Harold Innis: A Contemporary Perspective

http://www.mala.bc.ca/~soules/mTheory/vol3/strom/innis.htm

C. J. Strom
    
        Harold Innis' theories never captured public attention the way that Marshall McLuhan's did. His book, The Bias of Communication 
[
1
] appeared near the end of the radio era, at a time when television broadcasting was still in its infancy. It was not until a full decade later, when television had already become a powerful media force, that McLuhan caught the public's interest. The public wanted answers and big business was looking for new ways to boost consumerism--- McLuhan had both. But if McLuhan spread the glitter dust of media theory, with his gnostic sayings and sensational predictions, it was Innis who laid the foundation. McLuhan acknowledged that he was deeply indebted to Innis for some of his own ideas, and stated as much in his introduction to The Bias of Communication.

Innis may not have witnessed television's golden era or the birth of the digital age, but his observations on print, radio, and film media can be applied to understanding other forms of media, as I intend to demonstrate in this article. I will draw on present day scientific research and current media theory to support this analysis.
Innis made an important observation when he said that it was difficult to assess the nature of our own culture when we are so much a part of it. In "Industrialism and Cultural Values", Innis tells us that it is important to understand our culture from an historical perspective. In his own words: "It is perhaps a unique characteristic of civilization that each civilization believes in its uniqueness and its superiority to other civilizations."
[
2
] The arrival of the Digital Age has been surrounded with an extraordinary amount of hype and faith: it is inherent in our nature to become absorbed by and dependent upon each new technology as it arrives, long before its effects are fully understood.
 To interpret our understanding from an Innisian (historical) perspective, we can begin by examining television broadcasting, first launched publicly in 1946. 
[
3
] It wasn't until the late 1960's that the effects television viewing had on the brain's left and right hemispheres even began to be understood by communications experts.
[
4
] By the 1960's, millions of people were watching television, blissfully unaware of the effect that it had on brain activity or that the neuromuscular responses they experienced were well beyond their conscious control. Were Innis alive today, he would note that such broad-scale ignorance left the door wide open for "monopolies of knowledge" to advance their own interests, which is indeed what happened.  In her book, The Perfect Machine, Joyce Nelson tells us that NW Ayers, one of the world's largest ad agencies, began using EEGs to test the effectiveness of the TV commercials that it created for its clients as early as 1971.
[
5
] To put this in simple terms, the average male beer drinker may not be able to identify his beer of choice in a blind taste test, even if he passionately avows that he chooses his beer specifically for its taste, not because he has repeatedly viewed a beer commercial in which a group of scantily clad, attractive models provocatively register their approval of the brand's average-looking beer drinker.
 
Few would disagree that over the last 50 years, television's main purpose has been to promote mass consumerism, or that it has been used effectively to gain control over the mass mind by such power monopolies as governments, political parties, and big business. Innis knew and understood the effects that media (newspapers, radio, film) have on politics and social change. In "A Plea For Time", Innis tells us that ever since the rise of the printing press media monopolies "...emphasized individualism and in turn instability and created illusions in catchwords such as democracy, freedom of the press, and freedom of speech."
[
6
] The effects of print communications with mass appeal were amplified by the medium of radio broadcast and film during the twenties and thirties. Political leaders were swift to make use of mass psychology principles as evidenced in the success of Roosevelt's "fireside chats" and Hitler's impassioned rants. Innis noted that in Germany, films of battle action were shown almost directly after they happened.
[
7
] War footage fed to the German public gave the illusion that they possessed superior weaponry and power. In similar fashion, the British and North American public were shown newsreels that focused on the allied powers' successes. It is interesting to note that the Institute for Propaganda Analysis, which began in 1937, only lasted until 1941.
[
8
] Indeed, political and advertising propaganda has existed for centuries, and yet it continues to be so effective--almost as if we possess a collective sub-conscious will to be deceived.
Were Innis here to comment on today's propaganda in film and television, he would quickly recognize the similarities between propaganda films of the 30's and 40's with film coverage of the Afghanistan and Gulf wars. The nightly news broadcasts tended to depersonalize the horrors of war and instead focused on aggressive images of tanks, bombings, and fighter jets in fast-moving action sequences: the public cannot truly comprehend the horrifying aspects of war from such carefully edited images of power and destruction. News documentaries, journal articles, and photo essays are more likely to uncover the devastating effects of war, and its human cost, but these types of media are presented post hoc, long after the daily newscasts have launched their forceful portrayals of military assaults. Today's instantaneous news coverage of military action has become commonly known as the CNN effect, where the shortened response time between the actual event and its media coverage acts as an accelerant for decisions regarding foreign policy.
[
9
] Foreign policy makers are not the only ones who sense the effects of accelerated response time. In a recent CBC television broadcast entitled "Journalism in Progress," foreign correspondent Joe Schlesinger remarked that," We have the technology to process news faster but there is not enough think time: immediacy has become our tyrant." As Innis might have said, this obsession with "present mindedness" has had a domino effect: from the foreign policy-maker, to the journalist, to the TV viewer, each point on the communications continuum has been impeded by the loss of "think time." The average television news report is over in 20 to 45 seconds; too little time to reflect upon how such a report might fit into an historical perspective. 
[10
]
      
Regrettably, the general public remains disinclined to accept (unlike Innis, who saw the connection over 50 years ago, as did McLuhan and others) that the news is a neatly packaged event. In his book, The Skin of Culture, media theorist Derrick de Kerckhove cites examples of evidence that North American television news networks routinely edit news footage. Ostensibly, news is edited in the interest of brevity, but such an unstinting focus on time constraints often results in "reality fraud".
[
11
] For example, an ABC film crew reported in a 7 p.m. broadcast that Nicaragua's president, Daniel Ortega, stood firm in his refusal to negotiate with the Contras. Unbeknownst to the public at that time, this "news" was based not on fact, but on a prediction that Ortega would corroborate ABC's "news" finding at a press conference that was being held simultaneously, and where, in fact, Ortega announced that he was willing to negotiate with the Contras. In another example, de Kerckhove mentions that the North American public was shown aerial footage of a smoky factory in Po, Italy and was told that they were viewing the Chernobyl disaster.
[
12
] The overall effect of the nightly television newscast is one of ordered linearity: news announcers carefully chosen for their ability to convey an image of trustworthiness, stability, and intelligence read from a script crafted to link news items by order of importance and appeal. Thus, the harried and stressed television viewer, his judgment already impaired by the hypnotic effect of the medium, is further lulled into complacency by his subconscious belief that the news announcer has absolute knowledge of the world's events and even some measure of control over them. Simply by his celebrity, a newscaster like Peter Mansbridge or Knowlton Nash enhances an event's newsworthiness.
Given the knowledge that politicians have long understood and exploited the power of mass media, Innis' exhortation that we are in danger of losing our objectivity is as relevant today as it was fifty years ago.
[
13
] At present, for instance, North American newspaper and website headlines continuously highlight the Bush administration's endless rhetoric and its plea that it be given the UN's sanction tp act quickly with military action. A critical observer might deduce that this imperative for speedy action is not so much because of the eminent threat of a terrorist attack, but because the administration must seize the opportunity to act quickly if it plans to do so with violent means, before the public has a chance to react with anything other than emotion to the specious logic that binds the threads of its arguments to begin war. Almost daily we are bombarded with emotional phrases such as the "axis of evil" or "one nation under God" and images of evil dictators clad in military regalia and toting guns; one scarcely has the time or the energy to consider the human cost that accompanies a call to arms. 
In  "A Plea For Time"
[
14
], Innis speaks of modern man's obsession with the present. In Innis' own words: "Obsession with present-mindedness precludes speculation in terms of duration and time.... That process is due to causes which affect the mental temper as a whole, and pour round us an atmosphere that enervates our judgment from end to end, not more in politics than in morality, and not more in morality than in philosophy, in art, and in religion."
[
15]
         Nowhere is our obsession with "present-mindedness" any more evident than it is in our daily news broadcasts. We are inundated by such an unmitigated farrago of news items and advertising that not only does it become difficult to sort out the important issues from the insignificant ones, but also important issues become "old news" and disappear long before they are resolved. Complete stability and peace has not returned to Afghanistan, for instance, yet media and public interest in this country's plight has fallen sharply since the U.S. has focused on its interests in the Middle East and the perceived threat of terrorism that the Iraqi administration poses.

Innis warned us that our obsession with the accumulation of scientific knowledge and technological advancement combined with our ceaseless need for "nowness" exacts serious costs: emotionally, culturally, spiritually, and ethically. In the last half-century, technology has made staggering advances: a child's video game, for example, may contain more processing power than a 1950's 'super computer', built with hundreds of vacuum tubes at immense cost and as big as a house. Millions of networked computers are connected on the World Wide Web: is this connectedness and community, or is this leading to fragmentation and desensitization? Is all the knowledge contained on the web a monument to the technological "will to power", or is it an entropic collection of bits of data, a massive, swirling vortex of information that may one day become so agglutinized that it becomes impossible to separate useful knowledge from worthless garbage? Like Innis, I think the answer lies somewhere in between.
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