 67 percent in the 1970s], the remaining 70 percent, employed on a
course-by-course basis, “can be dismissed at any time.”34 (Between 1976
and 2005, part-time faculty increased from 31 percent to 48 percent of
total faculty, whereas over the same period, part-time administrators de-
clined from 4 percent to 3 percent35.) One reason for these trends, of
course, is that adjunct and part-time professors are much cheaper to em-
ploy than full-time faculty. Ominously, though, another factor may be
that part-time and adjunct faculty are more docile and controllable due to
job insecurity.36 Ginsberg emphasizes repeatedly that “tenure is the chief
guarantor of the intellectual freedom. . . . Without tenure there is no
academic freedom.”37 Given current trends, Ginsberg speculates, within
a few decades “a very small percentage of faculty members, mainly at
elite schools, will hold tenured or tenure-track appointments,”38 in which
case academic freedom could verge on extinction.

Present-mindedness

Innis agonized, too, over increasing present-mindedness of curricula
and the lapse of values in education. He had in mind particularly an
undue shift toward quantitative methods and over-specialization in the
social sciences,39 issues that remain pertinent today. Little could Innis
have foreseen, however, the rise of postmodernism/poststructuralism
within universities, or inauguration of programs like Cultural Studies
which often celebrate present-mindedness. Let us look more closely at
postmodernism in the academy, in the context of Innis’s thoughts on
what authentic scholarship entails.

Since the early 1980s, Frank Webster writes, “postmodernism . . .
crops up in just about every university discipline from art history to
accountancy.”40 He adds that postmodernism is the antithesis of the En-
lightenment tradition: it denies that behavior is rational; instead of quest-
ing after general or universal truth, it denigrates “totalizations” (or
“grand narratives”); it proposes that scholarship is little more than a
construction by the theorist; it claims that truth “does not exist outside
the imaginings of those who yearn for it.”41 And, perhaps most signifi-
cantly, it rejects authenticity: “Postmodern celebrates the inauthentic, the
superficial, the ephemeral, the trivial and the flagrantly artificial.”42

Here again, Innis’s medium theory is germane: arguably, digital me-
dia make more problematic distinctions between the real (authentic) and
the simulated (inauthentic). This, certainly, has been a central theme for
postmodernists like Jean Baudrillard and Mark Poster.43

It has been claimed that Innis foreshadowed postmodernism—by de-
nying that truth is attainable.44 That claim, however, is deceptive. Innis
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anguished over, certainly did not celebrate, the elusiveness of truth. To the
extent digital media make truth more elusive, Innis would have agonized
over digital media, too. It is worthwhile to recall his admonishments
(quoted previously) concerning the sacred responsibility of scholars:

As recent graduates, we dedicate ourselves afresh to the maintenance
of a tradition without which western culture disappears. . . . These
ceremonies peculiar to an institution which has played the leading role
in the flowering of western culture remind us of the obligation of main-
taining traditions concerned with the search for truth for which men
have laid down and have been asked to lay down their lives.45

Innis, therefore, would have been aghast at the postmodern turn in uni-
versities. He would have regarded the descent of the university through
its embrace of the inauthentic as fulfilling if not indeed far exceeding his
direst forebodings. To emphasize “postmodern themes in Innis’s work,”
then, without even hinting at how contradictory postmodernism is to
Innis’s scholarly project, is (to put it delicately) intellectual incomplete-
ness bordering on dishonesty. But then, as just seen, postmodernists do
revel in the inauthentic!

Consider more closely, however, the contention of many postmodern-
ists that nothing is any longer real or true. That claim obscures the fact
that behind the propagation of digitized images and simulacra are the
material means of encoding and diffusing, and behind all that are the
encoders and their bosses—equivalents of the Wizard of Oz lurking be-
hind the curtain. As Ronald Deibert reminds us,

Behind every tweet, chat message, or Facebook update, there is also a
complex labyrinth of machinery, cables, and thousands of orbiting sat-
ellites, some the size of school buses. . . . This physical infrastructure
contains a growing number of filters and checkpoints. Pulling back its
layers is like pulling back curtains into dark hallways and hidden re-
cesses, which, it turns out, are also objects of intense political con-
tests.46

Innis always insisted we pay attention to the materiality of the medium,
and to those who control the medium—directives that remain relevant
today.

Fascism, Communism, and Our Way of Life

When Innis grouped “our way of life” with fascism and communism,
he had in mind several things: space-binding/present-minded secular re-
ligions; political duplicity; authoritarianism; domestic rein of terror; mili-
tarization of the economy. In all these respects, the situation in contempo-
rary North America is, if anything, more grim than in the 1940s and early
1950s, indicating again Innis’s prescience. Enough has been said in previ-
ous chapters regarding the secular religions of consumerism, celebrity,
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“democracy,” and American exceptionalism. Political duplicity and rein
of terror, however, warrant brief updatings.

Recall first two well-known and monumentally important instances of
political duplicity, both substantiating Innis’s warnings regarding the po-
litical “shell and pea game.” First, the incubator babies story. Iraqi presi-
dent, Saddam Hussein—previously a valued ally of the U.S. government
on account of his enmity with Iran—enraged the United States govern-
ment by invading oil-rich Kuwait on August 2, 1990. Immediately, the
George H. W. Bush administration began trying to enlist popular support
for waging war on Iraq.47 The PR story with the greatest traction con-
cerned Iraqi soldiers purportedly yanking 312 babies from hospital incu-
bators and throwing them onto the cold, hard floor. George H. W. Bush
seized on the allegation, referring to the purported atrocity on at least six
occasions over the next several weeks as he attempted to drum up public
support for war: “It turns your stomach,” Bush pronounced, “when you
listen to the tales of those that have escaped the brutality of Saddam the
invader. Mass hangings. Babies pulled from incubators and scattered like
firewood across the floor.”48 In fact, an avalanche of propaganda emanat-
ed from the White House equating Saddam Hussein to Hitler. Months
later, however, long after America’s bombing ceased and its invasion
carried out, it came to light that PR firm, Hill and Knowlton (employed
by the Kuwaiti government in exile), had concocted the incubator story
and coached a fifteen-year-old girl known only as “Nayirah” into falsely
testifying before the Human Rights’ Caucus of Congress that she had
witnessed the horrors as a hospital volunteer. Nayirah, however, was
neither a hospital volunteer nor had she had witnessed any such thing; in
fact, she was the daughter of Kuwait’s ambassador to the United States,
living in Washington at the time. Nonetheless, the lie did its job, moving
public opinion overwhelmingly to the side of bombing and invading
Iraq.

Recall next the U.S. government’s propaganda campaign supporting
its second war on Iraq. Front and center this time, of course, was Saddam
Hussein’s purported stockpile of weapons of mass destruction (WMD).
In the fall of 2002, the White House, now occupied by George W. Bush (as
advised by Donald Rumsfeld, Dick Cheney, Paul Wolfowitz, and others
of a similar political, ideological bent), “rolled out its new product”49—
the war on terror. Unlike sponsored ad campaigns that typify the market-
ing of most new “products,” the WMD campaign relied mostly on the
news media, on public addresses, and on media appearances50—marking
thereby, according to Paul Rutherford, “the return of the propaganda
state.”51 (Innis and Chomsky, of course, would question whether the
propaganda state had ever been away.) The much sought-after WMD
never being found, in retrospect it is clear that illusion, propaganda, and
noble lies triumphed yet again.
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A “war on terror” abroad, however, needs a reign of terror at home.
As remarked by Naomi Klein, the White House “used the omnipresent
sense of peril in the aftermath of 9/11 to dramatically increase the polic-
ing, surveillance, detention and war-waging powers of the executive
branch,”52 including surveillance and detention powers regarding its
own citizens—for example, the USA Patriot Act of 2001.53

In June 2013, also well-known, Edward Snowden leaked documents to
The Guardian and The Washington Post exposing U.S. government surveil-
lance “on hundreds of millions of people’s emails, social networking
posts, online chat histories, browsing histories, telephone records, tele-
phone calls and texts—’nearly everything a typical user does on the inter-
net,’ in the words of one leaked document.”54

Arguably, new digital media facilitated broader exposure of the
government’s clandestine misconduct than either The Guardian or The
Post could have achieved by themselves through their print editions
alone. A case could be made, therefore, that digital media help make elite
power more accountable. Undoubtedly, Innis would have applauded
how digital media, in this case, helped bring government’s secretive ac-
tivities to light. On the other hand, of course, celebrating the Internet for
helping to bring classified documents to light obscures the bigger issue:
the same digital technologies that increased awareness of government
malfeasances had made possible the governmental malfeasances in the
first place.

By 2014, according to Snowden, entire populations, not just selected,
suspicious individuals, are subject to constant surveillance: “It’s no long-
er based on the traditional practice of targeted taps based on some indi-
vidual suspicion of wrongdoing. It covers phone calls, emails, texts,
search history, what you buy, who your friends are, where you go, who
you love.”55 One can anticipate a time when this “hidden underworld of
extrajudicial cyberspace policing”56 will couple with an expanded
governmental policy on targeted assassinations: U.S. drones are currently
being deployed to assassinate American citizens living abroad—no
charges being laid, no trials being held.57 Would Innis not view this as
“Fascism in the Modern State”?

Ominously, the Internet lends itself not only to surveillance, but also
to censorship. A major culprit, of course, is the take-down notice through
the Digital Millennium Copyright Act. But there are others. According to
Deibert, Netsweeper, for example, is a Canadian company that “sells
censorship products and services to ISPs across the Middle East and
North Africa, helping regimes there block access to human rights infor-
mation, basic news, information about alternative lifestyles, and opinion
critical of the regimes.”58 In 2005, the Canadian ISP, Telus, blocked sub-
scribers from accessing a website set up by Telus’s labor union.59 On a
much grander scale, consider also net censorship through denial of ser-
vice against WikiLeaks after it published thousands of U.S. State Depart-
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ment cables in December 2009; amazingly, although no judicial orders
supported such actions, major credit card companies, including Bank of
America, Visa, Western Union, MasterCard, PayPal, and Amazon, re-
fused to process donations to WikiLeaks.60 In the UK, as a further exam-
ple of across-the-board censorship, “five leading ISPs–Sky, Virgin Media,
TalkTalk, O2 and Everything Everywhere–were ordered to block access
to The Pirate Bay in April 2012 by the high court, after a case was brought
by the music industry; other sites blocked in the UK following similar
rulings include Newzbin2, Kickass Torrents, H33T, Fenopy and EZTV.”61

Meanwhile in Canada, in late October 2014 federal justice minister, Peter
MacKay, announced that “measures” to reduce threats of terrorism could
be introduced to Parliament that would provide for the removal of web-
sites or Internet posts that support the “proliferation of terrorism” in
Canada. According to MacKay:

There’s no question that the whole issue around radicalization and the
type of material that is often used that we think is inappropriate, and
we think quite frankly contribute to—again this is my word—the poi-
soning of young minds, that this is something that needs to be exam-
ined.62

Facebook has been known to take matters such as these into its own
hands, deleting politically sensitive postings.63 But in 2012, Facebook did
more than that; it manipulated news feeds of 689,003 people to ascertain
the impact the manipulations might have on the emotions of its subscrib-
ers as later expressed on the same platform through their posts.64 On the
Twitter front, meanwhile, the U.S government (through the façade of the
U.S. Agency for International Development) attempted over a two year
period (2010–2012) to ferment dissent in Cuba by clandestinely control-
ling messaging on a Cuban Twitter network, as well as gathering infor-
mation that could be useful in the future for other subversive political
purposes. “USAID and its contractors,” the Associated Press revealed,
“went to extensive lengths to conceal Washington’s ties to the project,
according to interviews and documents obtained by the AP. They set up
front companies in Spain and the Cayman Islands to hide the money trail,
and recruited CEOs without telling them they would be working on a
U.S. taxpayer-funded project.”65

At its military base at Guantánamo Bay, Cuba, the U.S. routinely tor-
tures prisoners, in defiance of the International Covenant on Civil and
Political Rights, a covenant that the United States ratified in 1992. Ac-
cording to Amnesty International,

In his 2010 memoirs, former President Bush defended the decision to
locate the detention facility at the Guanta ́namo naval base. Holding
“captured terrorists on American soil,” he said, “could [have] acti-
vate[d] constitutional protections they would not otherwise receive,
such as the right to remain silent.” The consequence of this policy deci-
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sion was predictable, indeed deliberate. For example, Mohamed al-
Qahtani—held in US military custody in a location, Guanta ́namo, that
was “outside the sovereign territory of the United States”—was sub-
jected to torture and other ill-treatment when he “remained silent” in
the face of standard interrogation methods. . . . No one has been
brought to justice for these and other acts of torture by the USA that
have been publicly admitted and documented. So long as that is still
the case, the problem of torture remains a festering injustice, with
Guantánamo at the centre.66

According to former President Bush, all the U.S. needs to do to suspend
civil liberties is transport prisoners to foreign military bases where they
need not even be charged with offences, let alone be tried fairly by a
court. Meanwhile, the entertainment industry—the TV series Homeland,
for instance—inures the public to issues of assassination and torture.67

In December 2014, the U.S. Senate released its 525 page report on CIA
torture practices. According to the Foreword, “CIA personnel, aided by
two outside contractors, decided to initiate [in late 2001] a program of
indefinite secret detention and the use of brutal interrogation techniques
in violation of U.S. law, treaty obligations, and our values.”68 According
to the report’s “Findings and Conclusions,”

The interrogations of CIA detainees were brutal and far worse than the
CIA represented to policymakers and others. . . . Interrogation tech-
niques such as slaps and “wallings” (slamming detainees against a
wall) were used in combination, frequently concurrent with sleep dep-
rivation and nudity. . . . The waterboarding69 technique was physically
harmful, inducing convulsions and vomiting. . . . Sleep deprivations
involved keeping detainees awake for up to 180 hours, usually stand-
ing or in stress positions, at times with their hands shackled above their
heads. . . . At least five CIA detainees were subjected to “rectal rehydra-
tion” or rectal feeding without documented medical necessity. The CIA
placed detainees in ice water “baths.” The CIA led several detainees to
believe they would never be allowed to leave CIA custody alive, sug-
gesting to one detainee that he would only leave in a coffin-shaped box.
One interrogator told another detainee that he would never go to court,
because “we can never let the world know what I have done to you.”
CIA officers also threatened at least three detainees with harm to their
families—to include threats to harm the children of a detainee, threats
to sexually abuse the mother of a detainee, and a threat to “cut [a
detainee’s] mother’s throat.” . . . CIA detainees at the COBALT deten-
tion facility were kept in complete darkness and constantly shackled in
isolated cells with loud noise or music and only a bucket to use for
human waste.70

According to The Guardian, nine countries (Afghanistan, Bosnia, Cuba,
Iraq, Lithuania, Morocco, Poland, Romania, and Thailand) hosted secret
CIA prisons, while forty-seven countries (including Canada and the Unit-
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ed Kingdom) “facilitated CIA torture.” In brief, there is a “global network
for CIA torture.”71

Today, then, Innis’s forebodings likening “our way of life” to the fas-
cism and communism of the 1940s and 1950s must seem much less ex-
treme or outrageous than when he wrote.

Empire and Communications

Innis’s book, Empire and Communications, surveyed how, throughout
human history, advances in media contributed to spatial control. In The
Bias of Communication, moreover, he reviewed how newer media propa-
gate present-minded messages over increasingly larger territories, under-
mining democracy and inculcating possessive individualism. Innis’s em-
phasis, understandably, was on the spread of messages from central
points to increasingly larger territories for purposes of indoctrination,
surely a continuing concern in an era of satellite communication and
digital transmissions.72 Largely missing from his analyses, however, was
the deployment of media to gather data from far-flung locations, again for
the purpose of imperial control. According to Der Spiegel, commenting on
Edward Snowden’s revelations, “The surveillance [by NSA] is intensive
and well-organized—and it has little or nothing to do with counter-ter-
rorism.”73 German Interior minister Thomas De Maizière, commented,
“If even two-thirds of what Edward Snowden has presented or what has
been presented with his name cited as the source is true, then I would
conclude that the USA is operating without any kind of boundaries.”74

Also related to the contemporary conjuncture of empire and commu-
nications is the global reach of military capabilities enabled by modern
communication systems. Innis could not have foreseen spy satellites, ad-
vanced guided missiles, or drones. Drones today couple military prowess
with globalized, instantaneous information control and surveillance ca-
pabilities. Drones terrorize civil populations—in Yemen and northern Pa-
kistan, particularly.75

Piloted via satellite uplink from within the United States, drones are
able to operate globally. Their operators are in contact with globally dis-
persed support teams consisting of ground crews, maintenance person-
nel, intelligence analysts, command elements, and combat forces. Drones
use a “Global Information Grid,” which includes “information acquisi-
tion tools, sensors, radar, radio frequency, infrared receptors, low light
and optical devices, acoustics and human apparatus, communications
satellites, data transmissions, microwave relays and computers and com-
mand centers.”76

Through drones, geography and distance are reduced as impediments
to military and surveillance systems. Drones permit a militarized surveil-
lance where everyday life is deemed a threat because of its potential to
conceal adversaries. Enemies are perceived to gain power from their abil-
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ity to hide in the anonymity of civilian populations. Pointing to trailers
located on a military base in Nevada, within which drones around the
world are piloted, a military officer exclaimed, “Inside that trailer is Iraq,
inside the other is Afghanistan.”77 As human life passes under the
drone’s gaze, it is parsed, analyzed, and categorized according to its
threat potential. Mediated through militarized surveillance, civilians of-
ten become casualties.

And the drone is just one component in global militarized surveillance
regime. Other components include a worldwide system of military bases,
aircraft carriers, missile silos, spy agencies, and allied states. Underlying
and enabling all this is modern communications technology. Simply put,
modern communications technology coupled with advances in military
hardware have vastly increased the capability of states to control space,
apply force, and terrorize.

Medium Theory, Bias, Present-mindedness, and Web 2.0

The internet and internet-enabled devices (laptops, PCs, smart
phones, tablets) constitute a new and evolving mode of communication.
And, as Robert McChesney remarks, “The Internet has long since
stopped being optional.”78

The Internet, therefore, in Innis’s terms is, at least potentially, a trans-
formative medium. Certainly it has given rise (or has helped give rise) to
“colossal firms” for the most part not even existing a few decades ago:79

Google, Microsoft, Yahoo!, Amazon, Apple, Facebook, Twitter. In addi-
tion, with Web 2.0, there has been a proliferation of “virtual” institutions,
which is to say institutions not tied to place or time80 (universities like
Athabasca and Phoenix; retailers like Amazon; on-line banking). For In-
nis, of course, new modes of communication bring with them not only
new business institutions, but also new ways of interacting, thinking, and
perceiving—ways that may challenge older structures of power. Com-
pared to audiences for mass media, for instance, Web 2.0 Internet users
typically engage in “prosumption”81 by creating/posting content, not just
passively “consuming” it, and that has led to much speculation concern-
ing a new “democratization”82 of social and political life.83 Furthermore,
the Internet facilitates the “user-defined nature of the information flow”
known as hypertext—i.e., “pre-identified links within a given text or im-
age format that enable users to follow any one of a range of connections
to different but related information.” According to Catherine Frost, “this
multi-associative form of thinking may represent [also] a further concep-
tual abstraction, along the lines of that fostered by the arrival of writ-
ing . . . break[ing] down the linear communications experience necessitat-
ed by the written word, and in doing so may bring back into the process a
level of unpredictability and ‘fuzziness’ that better reflects real-world
complexity.”84 Web 2.0, moreover, is justly acclaimed for helping sustain
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preexisting social networks of family and friends geographically dis-
persed, and helping strangers with common interests or political views to
connect and form virtual communities.85

Other commentators, though, are far less sanguine: Ronald Deibert,
for example, cautions: “Fear is becoming the dominant factor to shape,
control, and possibly subvert cyberspace. . . . Years ago . . . the trade-
show themes were all about the ‘magic of connecting’: connecting people
in social networks; connecting computers to each other, and to the Inter-
net. [Today] the theme is all about doing just the opposite: building bor-
ders, fences, and firewalls to keep unwanted intruders and hackers
out.”86

These final paragraphs attempt to apply briefly Innis’s medium theo-
ry and some of his analytical categories to the Internet age. We will con-
sider again, briefly:

• mechanization
• monopolies of knowledge
• present-mindedness
• illusions

Mechanization

Innis wrote of the dehumanizing consequences and superficiality of
mechanized communication: whereas “the oral dialectic is overwhelm-
ingly significant where the subject matter is human action and feeling,”
he declared, and “is important in the discovery of new truth,” there is a
“cruelty [to] mechanized communication.”87 Instead of seeking truth, In-
nis claimed, mechanized communication usually emphasizes the ephem-
eral and the superficial, and facilitates authoritarian control by discourag-
ing dissent and critical thinking.88 Arguably, what Innis would see as
“cruelty,” or at least as depersonalization, intensifies with the Internet
generally and with Web 2.0 in particular. With regard to texting, for
example, the Internet does not require “that there be anyone present on
the receiving end at the time a message or other content is sent.” Cathe-
rine Frost continues, “Although it can support instantaneous exchange,
this is not the Internet’s primary use or advantage; by reinforcing the
written word in a physically and temporally isolated environment, the
Internet displays some of the same alienating tendencies as written me-
dia. . . . Something that Innis would clearly be concerned about.”89

Moreover, as Myles Ruggles notes, increasingly “it is our data shad-
ows that speak to our transaction partners for us,” with the topics spoken
about often being “selected by others and without our knowledge or
volition.”90 Or, as Vincent Manzerolle remarks, in Internet interactions
there is a “disappearing body”:
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Interacting in digital networks are “bodies” of personally identifiable
information—relaying one’s identity to any number of entities—acting
as proxies for the real embodied individual. The automation of interac-
tion by these increasingly algorithmic data proxies instrumentalizes
communication by minimizing informal or tacit knowledge; that is,
leading to what Innis might term “the mechanization of knowledge.91

Web 2.0 generates data that are bought, sold, and “creeped”92 by com-
mercial interests and by intelligence/security agencies.93 Indeed, the pe-
cuniary motivation behind popular social networks like Facebook, Linke-
dIn, and Twitter, is precisely the generation, collection, and sale of “data
shadows” for purposes of targeted marketing and/or political surveil-
lance/control.94 Facebook, for instance, “stores dozens of categories of
data about its users so that it can accurately commodify its customers’
digital persona for targeted advertisements. Some examples: the exact
latitude, longitude, and altitude of every check-in to Facebook . . . every
Facebook event to which a user has been invited, including all invitations
ignored or rejected. . . . This relentless drive for personal information,”
according to Deibert, “leads to extraordinary encroachments on privacy
by social networking companies and ISPs.”95

Also relevant to the issue is recent research claiming that Facebook
use undermines the sense of well-being: according to lead researcher, Dr.
Ethan Kross, a psychologist at the University of Michigan, participants
who had direct interactions with other people felt better over time; in
contrast, the more individuals used Facebook, the greater the reduction
in their life satisfaction levels. “Rather than enhance well-being,” the lead
researcher concluded, “we found that Facebook use predicts the opposite
result—it undermines it.” There may be issues of correlation vs. causa-
tion in the study, but the data are interesting nonetheless. A previous
study carried out at the University of Chester found that people are hap-
pier and laugh 50 percent more when talking face-to-face with friends or
via webcam than they do with social media.96 Undoubtedly, this research
is not the final word on the topic. Nonetheless, the results are consistent
with Innis’s position regarding the “cruelty of mechanized communica-
tion.”

Monopolies of Knowledge

Innis expressed two concerns regarding monopolies of knowledge.
One was with regard to control over a medium of communication by a
narrow group (Innis addressed the Associated Press’s domination of
American newspaper publishing, and control over book publishing and
education by ecclesiastical authorities, among other instances). His sec-
ond concern was that the properties of the medium bias communication
in terms of time or space, supporting a mindset so widely shared as to
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warrant being termed a monopoly of knowledge. Here I apply both these
notions of monopoly of knowledge to the digital age.

(a) Concentrated Ownership and Control (Search Engines)

In the Internet age, concentrated ownership of search engines could be
particularly pernicious. In January 2013, Google accounted for 67.0 per-
cent of 19.5 billion core searches in the U.S. Its closest rivals were Micro-
soft (16.5 percent), Yahoo! (12.1 percent), Ask Network (2.8 percent), and
AOL (1.7 percent).97 In fact, in February 2014, Google was the most fre-
quently visited website worldwide.98 Conclusion: there is a high degree
of ownership concentration in the search engine industry.

Empirical researchers have found clear differences among search en-
gines’ responses to queries. In Germany, for example, studies comparing
the results for four search engines (Google, Yahoo!, MSN, and Ask),
found that 85 percent of the top ten results were unique to one search
engine and that 12 percent were unique to two search engines. Only 2.6
percent of the top ten results were provided by three of the search en-
gines, and merely 1.1 percent were provided by all four.99 Microsoft re-
ports, however, that “ typically, users cannot fully assess the quality of
search results,” and that they “use search engines without deep under-
standing of how its search algorithm works. . . . Instead, they mainly trust
a search engine’s choice and believe in its quality.”100 Again, still accord-
ing to Microsoft, “more than two third of the users in the US (68 percent)
state that search engines are a fair and unbiased source of information
while only 19 percent claim not to trust search engines.”101 It is also
known that most users do not go beyond the top ten suggestions pro-
vided by the search engine; nor do users very often compare search re-
sults among/between search engines. James Curran notes that websites
reported on the first page of web searches are much more likely to be
sampled than those appearing on subsequent pages.102

Microsoft (self-interestedly, of course, as it is a distant second in the
search engine industry) identified potential abuses that could arise from
market dominance: “Clearly, a dominant search engine could misuse this
[position of dominance] and distort search results without having users
realize that they are provided with suboptimal search results.”103 One
factor possibly distorting or “biasing” search engines’ results, according
to Microsoft, is the quest for higher adverting revenues. Search engines
earn money every time a user clicks on an ad accompanying a search
result, meaning that a search engine could be tempted to lower the qual-
ity of search results in order to induce users to click on more ads. Second,
still according to Microsoft, “search engines generally have an incentive
to advertise their own products more prominently.” Microsoft’s research
report adds tactfully that “there is thus far no empirical evidence suggest-
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ing that the manipulation of ad placement is common practice among
web search engines.”104

Ominously, the dangers of search engine bias far exceed those spec-
ified by Microsoft. One possibility is that websites pay search engines to
attain priority listings; ranking within listings is just part of the issue of
net neutrality which also encompasses issues of speed (bandwidth) allo-
cated to competing websites. Even more disturbingly, one of the impor-
tant revelations from Edward Snowden’s leaked documents was the
close cooperation between NSA and the major Internet companies, in-
cluding Google, Apple, Yahoo, Microsoft, and Internet Service Providers.
In this context, one should be cognizant and leery of the possibility that
search engines could be induced to bias search results in accordance with
political motivations—in effect, engaging in surreptitious censorship and
propaganda by prioritizing certain types of knowledge and marginaliz-
ing other types. Mention has already been made of the NSA’s interest in
surveilling and recording citizens’ net searches; these records will be of
particular interest to future fascist-like regimes intent on rounding up
dissidents.

Such concerns are not merely hypothetical: governments have in fact
shown a good deal of interest in restricting and shaping information on
the Internet. Consider the Chinese government’s efforts to censor infor-
mation about Tiananmen Square. Results to queries such as “Tiananmen
Square,” and for proxy terms such as “tomorrow,” “that year,” “six-four
incident” (alluding to June 4, 1989) have been censored on the popular
Chinese website Weibo. Efforts to stop discussion inside China have led
to blocking results for searches for “big yellow duck” (alluding to a
Photoshopped picture, wherein the iconic picture of a man standing in
front of four tanks was altered into a picture of a man standing in front of
four large yellow rubber ducks). The Chinese government is intent on
blocking even basic information regarding the incident. For a time, the
results for searches regarding the “Tiananmen incident” were manipulat-
ed to display other events that took place in Tiananmen Square—such as
an event in 1976 commemorating the death of a former premier.105 Linke-
dIn has cooperated with the Chinese government by engaging in “self-
censorship”—blocking sensitive posts outside China from being seen in-
side China.106 Access to Google Inc.’s services, including both its search
engine and Gmail, have been blocked.107

Given market dominance in the search engine industry, Innis’s gener-
al apprehensions regarding monopoly of knowledge due to concentrated
ownership and control should be viewed as being more serious today
than when he wrote. The possibility/probability now exists for even
greater censorship and propaganda in the midst of a seeming informa-
tion abundance.108
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(b) Present-mindedness

Innis’s greater concern, however, was the ever-increasing space bias
and the concomitant present-mindedness of contemporary culture, as im-
pacted upon by mechanized media. Arguably, no medium of communi-
cation has rivaled the Internet in terms of space-bias/present-minded-
ness. Deibert remarks: “Cyberspace is now an unavoidable reality that
wraps our planet in a complex information and communication skin. . . .
A shared global space [that] has connected two-thirds of the world—has
joined, that is, more than 4 billion people in a single communications
environment—in less than twenty years.”109 Moreover, as noted by Frost,
in Innisian terms the Internet lacks durability: “The Net’s greatest weak-
ness is its lack of durability. The system itself may be robust, but the
messages it carries consist of highly perishable electronic signals, so the
content can be wiped out with the push of a key or by even minimal
damage to the delicate materials on which digital data is stored. . . .
Because it provides a way to constantly update information, [moreover]
the Internet is constantly making the information we already have obso-
lete.”110

With all this in mind, consider briefly ubiquitous commerce and social
media in the era of Web 2.0 as indicators of contemporary space bias/
present-mindedness. Regarding ubiquitous commerce, McGuigan and
Manzerolle state that digital media are now supplanting “material con-
tingencies, such as geography or regional cultures and policies. . . . At its
logical conclusion, u-commerce is nothing less than the embedding of
microprocessors in everyday objects to connect them in an all-encom-
passing digital marketplace.”111 In other words, “we are evolving into a
species of ubiquitous computing, with tiny digital devices embedded in
just about everything around us, much of it operating without any direct
human intervention at all.”112

Harold Innis, of course, wrote of the penetrative powers of the price
system, indicating that increasing portions of our lives are being com-
modified and mediated by money. For Innis, money is a present-minded
communication medium nonpareil; money and prices “penetrate” indig-
enous cultures, for instance, annexing them to increasingly larger trading
units, vaporizing relations based on kinship, tradition, love, empathy,
religious sensibilities, and intrinsic value, and reconfiguring “value” into
money price. However, Innis could not possibly have foreseen an era
when commercial services and smartphones converge, smartphones
themselves being entirely beyond his ken. According to McGuigan and
Manzarolle,

PayPal Beacon, for example, uses Bluetooth low-energy (BLE) technol-
ogy—small units that transmit to Bluetooth-enabled devices—to auto-
matically “check-in” customers [entering a store], offer personalized
deals, and allow “hands-free” payments. Characterizing the future of
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retailing as “knowing exactly when you arrive [in a store] and exactly
when you leave,” a PayPal executive evokes the “frictionless” rhetoric
of u-commerce: “No taps, no swipes, no signatures. The payment com-
pletely gets out of your way.113

Finally, consider social media: Twitter limits messages to 140 characters,
yet it spans the globe. In Innis’s terms, a communication vehicle could
hardly be more present-minded than that. According to Alexa Internet,
Twitter is one of the top fifteen Internet sites. Second and third place (just
after Google), are also occupied by social media sites: Facebook and You-
Tube.114

Reportedly, an average U.S. user spends 2 hours and 42 minutes per
day on mobile devices. Of this, social media apps account for 28 percent
of the time, with Facebook and Instagram (acquired by Facebook) ac-
counting for 17 percent.115 According to another report—from Ipsos
Open Thinking Exchange—Americans aged eighteen to sixty-four using
social networks spend 3.2 hours per day on average with social media,
whether via computer, tablet, or mobile phone.116 In 2010, Natalie Fenton
notes, “Facebook had over 500 million users—one in 13 people on earth—
with over 250 million people logging on every day.”117

Social media are sometimes credited with facilitating protest move-
ments by easing the formation of collective identity, actual mobilization,
and linking organizations.118 This is particularly the case when repressive
regimes are being opposed, as it is difficult and dangerous to express
politically charged opinions or to publish politically sensitive informa-
tion. According to Fenton, “the use of social media [in such countries] has
undoubtedly enabled otherwise repressed voices to be heard.”119 She
provides several examples.

In the politically liberal West, however, matters are quite different.
Typically, the use of social media in Western democracies is for “mass
self-communication”—sending messages about the self to a wide audi-
ence.120 If public issues are addressed at all, the issues tend to be person-
alized and depoliticized, reinforcing and deepening the “neoliberal pro-
duction of the self. . . . People rarely have democratic enhancement at the
top of their agendas and use the internet far more for entertainment
purposes than for informational gain.”121

Even the celebratory analyses of the democratic potential of social
media are usually quite “present-minded.” James Curran writes, “Typi-
cally, this analysis foregrounds the drama of the uprisings and the ena-
bling role of communication technology, while paying little attention to
the past or to the wider context of society.”122 Also omitted from the
celebratory accounts is the utilization of Twitter and Facebook by police
to summon messaging records that identify protesters and then use these
creeped records as evidence in prosecutions.123
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In a recent interview, Noam Chomsky suggested that social media
erode “normal human relations, [making] them more superficial, shal-
low, evanescent.” Chomsky continued, “One other effect is there’s much
less reading. I can see it even with my students, but also with my children
and grandchildren, they just don’t read much.”124

The mode of reading, when done over the Internet instead of with
books, likely changes. Comments Nicholas Carr: “[Before the Internet] I
was a scuba diver in the sea of words; now I zip along the surface like a
guy on a Jet Ski.”125

The presentation format of periodicals in recent years, too, has shifted
dramatically to adjust to the Internet: “Many papers, including industry
stalwarts like the Wall Street Journal and the Los Angeles Times, have . . .
moved to trim the length of their articles and introduce more summaries
and navigational aids to make the scanning of their contents easier.”126

These observations virtually echo Innis’s comments of sixty years ago
regarding the impact of radio on print journalism.

Illusions

In Empire of Illusion, journalist Chris Hedges proposes that “we have
traded the printed word for the gleaming image.”127 For that claim, surely,
there is little dispute. Hedges goes on to suggest, however, that we had a
better grasp of reality in an age of literacy than we can possibly achieve in
an age of digitized imagery. One would be hard pressed to find in the
corpus of Innis’s writings an equating of literacy and print with accurate
understanding of reality. Innis certainly agreed, however, that film,
radio, and television had taken the art and practice of deception to even
higher (or rather lower) levels.128 Hedges’s insights therefore make Innis
more suggestive, more relevant; Innis’s critical historical understanding
adds additional depth and context to the issues under consideration.

Furthermore, Innis always insisted that researchers and truth-seekers
bear in mind the question: who benefits from fabricating illusions/delu-
sions—the consideration, I believe, that can restrain some of us, at least,
from sliding blithely into the postmodernist miasma.

A FINAL WORD

Writing in the early 1950s, Harold Innis was quite pessimistic. Having
lived through two world wars and the atomic bombing of Japan, and
experiencing the onset of the Cold War and the Korean War, Innis espied
a gathering gloom comprised of delusion, deception, violence, terror, and
repression. He perceived hedonism, illusion, conformity, and present-
mindedness as increasing and, in combination, supplanting awareness of
and devotion to the common good, rational debate, a sense of time, a
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sense of proportion, and to truth. He saw commercialized mass media
deceiving and distracting the public, who were being played as instru-
ments by autocratic power. Innis considered the proudest achievements
of Western civilization—advances in media and communication technol-
ogies—as contributing to the contemporary malaise. He reluctantly en-
visaged a new dark age of fascist repression.

Today, so-called liberal democracies face a continuing triple threat
that has redoubled with the innovation of digital media—censorship,
propaganda, surveillance—a trifecta that even prior to the introduction of
digital media threatened to undermine democratic freedoms and en-
hance autocratic/plutocratic control. Digital technologies certainly facili-
tate despotism. But Innis would remind us that all is not lost, nothing is
inevitable: resist and be vigilant! Although Innis certainly was pessimis-
tic and dour in his outlook, according to him nothing is foreordained. The
future has not yet arrived.129 We always live, and must live, in the dialec-
tic of opposing forces.

Although his vantage point was six and seven decades ago, Innis
remains relevant in warning us always to remain cognizant and to be
critical of trends, pressures, and trajectories. According to Innis, only
through critical awareness and by rejecting all nostrums and notions of
inevitability, can steps be taken to resist, offset, or at least delay stultify-
ing and totalitarian futures—or, expressed in opposite terms, to retain or
attain a balanced, holistic common ground.

Innis set the bar: of nonconformity, of informed critical thought, of
honest scholarship, and of courage. He remains worthy of our considera-
tion.
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