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The Effects. of the

ABSTRACT

Technique and the Technology of Communication·

Upon,Religious ~ught and Religious, Organizati"onin the West as ,

Elqcidated and Sugaested by the Works of Harold Innis

Ronald Gordon Keast

subject of the effects of communication

'"Harold Innis remains,

the ~ar~unt schola~n the

,
some twenty-two years after his death,

in the history of the West. This thesis is the first attempt to

deal comprehensi~tywith his works from the perspective of what they

to time or to space. The bias is an effect of the dominant medium of

is a monopoly of knowledge or a monopoly of truths with~ bias either

. say about religion. The approach taken is to examine what he says

and to elucidatejts significance f~r an understanding of religion.
'V

The 'thesis supported in this work is tha~, on the basis of Innis'

~t least in part, as an
•

Innis"works ~est that religion, in an organizational sense,

•
religion in the West may be~iewed'

. . \
of communication.effect

works,

mechanized communication. However, his works slsoidentify a

fund~ntal ,religious experience, outside any organizational or
A

institutional'setting, which is an effect of ~ral communication. TJ1is
I

is a spiritual creativity which implies individual freedom and the "

pursuit of truth.
I

Mechanized communication is seen to convert the pursuit of..
i11
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truth into the main~ and de1ence of truths on a large Bcale

and the ,resulting 1Il0nopolies of knowledge or ByBte-. of "religious'"

truths provide for the efficient control of,man over e~ther tt.e or

.space.

Innis' works'emphasize the value of questioning all "religious"

truths. Since they are eKe basis of large scale control all .ust be

continually questioned in oider for man to be free. HiS works suggest

"that they must also be questioned in order for man to be truly

• religious. A central message in his works is that an agnostic state

of mind is indispensable for individual freedoa and spiritual

creativity. This state of mind ~s an effect of oral cO-.unicatioD

and it may be seen to be of the essence of religion.

Innis' 'works point" out that no means of _chen1zed co-..n1cattoD

adequately or fully communicates the oral tradition. Each technique

and tec;hnologf' imposes a message of its own. Tbis suggests that the

the medium of cODIDunication. ,Han's thinking 'is "biased lit "the way be'

i
.They empbasize that the message always reflects the _ans and
•

•

•

•

lUl

I ..
belp to

i.
,

Innia' later workS

provide such.an underatanding.

underatanding of the gospe~ message.

message of the Christian gospels,' fQr exa.ple, which ca.e out of an,
i .

oral milieu. will be changed when collllllUIl1cated in _chen1~!for-s.

It will be different from and leas than the original. 'An ~eratanding
tof the effects of communication is therefore iaportant for

,

communicates. Therefore, he l118y never Itrlow in',any absolute sense

what truth is. He I118Y, however, have faitb that truth is. Tb1a brtnga

•
iv

"



an important new perspective to thc understandin~ of religion. •

This thesis identifi~~ early and later atages in Innis' work

b6t it concentrates on the. later stage. Abrief synthesis of his. . .

early 'wor~ is.included at the beginning in order to provide a better.

understanding'of his theory of effects and monopolies. The main body

of the theSis synthesiz~s Inn~' writings on the effects of

communication.and explains their significance for ~n understanding of

religion in the West. An Appendix helps to explain further the

someVhat different per 0 Innis' works taken in this thesis

and the significance ·ive for the study of rel1g16n •
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IRTRllDUCTION

The question .to be considered in this thesis is, w~at are the

effects of the technique and the technology of communication upon
'", .

religion in the West which Innis' works elucidate and suggest. The

thesis supported in this work is that based on the works of Harold~

Innis, religion in the West may be viewed, in some measure at least,

as an effect of communication. It will be pointed out that, according

to Innis, all human thought reflects both the technique and the
.~ -

technology of communication. t man commun1cat~s influences w~at he

communicates and his percepti n ~d understanding of what is communi-

•cated. Han's perception of t uth is, at least in part, an effect of

c..-mication.

The approach taken in this thesis is to synthesize Innis' works

and to extrapolate on.the basis of what he says. The thesis attempts

to put InniB'-understanding of the oraL and mechanized traditions in

perspective and to elucidate their effects and the meaning of their

effects for

The

an UD!rstanding of religion.

term t chn1que refers to. the method or means o~ doing

so_thing. In this sense Innis contrasts two basic means or techniques
•

of ca-aunication, oral and ~~zed. ri\, mechanized means stressed

by Innis are writing, printing and, to a}esser extent. electronic.

By oral co~cation IndlB means face /0 face, personal interaction.

1
The term technology refers to hardware. Media, l.e~ stone, papyrus.

clay, parclment, paper, and the inBt~nts for writing and printing,

,are all part of the technology of communication.· Writing, printing,

-, 1

, -
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reading, listening, talking, seeing, interacting with ane~s whole
~ .,

person, are all techniques of communicatio9' ,

Innis uses the word truth in two ~uite different ways, e.g.

"it is n~t truth but the pursuH of truth which makes men free". In

the first place it is used to mean those things which we know and

understand and accept as being t~~e. Th~y include facts, dogmas,

beliefs, superstitions, conventions, etc. Innis refers to these as

"the things to which we attend". He believes. thaf truth, in this

sense, tends to hold man's mind i~ thrall. It tends to ret§rd

thought and ..to restrict· individual freedom. The word truth is used

by Innis in the second place to mean that which is not accessible

to man's reason, that which may not be comprehended but which may

only be pursued in the faith that it is. Innis believes that

I
continuous pursuit of truth means continuous thought. lt means

continuous questioning of truth as it is understood at any point in

time. Through questioning man escapes bondage to truth. and achieves

individual freedom. In order to .explicate the two concepts implicit

in Innis' use of the word truth .the two terma truths and truth will be

used in this thesis. Truths will refer to his first concept and

truth to his second.

It should perhaps be stressed at this p~t Innis does

not wholly reje'ct the truths of the IIlOdem age or the method of

arriving ~t these truths. He does not reject science or the scientific
(

method of invest~ation. Indeed, if anything, he tends t~ see the

scientific method as an effective mediation,between truths and truth,

"
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i.e. as an effective means of pursuing truth. What Innis is question-

3

ing is the absolute fai til which man tends to place in any means' of, .',

investigation and in the truths which flow from that means. His-later,

works emphasize that because man's thinking ~s, at least in part, an
•

effect of his means of communica~ion alltrutha ~t be open to question.- ,

Innis states his position in this regard quite clearly at,the b~ginning
,"

of Empire and Communications.

spatial 'bias or a spatial monopoly ,of knowledge refers to a t~dency

or a state of mind which is primarily on the offensive; which is

• Civilizations can survive only through a concern with their
limitations. • • • .We shall try to take heed of ~he warning
of .Tohn Stuart ~ll who believed that, though the sciences~

method of investigation was still applicable universally,
"it is, when riot duly' guarded against, an almost irresistible
tendency of the human mind to become the slave of its own'
hypotheses; and when'it,has once habituated itself· to reason,'
feel, and conceive, under certain arbitrary conditions, at
length to mistake these cOIjvictions for laws of nature."l

The terms· space and time will be used, as they are by Innis,
..~.,

in their ordinary sense.
. ,

••Space referd to geographical area.. A
. "!"'~ .#

concerned with extension and progress,' and the mastery and·control. of.

geographical area. Time r~fers to' duration. Innis refers to two'~uite

different concepts of time. The one common to an oral tradition is,
-. . .r~

cyclic~l or ,organic,"Le. time is s,een as constantly repeating itselt",l'

in cycles corresponding to such natural phenOlllena'as the cyclea of the

~on o~ the seasons, while the one common to a written tradi~ion, U8~ng

the phonetic alphabet, is linear, i.e; time is seen to have .~ beginning
/,

I
Harold Innis, Empire and CommunicationS (Oxford: .Clarendon

Press, 1951D, p. 2. Hereinafter this reference will be cited Empire.

G.
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and to stretch out in an unbroken line or progression towards an end.

A time bias or a time monopoly of knowledge refers to a tendency or

state of mind wh~ch is primarily
-----

with preservation and tradition,

on the defensive, which is concerned

and the mastery a~d control.o/lJ(ime.

Other commOn terms used by'IOnds which requtre some definition

are monopoly of knowledge, the bias of ,communication, and empire. A

monopoly of'knowledge, refers in a very general sense to "those things

to whi~h we' attend", to. the truths and systems of truths which determine

the way' people think and act. Innis refers to two basic kinds of

monopolies of knowledge. One kind favours space, the other time. That
•

a civilization tends to be influenced by truths of time or.of space

is reflect1veof the dominant medium of communication. The domi'nancy

is referred to as the bias of communication. Some media favour space

and some favour, time. The term empire is used by Innis to ~an the

large scale control of either space or time. Usually the word is used

to refer to the control of space, i.e. political empire. but Innis. " .., . .
also uses' it to mean control 0.£ time, 1.e. ecclesiastical empire.

"

These terms receive much fuller treatment later in the Introduction and

in the. main ,body of the thes.1s.

Innis' work divides conveniently into two major stages, which

may be designated simply as "early" and "later". These two stages

refer to his work before and after the publication of The Cod Tisheries:

,The History of 'an International Economy in 1940. This thesis focuses

~ briefly ~n Chapter One on his thesis regarding the effects of th~,

technique ~nd the technology of transportation in the early stage and

"/

. .. J'
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then deals extensive~y with the effect~ of t~e technique and the

technology of communication in the,later stage. It is his later works

on the effects of communications which are particularly relevant to

the subject under consideration in this thesis. However, his early

works provide background for'a full understanding of these later works.

What follows immediately is a brief explanation of what Innis..
says in his later works and what his works suggest about communication

and religion. This is preaented here in order to provide an"under-

standing of the perspective taken in this thesis and why a synthesis

of Innis! works is importsnt.

In his later w~rks Innis uses the term religion and certainly

considers the concept of religion in a much broader sense than is ususl.
i

A question'that remains a focus of his interest throughout his works

is "why do we attend to the things to which we attend". This question

was imprinted on his mind as a student at McMast~r University by one

of his favourite professors, James Ten Broeke. Innis' works indicate

that he equates "the things to which we attend" with the trutha which

monopolize mind in a civilization. We attend to certain things over

other things because they have the mantle of truth attached to them.

And 1nnis sees ,truths as the" essence of religious organization. On

the basis of his works religion mi$ht.be defined as the maintenance and

defence of truths. Usually religious organization is considered aB'

based on ~ruths re1~ to time. However, Innis makes it clear tha~,

there are opposing truths, those of space, and that they also .:lnopolb:e
,

mind. He refers to these spatial truths also as re11gioU8~



In ~8Wer to the question "why do we attend to the things to
(J

~ich we attend", or why do we atte,nd to the truths of time or to the

truths of space, Innis' works point out that the reason is in large

measure due to the effects of both the mechanized technique and

technology of communication. Hence arises the thesis' that, based on

Innis' works, religion is in some~asure an effe,ct ,of communication.

Empire, as Innis uses the term, refers to the large scale

monopoly of the truths of time or space. Empire is seen by him, to

a large extent, as religious, whether it is described as saered or

. secular, ecclesiasticfl or politic~l'.-· He ,!nderstands all large

scale organization J be based on "religious" truths and he sees

these truths in large measure to be effects of the mechanized

technique and technology of communication. It thus becomes

necessary in order to understand what Innis is saying in his later

workS about religion to synthesize and el~cidate what he says about

6

empire and communication. The main body of this thesis i~ preoccupied

with' this synthesis. '

There is, however, another side to Innis' understanding of

religion which is not clearly elucidated in his works; namely, his,

understanding of the essence of religion, what religion really is or

«hould be outside the effects of organization as determined by

RclnI!l1zed technique and -technology. Innis' . own works indicate that

this understanding is closely related to his~erception of the effects

of oral colllllUllication. Here again a synthesis of his works from this

perspecti~e is important in order to get at his understanding of oral



, c()lllllluni ion.

of eligion to

,On the basis of his works one may perceive the essence
•

be an effect of oral' communication.

7

Oral communication is a critically important concept in Innis'

later wo It has a very special value for him. ae sees a creative

C. :
spiritual effect inherent'in oral communication which is not present

in any form of mechanized communication.

" ,~.tf~~\)PlaCeS great stress on the importance of personal
•, ,

in~eraction, -:of mind with mind, emotion with emotion, for the evolution
, I

of\nev ideas, for spiritual breakthrough, for individual freeaom from
I I

th~ monopoly ofrtruths characteristic of large scale organization, and
,

for the free pursuit of truth. Oral communication, for Innis, includes

the interaction of intellect and emotion through words, gestures,

tones, glances, etc. 'He believes that because it involves all the

senses '''in busy interplay", b"cause it involves hoth intellect and,
emotion, it is singularly reflectiv~ of the whole man. It is therefore

singularly ~iritual. This issue, of course, raises some very deep

philosophical ' and psydnological questions. Since Innis does not

explain clearly what he means here, and since the questions are too,
,

, complex to be tackled in ~his thesis, it is necessary to accept what
'\

he says prima facie and attempt to relate it to the question raised

at the beginning of 'the Introd,/&on. Innis ;oes explain that because

of the personal contact involved oral communication imposes on the

participants an awareness and a consideration for the feelings and the
) --../

thoughts of'others. He believes' that growth, i.e. spiritual growth,

growth of the whole man, is a res.A.t of the syn~esis inherent in ;/

•
,,'
I

•


























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































