
Session 8, Canadian Approaches to Empire and Communication, Reading Questions: 
 
 Christian, William. (2009). “Harold Innis”. The Canadian Encyclopedia. 
 

a) What aspects of the Canadian context might have emphasized the importance of 
communications for Innis? 

b) What was the specific problem represented by US- and UK-trained scholars in Canada? 
c) What aspects of the Canadian political-economic context shaped Innis’ work? 
d) What crisis do the media aggravate? 
e) What are some of the broadest concerns that preoccupied Innis’ writings? 
f) Who appears as a Canadian successor to Innis? 

 
 Innis, Harold A. (1950). Empire and Communications. Oxford: Clarendon Press. [Read 

Introduction, pp. 1–13] 
 

a) What built-in bias does Innis warn against? How would you summarize it? 
b) Why does communication matter in the study of empire? 
c) How do Canadian staples and their development shape the study of communications and 

empire? 
d) What clues are in the Introduction that suggest technology as a central and driving force of 

social and cultural change? Think also of how Innis divides the history of the West into specific 
periods. 

e) Note: media which emphasize time vs. media which emphasize space. Which of these is most 
relevant to building and managing an empire? 

f) How does writing transform thought? 
g) How does writing make empires work? 

 
 Zingrone, Frank D. (2012). “Marshall McLuhan”. The Canadian Encyclopedia. 
 

a) What commonalities do you see between McLuhan’s and Innis’ work? 
b) Why does the “structure of information” matter? 
c) Note the explanation of “the medium is the message”. 

 
 McLuhan, Marshall. (n.d.). “Two Selections by Marshall McLuhan: The Galaxy Reconfigured, The 

Medium Is the Message” (From: The New Media Reader). Note: please read only pages 193-194 + 
203-209. 

 
a) What does “the medium is the message” actually mean? 
b) How is the electric light bulb a communication medium? What does “medium” appear to mean 

to McLuhan? 
c) If technology is inherently “good” or “bad”, does it mean we should believe that technological 

instruments have agency? 
d) How can a medium produce rationality? 
e) Where do you find echoes of Innis’ “staple thesis” in McLuhan’s argument? 
f) What do Innis’ and McLuhan’s work have to do with “cultural imperialism”? Is theirs a theory 

of cultural imperialism? 


