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ABSTRACT: Social science and science grew significantly in

Canadian universities during and after World War II. This growth,

along with a growth in consumerism and mass culture, signalled the

decline of the centrality of the humanities in the curricula of

Canadian universities and the rise of the technological society.

Harold Innis, Marshall McLuhan, and George Grant were leading

critics of this trend. Their criticism was shaped by the home front

experience ofCanada during World War II and the economic boom

which followed the war. Although not linked through friendships,

professional collaboration, or common academic disciplines, their

thoughts and criticisms oftechnology and mass culture were shaped

in a context which they shared.

Since the first halfofthe nineteenth century the forces of

mechanization and industrialization have elicited detailed

critiques from intellectuals, which seemedto have intensified

inthis century. In mid-twentieth century Canadathere emerged

an articulate appraisal ofthe modernizing role oftechnology.

Harold Innis, Marshall McLuhan, and George Grant became

concerned, even obsessed, with the nature and effects of

technology on cultural and social development in Canada and

elsewhere in the Western world. Although not linkedthrough

friendships, professional collaborations, orcommonacademic

disciplines, the three scholars came together intellectually in

theirfocus ontechnique asvital to social andcultural evolution.

Through their recognition and articulation of the role of

technology in a changing world they formed the foremost

group of "technological critics" in Canada. As such, they

made asignificant intellectual contribution throughtheirefforts

to understand technique as a key aspect ofthe process of

modernization.
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Ratherthan solely linkingtheirthoughtsand insights, a chief

objective ofthis analysis is to place the ideas ofInnis, Grant,

andMcLuhan into historical and intellectual contexts.1 While

their social observations were limited in terms oftheir impact

on Canadian academia, they were significant because ofthe

insights they provided into larger philosophical questions of

modernity. In a seeming paradox, concerns about the

modernization ofCanada shed light on the development of

both conservative and liberal thought in Canada during the

1940s and 1950s. Innis, McLuhan, and Grant were strongly

linked intellectually to the past, not only in that they studied

technology's impactfrom a historical point ofview, but also

because they wanted to preserve values and outlooks of

former times and ensure the perseverance of intellectual

and social traditions into the future. They agreed with the

basic Burkean precept that progress is achievable only in

reference to past successes; advancement, in other words,

relied on the slow, but inexorable building on past

accomplishments, physical, moral, philosophical, and

intellectual. Their ideal social conception indeed looked as

much to the past as it did to the present and the future. Yet the

three social observers can also be considered liberals. Their

greatest indictment of technique was that it denied

humanity's freedom to act and think in accordance with its

true nature. The most pernicious effect of modern

technology, they endeavoured to demonstrate, was that it

created false perceptions and expectations about the world

while it effectively obscured key philosophic and moralistic

underpinnings ofwestern civilization. Forthem, technology

was an illiberal, even tyrannical force. In large measure, their

social critiques were efforts to point out this lamentable

reality.

Most studies ofthe so-called "Tory mind" in the Canadian

context concentrate on the pre-1914 period.2 Very little has

been accomplished regarding Canadian intellectual

conservatism after 1945, although forthe same period there

has been a great deal of study of the conservative

movement in the United States. This essay endeavours to

contribute a statement on an aspect ofconservatism in mid-
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twentieth-century that is only cursorily dealt with in Canadian

historiography. And while much more attention has been

devoted to the liberal frame of reference of Canadian
intellectuals, Innis, McLuhan, and Grant have rarely been
incorporated into the body ofhistorical literature on liberal

thought.3 This paper is limited, however, to a discussion of
the response to technology as an aspect in the ideological

orientation of Canadian scholars, and therefore cannot

provide definitive answers as to the nature ofliberal and
conservative thought in Canada.

In spite of the characterization of the Great War as a

symbolic rupture ofCanadian and western society, after
1918 Canadian academics continued to focus on ways to

improve society and foster socio-cultural development. In a
word, the period between the wars was still one in which

"academic liberalism" prevailed.4 Despite naysayers such

as political economist Harold Innis, such intellectuals as
W.A. Macintosh, O.D. Skelton, Adam Shortt, and A.R.M.

Lower, along with forward-looking academic socialists such

as Frank Underhill (and others involved in the League for

Social Reconstruction and later the Cooperative
Commonwealth Federation), formed the most prominent

grouping ofCanadian intellectuals. The prevailing attitude
among these academics was that, in spite all of its

deficiencies, society was repairable, largely through the
application ofreform-liberal principles and the use ofthe

state as a positive instrument to remedy economic problems

and generally to foster social justice.5 The understanding

that society was evolving, indeed ameliorating, a view

characteristic ofthe pre-1914 era, persisted well into the
twentieth century.

Canadian intellectuals, moreover, seemed to forget
the wider, "civilizational" implications ofthe Great War

and instead turned their attention to addressing problems
at hand. The period between the wars evidenced the

growing importance ofthe university scholar as "expert,"
not merely in his own academic field, but increasingly
as a source ofinformation and advice for government

bureaucrats and the public at large. The 1920s and
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1930s saw the emergence of a new group of civil

servants who brought with them into government social-

scientific training and theories of social management

and government intervention.6 Many academics who

were used to the cloistered surroundings ofthe academy

now became involved in governmental policy making.

They sat on boards, became royal commissioners, took

part in official surveys, and provided expert testimony

for committees.7 The roots ofwhat historian Doug Owram

has called the "government generation" of Canadian

scholars were taking hold.

But whilethe 1930s constituted a reprieve in the scholarly

reassessment ofwestern civilization, the Second World

War, like the Great War, led to a renewed questioning of

society. With the outbreak ofwar, intellectuals wanted to

know how western civilization had failed to learn the

lessons of the first conflict and embroiled itself yet

again in total war. As in the post-World War I period,

moreover, academics realizedthat the warconstituted a great

rift in the fabric ofwestern culture, formorewas at stake than

lives and the survival ofpolitical units; the very values and

ideals ofwestern civilization had come under siege. This

"profound disturbance" entailed, for instance, the seeming

erosion of liberal and democratic principles. E.J. Urwick

wrote to fellow political economist and friend Harold Innis

in late 1940 to express his thoughts on the nature of

democracy that Canada and the Commonwealthhadgone to

war to protect:

We talk of war aims, and the new order after the war—of
democracy and liberty and really free enterprise. But do the

people in charge, from Churchill downwards, ever want

anything except manipulated democracy (government of

the people by a few of the people for the benefit of some

groups of the people, with the deluded consent ofmany of

the people), and liberty incorporated in the hands of the

privileged, but with freedom unlimited for the enterprising

grabbers and determined keepers ofhumanity's best goods?8
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Innis, forhis part, agreed with Urwick's assessment ofthe

demise ofmodern democracy. He expressed his objections

regardingthe current state ofdemocracy"on the homefront"

in responding to the government's censure of colleague

Frank Underhill. In 1941, University ofToronto officials and

the Ontario legislature threatened to dismiss Underhill for

wartime statements whichthey believed to be offensive and

contrary to the cause of prosecuting the war.9 Despite

"crossing swords" with Underhill on various occasions,10

Innis felt obliged to defend a colleague. Along with other

scholars, he petitioned the president of the university. In

an impassioned plea to the president, heavy with symbolic

references to both his and Underbill's service in the Great

War, Innis warned:

If the proposals regarding Professor Underhill are carried

out, our task is hopeless and whether we like it or not we

encourage the growth in beliefs in class struggle and foster

the movements withwhichwebelieve democratic civilizations

are at present threatened. I venture to think that the issue

with which we are concerned is of far reaching vital

importance—larger than any one of us, larger than this

institution—a part ofthe liberal democratic civilization itself.

I am profoundly convinced that once the Board ofGovernors

understands this, once the legislature understands this, the

immediate issue becomes of paltry significance. Can the

University make a contribution to this war by dismissing a

veteran ofthe last?"

To Innis, the Underhill affairmade clear the battle scholars

engaged into ensure the university'sfreedom from increasing

governmental controls. But it represented far more than the

censure and possible dismissal of a colleague; it had far

reaching significance interms ofnotonlyacademic freedoms,

but also freedoms within a supposed liberal-democratic

society, locked in a death struggle with totalitarian regimes.

For Innis the restriction of academic freedoms was a

disturbing manifestation ofthe decline ofindividual liberties

andthe growth ofstatism. Mostofall, it was a exampleofthe

usurpation ofadditional power by the central authorities of
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the "westerndemocracies" readilyjustifiable in atime ofwar.

To Innis and several ofhis colleagues, includingEJ. Urwick

and Donald Creighton, the talk ofwar aims and ofa new

order after the war, sensitive to the needs ofdemocracy,

was really merely a smoke screen which obscured the

realities ofincreased governmental controls andamanipulated

democracy concerned with government by the few for the

few and privileged.12 With the resort to force and militarism

during the war, Innis argued, society was unable to uphold

the principles of freedom and democracy. "We have

resorted to force rather than persuasion," he wrote in

1944, "and to bullets rather than ballots."13
Even worse than the increasingly illiberal atmosphere of

wartime were governmental efforts to deceive and

propagandize the population into thinking that it contributed

to the preservation ofa tree and democratic society. Through

the vehicle ofpublic opinion, Innis asserted, government

officials attempted to appeal to "slogans in the interest of

mass support."14 Inmis rabble-rousing climate, toleration and

respect disappeared and the "demagoguery ofpoliticians"

took over. Through the aid of the press, nationalist

rhetoric intensified and destroyed internationalism and the

capacity for toleration and restraint. Ironically to Innis, the

rhetoric ofpoliticians and propaganda machines "educating"

against the evils of Hitlerism contributed to the

development of an illiberal, even fascist-like state at

home. To be sure, Innis loathed the emergence of a

state in which power and control were pervasive features,

allowing no room for counterbalancing forces to offset an

increasing intolerant, undemocratic polity. Canada, as a

democratic, pluralistic, and tolerant nation, was in severe

peril.

Similar concerns had emerged among other Canadian

intellectuals about the impact of the war to challenge

liberal-democracy in Canada through the imposition of

governmental controls. There was a sense that the war

was an end-point; the rise in totalitarianism and atrocities

of war were associated with the advent of a new control-

oriented age. In a 1941 Canadian Historical Review
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article, for instance, historian Arthur Lower wrote that

the war had resulted in a "vast increase in the edifice of

control" over all aspects of life; "... at present," he

indicated, "we have a very complete degree ofpolitical

control: control ofopinion, ofpersonal freedom, assembly,

organization, movement, and residence, and no great

reverence for due process of law." "The innumerable

boards and commissions thrown up by the war", he

continued, were responsible for "establishing mechanisms"

to increase state control over the individual. The War

Measures Act, moreover, "a law which bestows complete

and absolute power upon the dominion government,"

was the main tool by which the state gained power over

its citizens. Wartime restrictions on personal liberties

signalled the emergence of a "new kind ofstate" "based

upon control." The "unresolved problem", he concluded,

was whether the type of state was to "permit a free

enquiry."15 Fellow historian Donald Creighton shared

Lower's concerns. In 1944, Creighton showed that,

the war appealed] to have revealed certain unexpected

weaknesses in the foundation of free speculation in Western

society; and the present intensification ofpolitical power, as

well as the vast extension of planning, may suggest other

impending difficulties for the future.16

Like Innis and Lower, Creighton thought that wartime

controls had gone too far, so much so, in fact, that "the

permanent values" were "somewhat distorted, minimized,

or overlooked in wartime..."" The philosopher George

Grant took an even more moralistic and indeed fatalistic

point ofview. On the eve ofwar he wrote to his mother,

"War is becoming more supreme. Evil is completely

predominant ifyou look anywhere. Force is being used

on every side and everyone is hopelessly lost. Perhaps

(although this is impossible for any government) force

should be given up ...'"8 Thus, to several observers, the

war seemed a turning point, one in which force and
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control by the governments ofthe democracies rivalled

the illiberality ofthe fascist regimes abroad.

These musings about the advent ofthe control-oriented

state were not simply empty rhetoric. Canada had indeed

become extraordinarily centralized as a result ofthe war. In

addition to such overt measures as the War Measures Act

(wma),19 rationing, the regulation ofwartime materials, and

price controls, the federal government regulated businesses

and labour,20 increased taxes, imposed controls on foreign

exchange transactions, and gained control overthe corporate

and income-tax areas from the provinces (under Wartime

Tax Agreements, 1941), among a litany of other control

measures. Ottawa, moreover, employed an army of civil

servants to administrate the newpowers. Numbering 46,000

in 1939, the bureaucracy more than doubled to 116,000 by

1945.21 Crown corporations were established to acquire war

materiel such as silk, uranium, and fuels, while they also ran

such diverse enterprises as airplane factories and telephone

companies.22

Wartime controls, however, did not disappear at the

cessation ofhostilities. Most noticeably, clothing and food

items such as butter, meat, and preserves continued to be

rationed, and it took some time before the federal

government restored taxation and other powers to the

provinces. "Reconstruction" and "planning," became watch

words in post-war government and bureaucratic circles.

Beginning in late 1943, it became clear that the central

government would remain involved in keys areas ofsocial

and economic planning. Resting on the fear of the

resumption of the Depression and the need to provide

comprehensive social programs, the Liberal government

endeavoured to continue wartime powers emanating from

the wma into the post-war period. Culminating in the

Dominion-Provincial Conference on Reconstruction

(commencing August 1945), the federal government

presented a plan to endow the central government with the

financial power and legislative authority to guide Canada

through further social and economic uncertainty. Despite

the charges of dissenting provinces that dominion
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proposals were akin to the work ofHitler or Mussolini,

the central government continued to collect income,

succession, and corporate taxes into the late 1940s and

1950s.23 And although national health schemes died on

the bargaining table, the federal government was

determined to proceed with programs that did not require

provincial cooperation. Apart from the reconstruction

conference, the federal government enacted legislation in

1944 and 1945 to administer demobilization grants to war

veterans in such sundry fields as education, business

development, and agriculture, while it also enacted housing

legislation, previously an area ofprovincial jurisdiction.

While many in government circles lamented that

reconstruction measures had not gone far enough,

especially in the area ofsocial policy, it was clear that the

government was successful in extending such centralizing

policies after 1945.

Innis and others regarded the Second World War not

only in terms ofthe corruption ofpolitical principles,

the enlargement ofbureaucratic controls, and resultant

abuses of free expression, but also as a period

characterized by a decay in morals and values. Scholars'

perceptions ofprofound change in the moral composition

of western societies of the 1940s were related to a

perceived decline in philosophical values. Nowhere was

this decline more evident than in Canadian higher

education. While faculties of arts had influenced the

course ofhigher learning since the nineteenth century

through to the 1930s, when increasing numbers of

"experts" emerged in social sciences departments, the

1940s evidenced an important transition in Canadian

academia. Responding to the exigencies of modern

warfare, government and military officials turned to the

universities to provide trained scientists, engineers, and

health-care personnel. Indeed, the 1940s was a key

phase in growth ofthe sciences and medicine in Canadian

universities.

But, while the universities' newfound emphasis on the

sciences raised their profile and increased their prestige



90 Past Imperfect

among the population at large, some considered the

change ofpriorities irksome.24 Innis, for instance, in an

article revealingly entitled "A Plea for The University

Tradition," remarked that from the nineteenth century

the western university had succumbed to new trends in

the sciences and mathematics and as a consequence

became less and less respectful of its traditions in the

humanities and liberal arts. In responding to the demands

of the military and the government, he continued, the

university fell away even further from its old beliefs and

yielded to the tendencies of "bureaucracy and

dictatorship."25 Later, Grant added his voice to Innis's:

"Can it be doubted that Canadian universities today

exist essentially as technical schools for the training of

specialists?" Even humanistic disciplines such as history,

classics, and European literature were treated as

technical subjects with no regard for "the sweep ofour

spiritual tradition." Institutions of higher learning could

scarcely be called "universities," in Grant's opinion,

given the preponderance oftechnical disciplines and

the highly specialized nature ofmodern scholarship.26

Critics of the modern university feared that the neglect

of the humanities meant that the university as a focal

point for cultural study verged on collapse. To Innis,

the modern university "no longer represented]

civilization." What remained of the ancient academy,

Innis lamented, was "besieged on all hands by villains."27

Many scholars, moreover, responded to the assertion that

the humanities were outmoded. They argued instead that

humanistic values were central not only to the university, but

a]sD to saciety at 3atge. li The Humanities in Canada,

Watson Kirkconnell and A.S.P. Woodhouse reported that

humanists were in "the midst of a movement that [was]

reacting against excessive preoccupation with techniques

divorced from humanizing influences...." Kirkconnell and

Woodhouse discovered scholars disliked trends towards

dehumanized scholarship and advocated instead a return to

the humanist learning ofthe premodern university. They

asserted that association with poets, orators, and historians
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detached the academic "from the mere present, humanized

his imagination and elevated his sentiments." Humanistic

learning was a means of escaping the corrupted values

inherent in the modern world and promoting the

appreciation ofthe "full measure ofhumanity" that had

been lost. Further, the humanities cultivated the ethical and

moral awareness of the individual. For Kirkconnell and

Woodhouse, a liberal education was essential in modern

times rife with the perversity ofwar, for it embodied moral

values ofgoodness and beauty and confronted "the terror

and cruelty of[the] contemporary world." Scholars extolling

the benefits of a humanistic education thought that the

reemphasis ofhumanistic learning and values was the only

remedy for an unstable, uncertain world and a community

seemingly indifferentto age-old scholarly traditions.28

In addition to reemphasizing humanistic values,

scholars also advocated a "philosophical approach" to

the problems of modern civilization. This approach

deviated from other scholarly analyses of society in that

it was not value-free; it entailed instead a profound

philosophical critique ofthe foundations ofthe modern

world, especially material conditions emerging in Canada

in the 1940s. With total war came massive material

requirements in terms ofindustrial and natural resources.

There was therefore a great need for engineers, and

industrial technicians ofall kinds to direct the war effort

on the home front. The clamour for trained scientists,

engineers, and health-care professionals by government

and military meant that disciplines ofpractical value,

that is, those that had been deemed necessary to fight

the war, rose in size and stature within university

communities throughout the early 1940s. Indeed, a

"culture of utility" had grown up around the modern

university that emphasized the utilitarian role of

knowledge in important practical endeavours such as

achieving victory in war and in the construction and

improvement ofsociety into the postwar age.29 Against

this backdrop, the contemplative, philosophical

understanding ofsociety—an intellectual effort to escape
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both the narrow focuses ofthe natural and social sciences

—waned in a country preoccupied with solving

immediate material and economic needs. Nevertheless,

adherents to the philosophic approach preached the

rejection of academic specialization and advocated

instead a quasi-interdisciplinary contemplation ofcurrent

and historical cultural conditions. In particular, history,

in combination with philosophy, economics, and classics,

was used in this scholarly methodology to understand

how the past interacted with the present and how the

traditions and wisdom of former cultures impinged

upon modern circumstances. In examining the

conditions ofpast cultures, moreover, it was believed

scholars could see a time and place unaffected by

modern circumstances and therefore assess the

development of the modern society. Through this

approach, analysts could escape current biases and

contemporary tendencies to understand the present from

narrow perspectives and provide instead an assessment

of society, balanced by an understanding of western

cultural traditions.

C.N. Cochrane's Christianity and Classical

Culture (1940) was for several the best example in

Canada of the use of the philosophical approach.30

"To read the work," George Grant wrote,

is to understand that the history of the ancient world has

been illustrated for him in the predicaments of his own

society, and that he uses the example of the ancient world

to throw his light towards the solution of modern

predicaments. Clearly, what he says about Greece and

Rome has been wrought in the furnace ofwhat he has seen

in his own civilization ....3I

Innis concurred. Indicating the value of Cochrane's

study to modern social scientific research, he declared

that

the significance of the volume for social scientists is in its

philosophical approach. In classical civilization reason
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asserted its supremacy and in doing so betrayed its insecure

position with disastrous results.... The sweep ofthe Platonic

state in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries and the

spread of science has been followed by the horrors of the

Platonic state. The social scientist is asked to check his

course and to indicate his role in western civilization. His

answer must stand the test of the philosophic approach of

Cochrane.32

For both Grant and Innis, Cochrane's book was a model

for scholars to follow since it provided the example of

how to overcome tendencies towards specialization and

the other vices of modern scholarship. In a scholarly

community that had lost its way it represented a rekindling

ofthe contemplative tradition ofthe university. Indeed, it

was an example for academics ofthe type ofscholarship

they should imitate, an example which Innis, Grant, and

even McLuhan (in his early career) followed in their

critiques ofmodern, technological society.

Rebuking the progressive, nineteenth-century view

oftechnology, in which technological advancement

was largely viewed as a way to improve the lot of

humankind, the Canadian critics of technology viewed

technological change as a profoundly influential agent

ofsocial change. Innis, Grant, and McLuhan perceived

technology not in terms ofbeing an objective tool to be

exploited by humans to better material conditions and

ease the basic struggle for survival; instead they treated

technology as the all-pervasive factor of the modern

condition, altering social organizations and human

interactions as well as one's perceptions ofthe world.

To the critics of technology, it was the root cause for

the contemporary crisis in values, both moral and

scholarly, and therefore its analysis and its role in

society was vital to understanding modern society.

I

Harold Innis had always been concerned with the part

technology played in effecting historical change. From his
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earliest writings onthe Canadian Pacific Railway to The Bias

ofCommunication (1951), the common thread tying his

thought togetherwas the function oftechnology—whether it

be transportation, industrial machinery, or communication

media—toaltereconomicrelationshipsand influence societies,

institutions, and cultures.33 But while Innis emphasized the

vital role oftechnology to historical and social change

through the latter halfof his scholarly career, technologies

ofcommunication achieved paramountcy as agents of

change by the 1940s. Indeed, communication technologies

displaced the economic staple as the main force ofchange

in Innis's theory.

Against the backdrop of tremendous change he

perceived existed during the Second World War—the

intrusion ofgovernment into academic and civilian life,

the decline of liberal-democratic principles, and the

general decay of morality and ethics of western

societies—Innis turned to a study oftechnology for an

understanding of a corrupted culture. To simplify, his

basic premise was that the means of communicating

information rather than the information conveyed was an

essential factor in determining the nature of western

civilizations. Communications technologies became

important to study for Innis precisely because they

intervened more than any other form oftechnology in the

structuring ofpolitical and economic relationships. He

argued that each particular culture or civilization throughout

the history of the West was organized in accordance

with the qualities and values associated with the notions

of space or time and that this spatial or temporal

orientation constituted the "media bias" ofthe culture in

question. Ifa civilization's chiefmeans ofcommunication

were spatially-biased, for instance, such as paper, or the

printing press, then the society's social and political

organization would also be concerned with spatial

characteristics, such as the maintenance of imperial

control over vast reaches of geographical space.

Similarly, ifthe dominant form ofcommunication was a

durable medium, such as stone tablets, or even the spoken
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word, the social organization ofthe culture under study

would reflect a temporal bias, as in a religiously-oriented

culture with time-biased institutions (churches). The

dominant form of communication, in short, strongly

influenced social organizations, institutions, and cultural

attributes ofsociety.34

Another fundamental premise ofInnis's theory was

that advances in communication technology were the

main determinants ofchange. Since communication media

shaped social and political organizations, a change in the

means ofcommunication entailed a change in the very

make-up ofthe civilization. Throughout the history ofthe

west, Innis showed how time-based cultures, such as

Hellenic Greece, eventually gave way to spatially-oriented

civilizations, such as the Roman Empire, which, in turn,

became the basis for medieval Europe, all in accordance

with the dictates ofchanging forms ofcommunication

technology. Similarly, spatially-biased modern society

had emerged from medieval civilization due to the advent

ofthe printing press. He demonstrated, in brief, how the

historical process was characterized by the replacement

ofone set ofmedia-influenced conditions—the monopoly

of knowledge—with another, usually of the opposite

nature. This shift in bias was cyclical in nature in that

spatial or temporal "empires" rose and fell over and over

again, rarely existing in a relationship in which spatial and

temporal forces balanced each other off.

Whereas civilizations invariably decayed with the

introduction ofnew communications media, mid-twentieth

century society was anomalous in that new media

strengthened rather than weakened the existing monopoly

ofknowledge. To Innis, the most troublesome effect of

modern communications media—the newspaper, radio and

television, amongothers—wasthatthey oriented cultural and

political institutions solely interms ofspatial qualities. This

overemphasis ofthe concept ofspace meantthat "temporal"

values—the moral, the sacred, and the appreciation ofthe

past—werebeginningto disappear. The resultwasthatmodem

humans, who had historically apprehended their social
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surroundings in relation to the interplay betweenthe forces of

space andtime, couldonlyviewtheirworld interms ofspatial

concerns—i.e., the preoccupation with the present, the

future, the technological and the secular. Recenttechnological

innovations in the field of communications effectively

destroyed temporal cultural values and replaced them with

spatial values. "The Western community," Innis argued,

referring to the printing press's impact on the technical-social

relationships ofthe twentieth century, "was atomized by

the pulverizing effects ofthe application ofthe machine

industry to communication."35 "The overwhelmingpressure

of mechanization evident in the newspaper and the

magazine", he would later add,

led to the creation of vast monopolies of communication.

Their entrenched positions involve a continuous, systematic,

[and] ruthless destruction ofelements of permanence [i.e.,

the values associated with duration] essential to cultural

activity. The emphasis on change is [now, with the advent

ofmodern communications technology,] the only permanent

character.36

Innis lamented that technology, in the form of

communications media, reduced humanity's appreciation

oftime and tradition. The emergence ofthe new spatial

monopoly created a paradox. Change, which pervaded

modern industrial society and was reflected by the "great

disturbance" oftotal war, became the lone "value" moderns

could consider lasting. Clearly, for Innis, modern media

were responsible for westerners' "present-mindedness"

and their "obsession with the current."

Nowhere was the tendency of modern technology to

distort perception and to overemphasize spatial values to

the exclusion oftheir temporal counterparts more evident

than in the modem academic's understanding ofhis societal

condition. Innis thought that print technology influenced

modem Western civilization to such an extentthatan appraisal

ofthe functioning ofmedia bias throughout the centuries

became extremely difficult to undertake. Innis asserted that,
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The significance of a basic medium to its civilization is

difficult to appraise since the means of appraisal are

influenced by the media, and indeed the fact of appraisal
appears to be peculiar to certain types ofmedia. A change

in the type of medium implies a change in the type of
appraisal and hence makes it difficult for one civilization to
understand another.37

In other words, Innis argued that communication media's

impact on each historical period distorted the analyst's
perceptions and understanding about the world in which

he lived. Because the academic fell prey to the effects of

his own socio-technical circumstances it became difficult
for him to understand the true nature ofthe media bias of
his own time. Scholars were inextricably bound to the

intellectual and cultural environment which the prevailing

media bias fostered. "Media relativism" marred the

intellectual's effort to comprehend past societies and the

latter's relationship with the modern age, since the scholar

superimposed the values and attributes ofhis own culture
on the civilization under study. "[TJn using other cultures as

mirrors in which we may see our own culture," Innis

averred, "we are affected by the astigma of our own

eyesight and the defects ofthe mirror, with the result that

we are apt to see nothing in other cultures but the virtues

ofour own."38 Thus, modern scholars suffered from the

acute deficiency of being unable to appraise their own

culture forwhat it was: a civilization with its own biases, its

own distinct means ofsocio-political organization, and its

own patterns of information transfer. The modern

intellectual, Innis argued, was thus "perhaps too much a
part ofthe civilization which followed the spread ofthe

printing industry to be able to detect its characteristics."39
In spite ofthis pessimism, Innis still advocated the

necessity of understanding the true character of the

media bias. He argued that despite the all-pervasiveness
ofthe machine bias, an appreciation ofmodern culture

in light ofthe realities ofthe past enabled the historian
to compare societies which were different in their media
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composition. He believed that through the study of

historical ages which escaped the effects ofindustrialism

and machine bias the scholar could better understand

the problems and implications of twentieth century

culture. In so doing, the scholar could appraise how

spatially- or temporally-oriented patterns ofthought

interacted and how, more generally, western society

reached its current state. "Unbiased" history was the

key to the scholar's understanding of society and his

efforts to alter the impact of modern technology. He

pleaded with his contemporaries to expose the current

media bias and begin to comprehend its effects so that

they could preserve the values and traditions had come

under attack. For Innis, then, the role of the scholar

was to take the first steps to enlighten society as to the

pervasive, distorting qualities ofcommunications media.

Innis wrote:

Immediately we [modern scholars] venture on this inquiry

[that is, an analysis ofthe media bias], we are compelled to

recognize the bias of the period in which we work .... The

bias ofmodem civilization incidental to the newspaper and

the radio presume a perspective in consideration of

civilizations dominated by other media. We can do little

more than urge that we must be continually alert to the

implications ofthis bias and perhaps hope that consideration

ofthe implications ofother media to other civilizations may

enable us to see more clearly the bias of our own.40

In sum, the effect oftechnology on society was at the

very core of Innis's critique of modern civilization.

Technological change, in the guise of advances in

communication media, was the root cause ofthe formation

of monopolies of knowledge, the most recent of which

threatened the destruction ofwestern values and institutions.

n

Marshall McLuhan, the literary critic turned communications

theorist, also put forth a view oftechnology's impact on
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modern civilization. Through a long and often controversial

academic tenure, McLuhan, like Innis before him, studied

the role oftechnological advances and, specifically, new

communications media, as critical factors affecting modern

social development. Although scholars have acknowledged

McLuhan's contributions as a media theorist during the

height of his scholarly career in the 1950s and 1960s,

there is little study ofhis social critique during the 1940s

and early 1950s. Hence, there is little sense of how

McLuhan's pre-Innisian views emerged. An effort is

made here to trace the early development ofMcLuhan's

critique ofthe technological society.

ForMcLuhan, as well as Innis, the 1940s was a formative

decade in the development ofhis concept oftechnology.

In this period McLuhan turned his attention away from

literary studies and focused instead on a critique ofthe

role oftechnology in society. In a world shocked by the

tragedies of Nazi science and atrocities of atomic and

conventional weaponry, it is not surprising he began to

concern himselfwith humanist values and thejuxtaposition

of these values with those of an increasingly inhuman

world. Specifically, McLuhan, along with many others,

became embroiled in the continent-wide debate over the

merits of"technical" education, a debate that had raged

for years in the United States but only recently had come

to the fore in Canada.

John Maynard Hutchins, chancellor and former

president of the University of Chicago and staunch

advocate of humanistic education, held considerable

influence among Canadian intellectuals and made a special

impact on McLuhan.41 McLuhan, a humanist himself,

appreciated Hutchins's humanism and his critique of

the trend within universities towards technical education.

For McLuhan, Hutchins stood for the Ciceronian ideal:

education was designed to produce citizens with a wide

learning, alert to social problems.42 Through his efforts

to present humanist alternatives to an increasingly less-

than-human era McLuhan truly reflected the "Catholic
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humanist" orientation that characterized his early

intellectual development.43

While Hutchins's humanism was more than palatable,

however, McLuhan found Hutchins's educational approach

unsatisfactory. Hutchins's approach was incomplete

because it overemphasized the study of literary classics

while ignoring an "unofficial program of education"

"carried on by commerce through the press, radio, and

movies."44 Only through a study and critique of "unofficial

education" could the scholar comprehend the "native and

spontaneous culture in our industrial world" and, moreover,

"effect contact with past cultures."45 The study of the

"Greats" was only "part of the solution";46 it had to be

supplemented with a study of modern culture. For

McLuhan, only by gaining insight into one's own culture

could one become conversant with cultures ofthe past.47

True to his own credo, McLuhan set about understanding

the unofficial education ofcontemporary culture.48

The "early McLuhan," like Harold Innis, thought that

shifts in technique were critical to cultural development.

Providing a moralistic appraisal oftechnology, he echoed

Innis in warning that technological change was at the core

ofthe corruption ofwestern values. Writing at the end of

the war McLuhan demonstrated the influence of

technology to standardize human outlooks. In the form of

print media, technology's most profound effect in modern

society was the creation of "the common man," the

unification ofhumanity through a common desire for

consumer products. Modern advertising, a salient factor

in the emergence ofcommon man,established witticisms,

symbols and behaviour patterns, and a common language

of discourse; it provided, in other words, a shared

experience. Advertising also altered existing perceptions

ofreality to accord with advertising strategies. "The ad

man's rhetoric," McLuhan declared, "has knocked the

public into a kind of groggy, slap-happy condition" in

which "are cushioned" the "brutal shocks" ofsocial realities.

As evidence ofthis confused condition, McLuhan argued

that freedom for North Americans did not necessarily
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mean free andjust government; rather, freedom consisted,

according the advertising ethos, largely "in ignoring politics

and worrying [instead] about defeating underarm odour,

scaly scalps, hairy legs,... [and] saggy breasts ...'M9 Through

educating humans as to what to eat, how to look, and

what to do, print media advertising fostered a

standardized, "commercial culture." Above all, it was a

means of totalitarian control, a way for advertising

executives and others to engineer society, and, in a more

insidious fashion, a way to alter perceptions and divert

attention from pressing problems.50 McLuhan thus

echoed Innis's strictures on the pervasiveness of the

control-oriented nature ofthe modern world.

For McLuhan, commercial culture concealed the more

cerebral needs ofhumankind. Reducing humanity to its

"lowest common denominator as consuming animal,"

technology thwarted rightful pursuits such as the cultivation

of speech and culture, and, most significantly, the

acquisition ofthe "heritage ofour entire civilization."51

Nevertheless, McLuhan implored moderns to contemplate

the humanistic virtues of literature and other artistic

endeavours so as to establish a "sense ofcommunion, and

wisdom for the common race" andto regain a sense oftrue

humanity which preceded the machine.52 Indeed, his early

strictures such as The Mechanical Bride: Folklore of

Industrial Man (1950) were efforts to understand the

processes by which "the very considerable currents and

pressures [have been] set up around us today by the

mechanical agencies of the press, radio, movies and

advertising."53 Only in accepting the existence and effect of

contemporary social forces, he reasoned, could intellectuals

comprehendnew realities with a view to overcoming them,

hi this way, moderns could realize the homogenizing,

standardizing force ofthe machine and begin to come to

terms with "Time, Life, and Fortune" and other "sinister

portents" in the "Century ofthe Common Man."54

In TheMechanicalBride, McLuhan furtherdeveloped his

assessment ofthe cultural role oftechnology. Technology
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redefined human relations not only between individuals but

also to industrial society. Through advertising, it created a

new, servomechanistic relationship, in which man became

servant and technology controlled the nature and pace of

modem life. Technologywas both invasive andenslaving, for,

while it affected every aspect ofexistence, moderns neither

understood nor cared about the effects of machine culture.

McLuhan wrote:

A huge passivity has settled on industrial society. Forpeople

carried about in mechanical vehicles, earning their living by

waiting on machines, listening much of the waking day to

canned music, watching packaged movie entertainment and

capsulated news, for such people it would require an

exceptional degree of awareness and an especial heroism

of effort to be anything but supine consumers ofprocessed

goods.55

Through consumer conformity, technology, in its many

guises, robbed humans oftheir individuality and freedom

to understand the world.56 It was an "abstract tyrant" that

carried its "ravages into deeper recesses ofthe psyche

than did [for primitive humans] the sabre-tooth tiger or the

grizzly bear."57

For McLuhan technology was also responsible for

profound social change. He argued that technology meant

"constant social revolution."58 In the recent past, for

instance, the two world wars "led to an unimaginable

acceleration ofevery phase oftechnology—especially

advancing the universal social revolution which is the

inevitable result of the impact of machines on human

rhythms and social patterns."59 Although McLuhan failed

to explain the interplay between technological and social

transition—his early studies were not much more than

observations ofthe societal impact oftechnology—he

was certain that technological advance implied a speed

up of social change. Further, he contended that the

acceleration of technology was so pronounced in the

recent past and humanity so profoundly altered by
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technological change that humans existed in a "trance-

like condition," unable to appreciate the social effects of

technology. Unlike prior "social revolutions," where

humans could at least identify the nature and impetus of

social change, the mid-twentieth century was so mired in

the conformity ofconsumerism and other manifestations

ofmodern technology that social realities were extremely

difficult to comprehend. Because modern life was

becoming increasingly a "technological rather than a social

affair," there were no more "remote and easy

perspectives." Hence, there was no means ofunderstanding

reality except by comprehending the all-pervasive role of

technology. Humankind, he concluded, was embroiled

in a "technological nightmare," from which the only hope

of escaping was to be aware ofthe pervasive effects of

the machine on modern society.60

Although lacking the same sophistication, McLuhan'sview

of "technology as tyrant" echoed Innis's monopoly of

knowledge concept and his position on the inherent illiberal

effects ofmoderntechnology. It reflected an Orwellian world

view in which "Big Brother" used technology to create a

totalitarian existence. The presence ofdismal accounts ofthe

fate of humanity in the machine age are not difficult to

reconcile in a world in which the horrors ofpast totalitarian

regimes were still fresh, and in which newpolitical tyrannies

seemed to be rising everywhere.

McLuhan's critique oftechnology perhaps most of all

mirrored a post-war society concerned more with

consumerism and consumption than with external realities.

The post-war decades were ones ofgreat material prosperity

forNorth America. Not only had Canada escapedthe ravages

ofanother economic downturn, it had emerged from the war

with a vibrant consumer economy. Aided by intense and

sophisticated ad campaigns, "materialism," in a word,

become a deeply imbued social ethic ..." in post-war

Canadian society.61

WhilemanyCanadians basked inthewarmglowofmaterial

prosperity, by the late 1940s there began a strong reaction

against the increasingly material and secular outlook of
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Canadians. Vincent Massey, as chancellor ofthe University

of Toronto, addressed this issue in numerous speeches.

Massey notedthat growth in the "matters ofmind and ofthe

spirit" were the most significant aspects of national

development. Furthermore, he hoped that material

advancement would be "matched by knowledge and

wisdom"; that Canada, in other words, would be

characterized as much by intellectual and artistic

accomplishments as by economic prowess.62 For Massey,

materialism had been overemphasized at the expense ofthe

intellect, contemplation, andthe other-worldly. He thought

that the most significant evidence ofthe decline ofspiritual

values existed in the "crisis ofthe humanities": the sundering

ofthe humanities andthe rise to prominence ofthe pure and

applied sciences. The sundering of the humanistic and

philosophic tradition was the direct result of the rise to

prominence ofthe applied and pure sciences.63

hi an unpublishedpaper in late 1949, Innis also questioned

the advent of post-war materialism. Innis, like Massey,

criticizedthispervasive materialism. Hisprimary focuswas to

study the reasons for which western society had come to

have such a "high regard formaterial things."64 Established as

a "universal value in the nineteenth century," he argued that

materialism inNorthAmericahad increased its scopethrough

the aid ofadvertising andthe media in this century and due to

the availability ofresources. Exacerbated by the media and

commercialism, the ever-increasing concernwith materialism

presented modern humanity with a grave problem: the

consumer orientation ofsociety had developed to such an

extent that it had become "impossible [for moderns] to stop

demandingnewresources."65 Most importantly, materialism

was such a part ofthe modern ethos that it threatened the

existence ofnon-material values. Materialism, in otherwords,

had become so much a part of the western psyche that a

concern foropposite values—tradition, beauty, and spirituality

—were being lost. Innis's admitted obsession withthe values

of"time" responded to an age increasingly characterized by

the drive towards material acquisition and resource

exploitation.66
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Ofthe critiques ofthe impact ofmaterialism in post-war

Canada, George Parkin Grant's was one of the most

detailed and profoundly thought out. Grant, Massey's

nephew, had picked up his disdain for industrial life during

his time in England, where he saw first-hand the ravages of

a long-lived industrial system. His grandfather, George

Munro Grant, had greatly influenced his perception of

materialism and industrial development. Writing around

the turn of the century, G.M. Grant acknowledged the

great strides Canada had made economically, but he

questioned whether too great an emphasis had been

placed on economic development to the detriment of

spiritual values. He wondered whether Canada was to be

a "city of pigs" or a "a land of high-souled men and

women?"67 The elder Grant concluded that due to a "vulgar

and insolent materialism ofthought and life" Canada had

lost its moral focus and had been reduced to a consuming,

unreflective mass ofhumanity.68 So akin to G.P. Grant's

social philosophy and so relevant to the ongoing struggle

between matters ofthe mind and the material world, the

elder Grant's comments could easily have been uttered a

halfa century later and attributed to his grandson.

More than his grandfather, his uncle, or any other critic

ofmaterialism, George Parkin Grant couched his critique

ofthe material world in terms ofsecularization. The almost

obsessive concern with things material, Grant contended,

resulted ultimately in a turn away from the otherworldly.

Ironically, this concern for materialism for Granthad its

roots in puritan protestantism. Characteristic of

protestantism in North America, Grant argued that

Calvinism had originally promoted piety and biblical truth,

but overtime, "it destroyed its own spirit."69 Intended to

marry the secular and the other-worldly, the reformist

spirit eventually lost a sense ofthe transcendent. As it did

so, it began to "take the world ever more as an end in

itself."70 As the Protestant vision ofthe Kingdom ofGod
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on Earth declined, there only remained the idea that

humanity can change the world for the better. Shorn ofits

religiosity and its focus on the afterlife, the resilient elements

of the reformed Protestant tradition were more akin to

hedonism than the melding ofthe secular and religious.

Lamentably for Grant, the materialism ofmid-twentieth

century English Canada was in large the product ofthe

secularization ofreformed Christianity.

The most pernicious effect ofthis secularization was the

advancement ofa new concept offreedom. In "The Uses

ofFreedom", Grant explained that the basic concept of

freedom in the reformed tradition—the introduction of the

truth ofGod and Christ in the lives ofhumans—had been

transformed into a different notion: simply, "the ability to

change the world" without reference to Christian beliefs.71

In secular terms, people could now achieve liberty by

controllingtheir physical environment rather than achieving

liberation or freedom by means ofcommunion with God.

To control the physical environment meant to open up

new areas of human endeavour. Thus, for Grant, freedom

was defined in technical andmaterial ratherthan in spiritual

terms.72

Essential to the liberal-secularist concept offreedomwas

the instrumental role ofscience andtechnology to gainmastery

over nature. For Grant, perhaps the most important

epistemological change inthe western worldwasthat scientific

knowledge, which taught "one how to change the world,"

displaced Christianity as "true knowledge."73 The first

important element in exploitingnatural resources and securing

material growth, moreover, was a change in attitudes towards

science and technology. Technical or scientific knowledge,

Grant explained, was not to be pursued for the pleasure of

the mind; it was not an end in itself, but instead merely an

instrument to be used first to understandnature andthen gain

a measure ofcontrol over it.

Grant realized how technique after Bacon became

integral in the world-view and values ofmodern humanity.

Moderns, he would later argue, defined themselves in

relation to technological and scientific advances. Grant
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argued that "technique comes forth and is sustained in our

vision ofourselves as creative freedom, making ourselves

and conquering the chaos of an indifferent world."74

Modern life was thus founded on the "technological

myth," the idea that "man has finally come ofage in the

evolutionary process" in that "he has taken fate into

his own hands and is freeing himself for happiness

against the old necessities ofhunger and disease and

overwork ...."75 Indeed, modern society's ultimate

"good," the moral conception upon which philosophy

in the mass age was based, was the freedom which

technological progress engendered.

Moderns not only identified themselves in terms of

technical achievement and the freedom it produced, but

they also propagated the means for the advancement of

technical knowledge.76 Like Innis and others, Grant attributed

the rise of technical training in higher education to the

perceived needs ofgovernment and industry. He realized

early on in his academic careerthat, in terms offunding and

recognition, the humanities were neglected in comparison to

the sciences. Most significantly, he objected to the ongoing

preference to examine the physical sciences over "the study

of the deeper questions of human existence."77 Grant

observed that the philosophic understanding ofthe good life

... simply for its own sake was neglected as archaic. To see

the world in its wholeness, was the equivalent to many of

seeing the progress in our mechanical inventiveness. The

more Canada has become part of the scientific society of

the west, the more it has partaken of the ideas such as

these, and the tragedy ofits youth has been that the bond of

tradition have been less strong with us than elsewhere.74

Writing in 1950, Grant claimed that "mass industrialism"

promoted certain ideals that had an "almost incalculable

spiritual change in the west."79 Most importantly, moderns

exalted materialistic overcontemplative values, a life ofaction

over one of thought and reflection. Like any pioneering

country, Canada, to Grant, had been predisposed to
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materialism. For Canadians, the comfort and control gained

throughtechnological advances resulted in great appreciation

ofmaterial progress and, most dangerously, a commensurate

predisposition to ignore the virtues of philosophic

contemplation.80

Despite efforts to understand the philosophic malaise

ofthe modern west,81 the "mass world" ultimately had

forsaken non-utilitarian, philosophic knowledge. Even

philosophers themselves who had been historically

entrusted to discover the good and God's purpose in the

world fell prey to the new technological ethic.

Philosophers, according to Grant, abrogated their

responsibility as social critics and moral leaders ofthe

community. In expounding on positivistic and pragmatic

theories, and in separating philosophy and theology,

Canadian philosophers, like their counterparts elsewhere,

partook "in making philosophy the servant rather than

the judge ofman's scientific abilities."82 In becoming a

"technical study," philosophy, like other humanistic

disciplines, forgot its historic origins and succumbed to

the dictates ofthe masses. The teaching ofphilosophy in

Canada contributed to the development ofuniversities as

"technical institutes," and, as such, reflected the effects

oftechnological liberalism on the modern world.

Like several of his contemporaries, George Grant

lamented the centrality oftechnology in modern lives. In

defining "whatwe are" he argued that technology alienated

the individual from his true self because it reduced his

higher, philosophical goals to the mere objective ofobtaining

technological freedom. Consequently, people became

servants to the machine. They lacked true freedom precisely

because the pursuit oftechnology became their "dominant

activity" so much so in fact that it curtailed the pursuit of

other societal "goods."83 Grant wrote that

every instrument ofmass culture [was] a pressure alienating

the individual from himselfas a free being.... The individual

[became] ... an object to be administered by scientific

efficiency experts.... Modern culture, through movies,
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newspapers and television, through commercialized

recreation and popular advertising, force[d] the individual

into the service ofthe capitalist system around him.84

Grant also objected to the way in which modern

technology controlled an individual's understanding of

himself and of his historical circumstances. His most

important criticism was that the highest truth in the mass

age—freedom achieved through technique's conquering

ofhuman and non-human environments—was perceived

as the sole truth. The individual was therefore restricted in

what he could think or believe, since technology itself

limited the terms by which the world could be understood.

Grant asserted that

the drive to the universal and homogeneous state remains

the dominant ethical ideal to which our contemporary society

appeals for meaning in its activity. In its terms, society

legitimizes itselfto itself. Therefore any contemporary man

must try to think the truth ofthis core ofpolitical liberalism,

ifhe is to know what it is to live in this world.83

Rediscovery of the contemplative and philosophic

traditions was, for Grant, the only way to counteract the

ever-increasing effects ofthe technological imperative. He

advocated the rekindling of humanistic values such as

individual moral awareness, an appreciation ofthe arts,

and a contemplative, imaginative life. Further, he implored

modern humanity, in their search for meaning, to return to

the foundations ofwestern thought, Greek philosophy and

Christianity, and abandon all remnants oftechnological

liberalism. This reversion to principles inherent in Greek

and Christian philosophy would provide the necessary

counterweight to the "pure will to technique" characteristic

ofthe modern age.86 In returning to these primal forces,

people could recover eternal truths, escape their current

"technologically induced" view ofthe world, and, hence,

realize their true nature: unity to God and the "good life."
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IV

The philosophical malaise characteristic of modern

technological society and the crisis ofvalues to which Grant

and others referred were reflected in a growing movement

concerned with Canada's cultural development. In many

ways,these perceptions about Canadian cultural development

were products of a larger intellectual milieu that became

increasingly uncomfortable with such traits ofmodern mass

culture as wanton materialism, consumerism, in addition to

the unfettereddevotionto science andtechnology. Specifically,

they were products ofthe environment that gave rise to the

so-called Massey Commission.

Originally proposed immediately prior to the Liberal's

national convention of 1948, the Royal Commission on

National Development in the Arts, Letters and Sciences,

chaired by Vincent Massey, began workthe following year.

TheMassey Commissionhad been appointedto investigate

broadcasting, federal cultural institutions, governmental

relations with voluntary cultural associations, and federal

university scholarships. But it also had a broader, self-

defined agenda. The commission took it upon itself to

examine and define Canadian culture. It parleyed the quite

narrow terms of reference into a crusade for Canadian

cultural nationalism.87 The Massey commissioners

accomplished these unstated objectives in part by showing

how Canadians differed from Americans; how they had, in

the past, resisted "American" trends towards mass culture

and related attributes such as commercialism, consumerism,

andanti-intellectualism. "Americanization" was used in a

pejorative sense and came to mean the corruption oflong

standing Canadian cultural traditions while at the sametime

it emphasized the distinctiveness of Canada in North

America. They opposed, above all, thetriumph of "lowbrow"

or "mass" culture because cultural Americanization meant

the loss ofan independent and indeed superior Canadian

cultural identity.88 In the broadest sense, the Commissioners

endeavoured to underscore the existence of a Canadian
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cultural crisis. They wanted to show Canadians howmass

culture eroded spiritual traditions and therefore undermined

the foundations of Canada's cultural inheritance. The
commission's focus on intellectual andcultural "nourishmenf'
was an effort to alert Canadians on the need to alter cultural

orientations away from current trends and towards the

preservation of time-honoured traditions.89 The anti-

American bias ofthe Massey commissioners and others

belonging to the so-called cultural elite reflected the post

war cultural milieu in Canada. Their "anti-American"

nationalism very much reflected the rise ofthe so-called

American empire through the technology ofmass culture.

The Massey commissioners, and other cultural
nationalists, were more than alarmists who opposed mass

culture in all its forms. Rather, they were a part ofa group

interested in national cultural development and became
known as the culture lobby.90 The Massey Commission

was the official, governmental recognition ofthe long-term

efforts of lobbyists to raise public awareness ofcultural

issues. Its establishment reflected a sympathetic national
mood in postwar Canada.91

Not Massey commissioners themselves, Innis, Grant,92
and McLuhan like the commissioners, expounded on a
cultural "crisis" in postwar Canada. These scholars
suggested that Canada had become a culturally

impoverished nation due to the over-emphasis on things
scientific, technological, and material. They showed that

cultural values and institutions, such as the university, were
in eclipse, because of the pervasiveness of machine
culture. Above all, their writings were attempts to educate
on the need to balance modem cultural trends against the

traditions ofbygone civilizations, to balance science
and technology with a renewed concern with humanistic

values. Ifnot cultural lobbyists per se, then, Innis, Grant,

and McLuhan were members ofa cultural elite, who, like

the Massey commissioners, identified profound defects
withmodem culture, andwhose self-imposed responsibility
it was to alert unsuspecting Canadians to the realities ofa
technological age. As university scholars, they endeavoured
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to influence outlooks and mould opinions ofthose around

them and, hopefully, the public at large. Like the cultural

nationalists, they wanted to see their pronouncements

become relevant to the larger issues ofCanadian national

development.

To conclude, there were several factors that bring

together the writings of Innis, McLuhan, and Grant on

technology. First ofall, the content ofthe views ofthese

three social critics were context to their scholarly and

historical environments. For Innis, World War II

accelerated change and accentuated the cultural malaise

created by a machine age culture. Similarly, the crass

materialization and commercialization ofCanadian society

impressed Grant and McLuhan to question the direction

oftheir society. All three scholars operated in a scholarly

environment that, while more receptive than ever before to

technical education, was increasinly suspicious of the

value of the humanities. In brief, they wanted to make

sense out of a world that otherwise would allow the

triumphofscientific values overhumanistic values, a society

that seemed to have lost touch with the traditions and

values ofthe past.

In the decades after World War II, Innis, McLuhan,

and Grant converged intellectually in their identification of

technology as a vital force determining the nature ofthe

modernworld. Their efforts to focus on modern problems

such as the decline ofthe university, the decay in morals,

and the corruption ofwestern society at large, fits into this

analysis. Through Innis's theory ofmedia bias, Grant's

critique oftechnological liberalism, andthe early McLuhan's

concept of the servomechanistic relationship between

humans and machines, each scholar demonstrated a concern

for the moral demise of Western civilization. They all

believed that the modern age was different than any other

that came before it precisely because the all-pervasive

quality of technique undermined the moral quality of

Western culture. In fundamentally altering social

structures and the individual's ability to find understanding

in a changing social milieu, they implicitly agreed that
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technology profoundly affected thetraditional philosophical

and ethical foundations ofsociety. They were all keenly

aware of the qualities of modern technology to alter

social relations and corrupt traditional values and hence

were drawn together intellectually in their scholarly

devotion to understanding the impact oftechnology on
the modern world.
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