
Abstract Intro to perspectives book

The writing of Canadian economic history has never been neutral. There have always been 
conflicting perspectives, emphasizing different factors and coming to different conclusions. This 
chapter discusses five main approaches to the writing of Canadian economic development until 
1991, when this book was published. Some perspectives assumed that the main influences have 
been external to Canada and have examined the inflows of capital, labour, technology, and 
corporate control, while others have assumed that what happened in Canada mattered most. 
Ideological differences between those working from neo-classical economic, Marxist, elite, or 
feminist paradigms account for some of the different interpretations of Canadian economic 
history. Yet, to some extent the different perspectives on this country's economic development 
have evolved in relation to a home-grown school of thought known as the staples approach. 
By making assumptions about which factors are important to investigate, every perspective must 
consequently ignore other factors, factors that may be crucial in competing perspectives. By 
understanding the assumptions of each perspective, scholars can gain insights about their own 
perspectives. What assumptions are they making? What factors are they ignoring? Equally 
important, what can they learn from competing perspectives? This chapter outlines the 
assumptions of each school of thought and notes their similarities and differences.
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INTRODUCTION
-----------------------------------
'In the last analysis, the processes of
economic development are struggles for power'

Max Weber, Inaugural lecture at
Freiburg University, 1895

The writing of Canadian economic history has never been neutral.
There have always been conflicting perspectives, emphasizing different
factors and coming to different conclusions. One perspective has
stressed economic, technological, or geographical factors to explain the
course of Canadian economic development; other perspectives assume
that the structures of economic and social power or the struggles for po-
litical power have had determining influences on the direction of the



Canadian economy. Some perspectives assume that the main influences
have been external to Canada and have examined the inflows of capital,
labour, technology, and corporate control, while others have assumed
that what happened in Canada mattered most. Ideological differences
between those working from neo-classical economic, Marxist, elite, or
feminist paradigms account for some of the different interpretations of
Canadian economic history. Yet, to some extent the different perspec-
tives on this country's economic development have evolved in relation
to a home-grown school of thought known as the staples approach.

There was a time—its heyday the 1930s—when, in English Canada at
least, something approaching a consensus, a single coherent perspective
to understand Canadian economic history, had developed. This was the
staples approach of Harold Innis, W.A. Mackintosh, and others who
generated an impressive and original body of work from the 1920s to
the early 1960s. Their perspective has come to be known as the 'old po-
litical economy' to distinguish it from the 'new political economy' that
developed since the 1960s. The writings that best set out the assump-
tions underlying this approach are presented in W.T. Easterbrook's and
M.H. Watkins's Approaches to Canadian Economic History. Their still
valuable collection appeared in 1967, just as scholars stopped writing
from the staples perspective.

Easterbrook noted that the 'hard-won unity of approach' in the sta-
ples tradition had 'fared badly' in the two decades leading up to their
1967 collection.1 He hoped that the groundwork for a new synthesis was
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developing. The opposite happened. The field split into two major
branches that are barely aware of each other's existence. Beginning in
the late 1950s a 'new economic history' emerged around the work of
Robert Fogel and others in the United States, and this approach spread
to Canada.2 The new economic history took the 'political' out of politi-
cal economy and employed neo-classical economists' tools of statistical
manipulations, deductions from theory, and counterfactural hypothe-
ses. At the same time several emerging perspectives emphasized the po-
litical and social side of political economy, much of the impetus coming
from Political Science, History and Sociology rather than from Eco-
nomics itself.

Why are there different perspectives in the understanding and ex-
plaining of economic history? Why can't there be agreement regarding
the same field of study? In my view, the writing of economic history can
never be the simple gathering and telling of the story of a country's or a
people's past. The writer always brings a perspective to bear in inter-



preting the past. Assumptions must be made regarding which of the
myriad 'facts' of history should be selected for study and which causes
are deemed important to explain the course of development. Traditions
develop regarding the themes to emphasize in telling the story of the
nation's past, and in the shifting intellectual climate of the present these
traditions change as scholars uncover and interpret 'new' aspects of the
past. According to Carl Berger,

Written history represents a self-conscious effort to establish the meaning
of experience for the present and is subtly and unpredictably coloured by
the milieu in which the historian lives. The concerns and preoccupations
of his own world constantly interject themselves into the complex dia-
logue between the living and the dead.3

Until the 1970s, women were largely invisible in recorded Canadian
history. Most historians were male and they conceived history to be
about narrowly defined political and economic events, traditionally
male spheres of society. The leaders of these spheres were almost all
male. Then feminism rediscovered much of our past that had been lost
to present generations. Bringing new assumptions to the study of his-
tory, feminist scholars 'discovered' the impact of women by looking at
aspects of history that had been neglected, such as social history, the
evolution of the family, and women's economic role in creating use
value and exchange value (unpaid and paid labour). Feminists devel-
oped new perspectives and methods by asking questions not asked be-
fore and by researching areas not previously thought to be part of
history.

The impact of feminist historians on the writing of Canadian history
is an important example of a broader phenomenon. New concerns and 
new perspectives arise because of changing social, economic, and intel-
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lectual movements in the present, and historians' search for the ante-
cedents and meanings of these concerns in the study of the past. Each
generation rewrites the country's history.

Different perspectives in the study of history arise not only because
of the changing concerns of generations but also because of underlying
social cleavages and ideological clashes. Liberalism and Marxism, the
dominant paradigms of the past one-and-a-half to two centuries, under-
lie Canadian thinking about the economy and its relations to social and
political structures and social movements. Liberals and Marxists make
different assumptions about the nature of society and the factors impor-
tant to investigate. Far from lamenting the existence of these competing
and contradictory perspectives, I see the value of pluralism. Each per-



spective is a partial explanation. By making assumptions about which
factors are important to investigate, every perspective must conse-
quently ignore other factors, factors that may be crucial in competing
perspectives. By understanding the assumptions of each perspective,
scholars can gain insights about their own perspectives. What assump-
tions are they making? What factors are they ignoring? Equally impor-
tant, what can they learn from competing perspectives?

This book has been compiled to show the reader the richness and het-
erogeneity of the perspectives that have emerged in the past quarter
century. Except for three central articles from the now classical staples
approach, all articles were written in the past 25 years or, as in the case
of H.C. Pentland, became prominent during that time. This collection
is a successor to Easterbrook's and Watkins' Approaches to Canadian
Economic History. An outline of the theoretical perspectives on Cana-
dian economic development from which my classification of an author's
work is based follows. All such endeavours are open to the charge of
drawing caricatures to which individual scholars do not conform. In
practice authors often combine more than one perspective in their anal-
ysis, and several authors presented in this book have changed perspec-
tive over time. The purpose of this exercise is not to distort individual
positions but to clarify how and why these theoretical perspectives dif-
fer from each other, and to comment on the intellectual climate in
which the perspectives arose.

The Staples Approach

Pioneered by Harold Innis and W.A. Mackintosh in the 1920s, the sta-
ples approach has been Canada's greatest contribution to the study of
economic history. According to this school of thought, hinterland de-
velopment was determined externally by the pattern of demand and the
level of technology in the metropolitan countries and internally by God-
given geographic and resource endowments. By and large, the initia-
tives came from the metropolitan countries in the form of changing 
cultural tastes, economic demands, and new techniques, especially in 
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transportation and communications. Limits to development largely
rested on the availability of resources within staple economies.4 The
theory purportedly explained export-oriented growth in new-settler
societies.5 The staples approach was innovative in that it resisted the
common assumption that each country is an island unto itself and can
be analysed in isolation.

There were optimistic and pessimistic variants of the staples ap-



proach. The optimistic version saw Canada as a resource-exporter that,
with the help of external sources of capital and know-how, would de-
velop an independent industrial economy. This variant was associated
with Mackintosh and easily merged with neo-classical economics. The
pessimistic variant saw Canada as a resource-exporter blocked from de-
velopment towards independent industrial maturation by external
forces and their capitalist agents in Canada, and by internal geographic
constraints. Innis, the founder of the pessimistic variant, put it this way:

Energy has been directed toward the exploitation of staple products and
the tendency has been cumulative. . . Agriculture, industry, transporta-
tion, trade, finance and governmental activities tend to become subordi-
nate to the production of the staple for a more highly specialized
manufacturing community.6

The staples approach was an establishment movement that became
dominant in the discipline of economics (or political economy, as it was
often called then). Adherents had close connections with private re-
search foundations and governments, acting as advisors and teachers of
civil servants.7

The old political economy was guided by several questions, all of
which grew out of nationalist concerns. First, why did resource exports
continue to shape the Canadian economy? Why had Canada not yet
matured economically? Why were so many of the decisions about the
Canadian economy regarding capital, technology, management, and
demand made outside Canadian borders? Did Canada make sense as a
geographic entity, and under what conditions did the regions become
economically unified or fractured?8

In attempting to answer these questions, the old political economy
adopted what would now be called an interdisciplinary approach. The
staples perspective made four main assumptions:

1) Canadian history could best be understood as Canada's persistent
search for staple products with ready markets in more advanced
countries.9 This emphasized the external determination of much of
what happened in Canada. Canada should not be studied, it was
thought, as a self-contained economy using Ricardian assumptions of
international trade, namely that capital and labour were relatively
Immobile.10  Staple-exporting sectors were analyzed in their global con-
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texts. Canada was an 'open economy.'

2) The role of elites was emphasized, reflecting the political dominance



of 'Toryism' in Canada in the 19th and early 20th centuries.11 Canadian
business elites were generally not portrayed as independent actors but
rather as working in close connection with foreign business interests.
Bankers, merchants, and resource capitalists were seen to be more
powerful than industrialists. The state acted as 'capital equipment.'12

3) A study of history was thought to be the key to understanding
Canada, a way to escape from the assumptions of orthodox economics
developed in the context of the old world of Europe. 'A new country
presents certain definite problems which appear to be more or less in-
soluble from the standpoint of the application of economic theory as
worked out in the older highly industrialized countries,' wrote Innis
early in his career, thus mapping out his life's ambition to create a new
approach to the study of new-world societies. 'Economic history conse-
quently becomes more important as a tool by which the economic the-
ory of the old countries can be amended.'13 Innis's view that the new
world had unique characteristics, making comparison with the old
world of Europe less than fruitful, was widely shared. The idea that
America was different, was a classless Utopia, was the future, dates
back to colonial days, even before American independence.14 Innis
took up the theme of new-world exceptionalism and gave it a different
content.

4) The explanatory variables were technological, geographic—with
great emphasis on waterways—and economic in the neo-classical sense.
Cultural factors were included but were usually conceived narrowly as
consumer taste, technique, and the centralized character of government
and business institutions. Internal political and social events, though of-
ten discussed, were hardly ever considered causal factors. Innis' 'his-
tory, as history, was dehumanized.'15

The old political economy went into eclipse in the 1950s, a victim of
the shift in western economics towards econometrics. Mathematics and
deduction replaced historical inquiry into such matters as changes in
technology and institutions,16 the objects of study of the old political
economy.

The New Political Economy

In the 1970s, M.H. Watkins, Kari Levitt, R.T. Naylor, W. Clement,
and others, combining the insights and assumptions of several frame-
works, developed a new way of explaining Canada's continued
dependence.17 At first glance their work appears to be an amalgam of
Innis's staples tradition and Marxism, but whether or not they were
Aware of it, these writers drew heavily on the assumptions of the elite
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approach that can be traced back to the work of Gaetano Mosca, Vil-
fredo Pareto, Robert Michels, and to more recent writers such as C.W.
Mills and John Porter.

Naylor and Clement attributed Canada's twentieth-century economic
dependence to the peculiar longevity of rule by Canada's merchants and
bankers.18 According to their argument, the commercial capitalists pro-
moted railways and financed the international movement of staples, but
largely ignored industry. After 1900 the resulting gap was filled by
American branch plants.

The new political economy perspective emerged in the late 1960s and
early 1970s in an intellectual and political climate conducive to an ac-
ceptance of its main tenets. Those were the days of popular disaffection
with American society, on issues ranging from the Vietnam War to the
role of multinational corporations. The world had witnessed a decade of
anti-colonial struggles against western empires. In Canada, these inter-
national events were to some extent mirrored, as Quebec nationalism,
English-Canadian nationalism, and western and Newfoundland region-
alism reacted against and inflamed each other. Young political econo-
mists in English-speaking Canada absorbed currents from Marxism,
radical liberalism, and dependency-theory approaches.19

Like many of their counterparts in the Third World, new political
economists in Canada rejected orthodox Marxism whose theories were
derived largely from historical experiences in the centre of the devel-
oped capitalist world. The assumption, then common amongst Ameri-
can and Western European Marxists, that capitalist economies were
moving in the same unilinear direction20 did not seem to apply to
Canada. Canada was not progressing away from a resource-exporting
orientation; foreign ownership of the economy was at the highest of the
levels in the Third World; and an indigenous bourgeoisie with a distinct
national consciousness was not in evidence. As well, nationalism, of an
anti-imperialist kind along the lines of national liberation movements in
the Third World, appeared to many Canadians to have progressive
rather than reactionary potential.

In this context it is not surprising that some political economists in
English Canada rediscovered the earlier non-Marxist intellectual tradi-
tion of the Innis version of the staples approach, because it addressed
issues of Canadian dependence. Yet the new political economy had a
different aspect. Gone were the department chairmen and other pillars
of the academic establishment who had led the old political economy.
In their place were radical academics, most of them young, who strug-
gled against the mainstream of their disciplines.



Glen Williams has pointed to the basic differences between the old
and the new political economy. Whereas Innis had conceived of Canada
as being on the margin of western civilization, the new political econ-
omy saw Canada on the periphery, that is the Third World, of interna-
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ional capitalism. In the new political economy Innis's constraints
against economic diversification became more rigid blockages of devel-
opment. The Canadian state, instead of acting positively to adapt to in-
ternational fluctuations, was seen to be a puppet of foreign capital.21
The new political economy spoke in Marxist and anti-imperialist
tones. The aura of dissent was there, but the epistemology was in fact
much the same as that of the old political economy. Perhaps the conti-
nuity of thought was in part the result of the influence of Mel Watkins,
who began as a neo-classical economist in the staples mould and be-
came central to the development of the new political economy of the
1970s. If the new political economy was more rigid and closer to depen-
dency theory, it still shared much of the old political economy's assump-
tions about the important causal factors in history:

1) External control of Canadian life. The sources of foreign influence
were seen to be multinational corporations, imperial states, and metro-
politan centres of finance.

2) Emphasis on elite power. Capitalists of various sorts were portrayed
as dominant, while popular influence was thought to be nearly
non-existent.22 The Canadian state was seen as speaking for external
and internal capitalists, with little independent input of its own.23

3) Canada's unique position. Historical analysis was crucial, not for In-
nis' purpose of developing a new theory for understanding of new-world
societies, but because it was thought that Canada occupied a unique
place in the world. Canada was a western, advanced country, yet it
shared many features with the Third World. Canada was exceptional
because it was so overwhelmed economically, politically, and culturally
by the American Empire. Canadian uniqueness arose from its distinct
relation to the United States. But for all the emphasis on Canadian his-
tory, the new political economy assumed that what happened in Canada
stemmed largely from external sources and from a small internal elite
tied as junior partners to international capital.

4) Despite its Marxist language, the new political economy attributed
continuity and change to the same factors as the old political economy:
technological dependence on multinational corporations;24 geography—
especially proximity to the United States; economics as the power of



capital to determine events; and culture in the limited sense of the cul-
ture of corporate capitalism. Except for the role of Canadian elites, in-
ternal social and political factors were largely ignored.

Marxist Perspectives

Canadian Marxists had different origins, dating back to the 1930s, and a
very different epistemology from both the old and the new political 
economies. Until the 1970s, the little Marxist scholarship that was done
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was pursued largely outside the universities and in connection with the
Communist Party of Canada.25 The 1960s revival of academic Marxism
in the western world was delayed in Canada, perhaps by the prior ap-
pearance of the new political economy. Not until the late 1970s did a
new generation of Marxist scholars26 burst on to the scene with the es-
tablishment of academic journals: Studies in Political Economy (SPE)
(1979), Labour/Le Travail (1976) and The Canadian Journal of Political
and Social Theory (CJPST) (1977). Each journal roughly represented
different schools of thought in modern western Marxism: SPE, struc-
tural-functionalist Marxism; CJPST, the critical or hegemony perspec-
tive; and LabourlLe Travail, the working-class history approach of E.P.
Thompson. The appearance of these Marxist approaches eclipsed the
crude instrumentalism of the radical elite theory of the early 1970s.

The new academic Marxism was concerned with the questions of so-
cial order and revolution rather than with the laws of capitalist eco-
nomic development, the main focus of Marx's Capital and, in their own
way, of the old and new political economies as well. In the 1970s, the
social order/revolution question led to a rediscovery of the importance
of the state. With all the contradictions of capitalism, what prevented
the working class from transforming capitalist society? What was the
nature of the state? Who ran it? What was its domain? How did it main-
tain its legitimacy? How independent was it from the dominant class?
The emphasis on social order meant that few Marxist scholars ad-
dressed questions relating to the peculiar course of capitalist economic
development in Canada. When they turned their attention to questions
of Canadian economic history, Marxists concentrated on internal Cana-
dian struggles for political power between the classes. How did these
class struggles affect the course of economic development? Marxist as-
sumptions about the causal factors are virtually the mirror image of
those of the new and old political economies:

1) While it is assumed that Canada is part of an international capitalist
order, the business class and the state are seen as largely autochthonous



or indigenous, as in other advanced capitalist countries. This view con-
trasts with the new political economy's characterization of the Canadian
bourgeoisie and the Canadian state as dependent or colonial.

2) Rather than focusing exclusively on capitalists, Marxists examine
how other classes, chiefly the working class, affect economic history
through their political and ideological struggles with the capitalists.

3) In keeping with Marxist tradition, there is an emphasis on historical
analysis, in some cases perhaps with the a-historical goal of proving that
Marx was correct. Recently there has been a move towards a genuine
historical perspective and away from such an ideologically based start-
Ing point.
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4) Rather than emphasize geography, technology, and economics in the
narrow sense, Marxists concentrate on exploitation in class relations.
Economic development is largely understood in relation to the balance
of class power, involving such issues as the price of labour and the rate
of extraction of surplus value. Politics, ideology, and the role of the
state are understood in relation to the balance of class power and, by
some scholars, to the relatively independent nature of state institutions.

A Feminist Perspective

The 1980s saw the beginnings of a fourth perspective or set of perspec-
tives that emphasized the social side of economic development. In the
selection of readings I have deliberately given this set of perspectives
the vague theme 'Gender and Labour: a micro perspective.' It has yet
to become sufficiently aware of itself as a distinct approach to acquire a
name, but it promises an exciting new perspective in the understanding
of Canadian economic history.

The feminist revolution in scholarship has provided the impetus for
the emergence of this new perspective. When feminists have addressed
economic issues, they have for the most part examined how the econ-
omy has affected women's lives, as victims of the system rather than as
vital participants in creating the economy. Literature on the impact of
the economy on women is interesting and important,27 but very few
works have addressed the issue of how women have shaped the direc-
tion of the economy. Marjorie Cohen's Women's Work: Markets and
Economic Development in Nineteenth-Century Ontario28 is pathbreak-
ing in developing an understanding of the economic role of women as
creators and participants. Rather than focusing on the macro structures
of the state and the economy as a whole, feminist scholarship29 has



tended to look at power relations at the micro and meso levels of the so-
cial-economic structures: the family, the community, and specific au-
thority relations at the employer level.

Recent feminist scholarship on economic development is closely re-
lated to an earlier and, until recently, largely ignored perspective, the
Marxist-inspired labour approach of H.C. Pentland. Pentland's discus-
sion of pre-capitalist social relations at work reminds us that domination
and exploitation existed prior to capitalism, and can and have existed
outside capitalist-class relations. Although Pentland does not analyse
patriarchy—he focuses almost exclusively on male spheres of employ-
ment and on market-based, but not necessarily capitalist, class
relations—his inquiries help us to understand the non-capitalist sources
of domination and exploitation central to analysing patriarchy.
Pentland's work on pre-capitalist and early capitalist forms of labour
relations is not new. His main work was formulated and written in the
1950s, but it remained relatively obscure until the 1970s and 1980s when
New debates on non-market economic production (including household
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production), the social relations of work in non-capitalist settings, and
the transition to capitalist labour markets made the issues he discussed
central again.30 That Pentland's work was not included in Easterbrook's
and Watkins' Approaches to Canadian Economic History was a major
oversight, and one that is corrected by its inclusion in this collection.
Pentland's doctoral thesis, begun in 1947 but because of its ambitious
scope not completed until 1960, was published posthumously in 1981 as
Labour and Capital in Canada 1650-1860.31 Marjorie Cohen has built
upon Pentland's work, revising it substantially to explain patriarchy and
the economic role of women.

The emergent feminist perspective on economic development is not
yet fully rounded. For assumptions about the crucial factors in eco-
nomic development I will focus on the work of Marjorie Cohen and
Bonnie Fox. The set of factors they use to explain economic develop-
ment are closer to those of the Marxists than to those of the old and the
new political economies.

1) Cohen's study of nineteenth-century Ontario farming begins with the
family as an economic unit, not with the market as an arbiter of value.
In a rigid and unequal division of labour, in which males controlled fe-
male labour, women sustained the family's consumption needs, at first
primarily through subsistence production, but increasingly through pro-
duction for the market. These female economic activities freed male la-
bour to engage in production for exchange and enhanced the farm
family's ability to accumulate capital. This 'primitive accumulation' was



a source of domestic capital that was crucial to industrial development.
The explanation emphasizes the internal determination of Canadian
economic life32 and gives less weight to staple-export markets and to the
influences of foreign economic elites and foreign capital than do the
new and old political economies.

2) Cohen's micro focus on women's economic role in the family and the
increasing trend to women's market-oriented economic activity since
the nineteenth century, offers scant analysis of society-wide power rela-
tions. Consequently there is neither a focus on the role of powerful
elites nor an examination of class or gender struggles for power in the
family, the state, and the capitalist mode of production. It is perhaps
unfair to expect a fully developed feminist perspective on economic de-
velopment at this stage, but it is surprising that Cohen devotes so little
attention to human agency and subjectivities in the collective struggle of
communities of women. These elements are central to feminist scholar-
ship on first- and second-wave feminism.33

3) This perspective is informed by an historical rather than a theoretical
or functional approach. Feminist economic research shares with several
other traditions, particularly the staples approach and Marxist labour
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historians, a preoccupation with Canada prior to 1914. When dealing
with the subsequent period, its concern has still been with pre-capitalist
modes of production34 or with workers who are only semi-
proletarianized. It has been widely recognized that the economic his-
tory of women in Canada differs from that of England, from which so
many economic models have been derived. In Cohen's hands, Canadian
women's economic history is not a series of decisive break-throughs but
rather a slow and gradual evolution away from household subsistence
production towards production for exchange, and the eventual predom-
inance of the capitalist mode.

4) In place of the old and the new political economies' pantheon of ex-
planatory factors—technology, geography, the market, the corpora-
tion, and culture, defined narrowly—feminists have one key
explanation. It is the changing social role of women in the family re-
garding household and market production, reproduction of children,
and even the maintenance of harmonious family relations. The human
agency informing women's contributions to economic development is
more evident at the micro levels of society than at the level of powerful
central institutions.

Neo-Classical Perspective



The staples approach was informed by neo-classical assumptions that
hide domination, exploitation, and class in the abstract language of
market mechanisms. It adhered to the liberal dichotomy of public and
private spheres of life.35 But in the hands of Harold Innis, the staples
approach was not orthodoxly neo-classical. Neo-classical economists
usually make rather sweeping assumptions about market economies in-
cluding the prior existence of fully developed market mechanisms. They
posit a competitive economic system where price adjustment is based
on supply and demand that 'clears the market' and produces 'equilib-
rium.' Perfect competition requires perfect mobility of the factors of
production such as labour and capital.36 Variations from these assump-
tions are usually dismissed by the all-encompassing term ceteris paribus,
all other things equal, and the variations are rarely explored. Neverthe-
less Innis explored these variations where perfect mobility conditions
did not apply well. He came to be called a 'pessimist' because he did not
assume that markets would clear under all conditions, nor that staple
economies would necessarily diversify. His refusal to wish away condi-
tions not conforming to neo-classical theory was the signature of his
genius.

W.A. Mackintosh, co-founder with Innis of the staples approach, and
father of its optimistic version, accepted neo-classical assumptions, in-
cluding Adam Smith's stages of economic development. Canada was
still a staple-exporting economy because it was a young country, at an
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early stage of development. Mackintosh assumed that this was a tempo-
rary state of affairs. Canada would become a late bloomer, he thought,
with the help of foreign capital and technology, and would follow in the
footsteps of the United States, which also began as a staple-exporting
economy.37 Critics would call his optimism naive.

Mel Watkins' 1963 article 'A Staple Theory of Economic Growth,'
reproduced in this volume, recast the staples approach in terms that
made it compatible with orthodox economics, in particular the theory of
international trade. As he later said, his recasting of the staples ap-
proach 'constrained the theory to the very limiting paradigm of ortho-
dox economics.'38 Shortly after writing 'A Staple Theory . . .' Watkins
changed course and helped found the new political economy. Neo-clas-
sical economic historians also abandoned the staples approach, but few
followed Watkins. Instead they embarked on the 'new economic his-
tory' with its statistical bent and its emphasis on trade, internal capital
markets, local entrepreneurship, natural population growth, and inter-
nal migration. The latter perspective is not represented in this volume.



The neo-classical perspectives that are included follow in the tradition
of W.A. Mackintosh.

Selections

Many excellent articles, from the long list I had originally drawn up as
pieces that 'must' be included in such a volume, had to be set aside.
Some excellent articles had to be excluded simply because of their
length. We did not want to drastically edit such articles and perhaps
make a travesty of the author's argument and presentation. In a few
cases, sections of books were assembled to make a self-contained arti-
cle, but no real editing was done. We have let the author make his or
her own statement. Opting for authenticity has meant that fewer arti-
cles could be included.

Several criteria were used to select articles. First, since this is a collec-
tion on perspectives about economic development, we excluded de-
scriptive historical pieces, however brilliant their insights. The articles
had to stress the important factors in explaining Canadian economic his-
tory. Second, we wanted an original argument, setting forth a perspec-
tive, and we excluded all but one review of the literature.39 Wallace
Clement's and Glen Williams' The New Canadian Political Economy
(Kingston: McGill-Queen's University Press, 1989) is an excellent
source of essays that review and critique much of the field. We did
include one critique: Daniel Drache's 'Harold Innis and Canadian Capi-
talist Development,' because the article contributed to an understand-
ing of Innis, still the central figure in the writing of Canadian economic
history.

One exclusion was involuntary and unfortunate. R.T. Naylor's argu-
ment, that the domination of merchants and bankers was detrimental to
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the development of an independent industrial economy, was a matter of
considerable debate in the 1970s. We wanted to include Naylor's argu-
ment here but he refused permission to reprint any of the articles he
wrote in the 1970s. Instead he referred us to a descriptive historical arti-
cle that did not state his famous thesis, nor any explicit thesis for that
matter.40

The third and most important criterion was that the article must be
among the best of what I consider to be the five main perspectives on
Canadian economic development. The classification of articles into
these perspectives differs somewhat from the ideal types outlined
above.



There is fairly widespread agreement that the pattern of Canada's
economic development includes a resource-exporting or staples empha-
sis; an open trading economy with trade dependence on one or two
metropolitan markets; a high degree of foreign ownership in the manu-
facturing and resource sectors; regional economic disparities with hin-
terland regions dependent on a narrow range of staples; an advanced
but not independent manufacturing base with notable weakness in in-
digenous innovation; a tendency towards centralized control of eco-
nomic institutions; and a high-wage labour force.

Taken separately Canada has shared most of these features with
other advanced capitalist countries, but their combination has produced
a fairly unique political-economic configuration. Analysts differ in the
assumptions used to explain what has led to this configuration; that is
why I have used the term 'perspectives.' There are several ways to con-
ceive the differences in historical explanation. Many conceive the main
distinctions to be along 'Marxist'-liberal lines or more recently along fe-
minist-traditional (male-centred) axes. Others think the main distinc-
tions are between economic nationalists and continentalists or
'internationalists.'

I distinguish perspectives on different bases. It matters less what
philosophic tradition analysts claim to adhere to, than the factors they
emphasize in their explanations. In other words what actual assump-
tions have they made about the workings of the Canadian political
economy? I have grouped these historically-oriented selections accord-
ing to the following queries:

1) Has the author emphasized the external or internal determination of
Canadian economic history?

2) Does the author explain economic history primarily through 'eco-
nomic' factors as conceived by neo-classical economists, or are political,
structural, social, and cultural factors made central to the explanation
of economic events?

3) If the political/state realm is thought to be important in determining
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the direction of economic development, how is the political or state sys-
tem conceived? Is it assumed that elites—political and/or economic—
are virtually the only ones that matter, or is politics thought of in terms
of agency and as a contest between classes and/or genders?



Based on these criteria I developed the following categories of per-
spectives. Each has its own cluster of assumptions:

1) Neo-classical. Emphasis on internal factors in an open-trading envi-
ronment, economic factors as defined by markets, often geography and
climate, with little reference to political determination except as barri-
ers to development.

2) Staples. Emphasis on external or metropolitan initiative, the charac-
ter of the staple, and economic, technical, and geographic factors.
When the state is discussed, the role of elites is emphasized.

3) Elites as Barriers to Economic Development. Most writers using the
elite perspective agree external and internal influences on Canadian
economic life combine, and that the important thing is the relation be-
tween the two. Most, however, emphasize either external or internal
elites. There is agreement that state policies, the power of economic
elites and ideology are central to an explanation of economic develop-
ment.

4) The Impact of Class Conflict on Economic Development. Authors
emphasize internal factors, and the 'political' is conceived as including
more than elites. Indeed a contest for control and leadership along class
(and sometimes non-class) lines lies at the heart of the explanation. As
a consequence, the state, the social structure, political movements, and
ideology (or culture) are seen as major determinants of economic devel-
opment.

5) Gender and Labour in Economic Development. These perspectives,
like that of class, focus on the internal aspects of Canadian economic
life but do not emphasize the political, at least in its macro dimensions.
Economically relevant phenomena are conceived broadly to include
factors much beyond 'economies' in the narrow sense. The emphasis is
on social structure and culture and sometimes a contest between con-
tending forces mainly at the micro level.

I did not include a bibliography of the latest works in the field be-
cause a good and much more extensive bibliography than could possibly
be included is already available. The reader is referred to Daniel
Drache's and Wallace Clement's The New Practical Guide to Canadian
Political Economy.41

Every selection of readings has its arbitrary and idiosyncratic aspects.
have explained the basis for the selections made here. Whether or not
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my readers agree with my classifications, I hope they find this a collec-
tion of fine and stimulating work.

Gordon Laxer
Edmonton
December 1990
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