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i n b u s i n e s s p r a c t i c e ? Did t h e 
B u c h a n a n s h e l p t o d i f f u s e new 
business techniques th roughou t t h e 
Canadian business community? 

Above a l l , the f i rm T s h i s t o r y 
i l l u s t r a t e s t he c r i t i c a l r o l e of 
p e r s o n a l i t y in determining business 
success or f a i l u r e , at a t ime when 
t h e s o l e p r o p r i e t o r s h i p a n d 
l i m i t e d p a r t n e r s h i p w e r e t h e 
o r g a n i z a t i o n a l norms . R i sks were 
k e p t t o a t o l e r a b l e l e v e l by 
j u d i c i o u s s e l e c t i o n of p a r t n e r s , 
a g e n t s , and employees, o f t e n drawn 
f rom t h e m e r c h a n t ' s " e x t e n d e d 
f a m i l y . " Ye t t h e s y s t e m was 
f r a u g h t w i t h e r r o r , as a l i s t of 
the BuchanansT agents and p a r t n e r s 
t e s t i f i e s . For t h e B u c h a n a n s , 
success or f a i l u r e was u n d o u b t e d l y 
decided by the p e r s o n a l i t i e s of the 
two p r i n c i p a l s : P e t e r , c a u t i o u s , 
r e s p o n s i b l e , a n d d e c i d e d l y 
r i s k - a v e r s e ; a n d I s a a c , " a 
commercial k n i g h t e r r a n t " ( p . 90) 
who con t inua l ly urged expansion and 
indulged h i s enthusiasm for "publ ic 
a f f a i r s " a t t h e d i r e c t expense of 
h i s b u s i n e s s r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s . 
This implaus ib le b u s i n e s s p a i r i n g 
was l i k e l y r e n d e r e d t o l e r a b l e to 
P e t e r o n l y by t h e i r s i b l i n g 
connection (even so , Pe te r expel led 
I s a a c from t h e f i rm on more t h a n 
one o c c a s i o n ) . P e t e r ' s d e a t h 
r e m o v e d t h e o n l y e f f e c t i v e 
c o n s t r a i n t on I s a a c ' s exube rance 
and d e r e l i c t i o n ; a f t e r 1860, t h e 
ru in of the company a t I s s a c ' s hand 
was perhaps i n e v i t a b l e . 

Pe t e r George 
Dean of Socia l Sciences 
McMaster Univers i ty 
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Graff, Harvey J . The Literacy Myth: 
Literacy and Social Structure in 
the Nineteenth Century City. 
S t u d i e s i n S o c i a l D i s c o n t i n u i t y 
S e r i e s . New York: Academic P r e s s , 

1979. Pp. 354 . T a b l e s , f i g u r e s , 
i l l u s t r a t i o n s . $27 .50 . 

C l u t t e r i n g a r e v i e w w i t h 
p e r s o n a l a n e c d o t e s i s p e r h a p s 
s e l f - i n d u l g e n t , but I w i l l p e r s i s t 
because Harvey Gra f f ' s The Literacy 
Myth i n v i t e s such comparisons. My 
g r a n d f a t h e r ( 1 8 7 8 - 1 9 6 8 ) w a s a 
t eamster who married young, r a i s e d 
a la rge family, owned h i s own home, 
a s t a b l e , h o r s e s , and a v a r i e t y of 
v e h i c l e s . He was never unemployed 
and even employed o t h e r t e a m s t e r s 
from t ime t o t i m e . He was a l s o 
i l l i t e r a t e . He would neve r admit 
i t , n o r d i d h e n e e d t o . My 
grandmother taught him to w r i t e h i s 
name, though he did not know what 
he had w r i t t e n , and he signed i t to 
documents ( t h e d e c e n n i a l c e n s u s 
r e t u r n for example) which she read 
aloud and comple ted f o r him. The 
advent of r ad io v a s t l y expanded h i s 
c o n v e r s a t i o n a l a b i l i t i e s , b u t , 
a p a r t from t h e o b v i o u s l y p a i n f u l 
exigences of s o c i a l d i s c o u r s e , he 
was p e r f e c t l y a t home i n h i s 
e s s e n t i a l l y n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y 
world and domestic a t t achments . 

My pu rpose i n r e l a t i n g t h i s 
a n e c d o t e i s t o i l l u s t r a t e two 
p o i n t s c e n t r a l t o Harvey G r a f f ' s 
a n a l y s i s of i l l i t e r a c y i n 
mid-Vic tor ian u r b a n Upper Canada. 
G r a f f ' s o b j e c t i v e i s to " e x p l o d e " 
the " l i t e r a c y m y t h , " t h e idea s e t 
l o o s e by p r o g r e s s i v e e d u c a t o r s 
(Egerton Ryerson, for example) t ha t 
a l i t e r a t e , though not t o o w e l l 
educa ted , popula t ion was e s s e n t i a l 
for p r o g r e s s , p r o s p e r i t y , and moral 
o r d e r j u s t a s i g n o r a n c e , 
converse ly , bred pove r ty , r e t a r d e d 
economic development and promoted 
d i s o r d e r . A f t e r e x a m i n i n g t h e 
s o c i a l , economic, demographic , and 
c u l t u r a l t r a i t s of u r b a n Upper 
C a n a d a ' s i l l i t e r a t e p o p u l a t i o n , 
Graff concludes t h a t t h e l i t e r a c y 
i s s u e was a red herring. Like my 
g r a n d f a t h e r , G r a f f ' s i l l i t e r a t e s 
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a p p a r e n t l y were not h i n d e r e d by sows1 e a r s , 
t h e i r i l l i t e r a c y in most aspects of 
t h e i r e v e r y d a y l i v e s . G r a f f 
p r e s e n t s e v i d e n c e to d e m o n s t r a t e 
t h a t i n s u c h m a t t e r s a s 
g e o g r a p h i c a l a n d v o c a t i o n a l 
m o b i l i t y , h o u s e h o l d s t r u c t u r e , 
f a m i l y f o r m a t i o n a n d s i z e , 
l i f e - c y c l e , and weal th , i l l i t e r a t e s 
not only shared the c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s 
of the l i t e r a t e major i ty , they were 
i n some ways more i n v e n t i v e i n 
d e v i s i n g s t r a t e g i e s t o p r o m o t e 
e c o n o m i c s e c u r i t y and s o c i a l 
achievement. Race, e t h n i c i t y , sex, 
a g e , and r e l i g i o u s a f f i l i a t i o n , 
according to Gra f f , were a l l more 
powerful determinants of i nequa l i t y 
in urban s o c i e t y t han i l l i t e r a c y . 
Consequently, he concludes tha t the 
" l i t e r a c y myth" was p r o p a g a t e d by 
s o c i a l , e c o n o m i c , a n d m o r a l 
h e g e m o n i s t s w h o s e p u r p o s e i n 
p r o m o t i n g l i t e r a c y was n o t t o 
enhance i nd iv idua l happiness but to 
c r e a t e a p o p u l a t i o n r e c e p t i v e to 
t h e i r i d e a s . 

This i s an appeal ing t h e s i s to 
which I would be more r e c e p t i v e i f 
i t were not for t h e s t r a i n s t h a t 
Graff places on h i s e v i d e n c e . For 
e x a m p l e , K a t z a n d o t h e r 
i n v e s t i g a t o r s have a s s o c i a t e d , 
convincingly I t h i n k , h igh l e v e l s 
of g e o g r a p h i c a l m o b i l i t y w i t h 
s o c i a l and v o c a t i o n a l s t r u c t u r a l 
i n e q u a l i t y and r i g i d i t y i n t h e 
commercial c i t y . The u n s k i l l e d , 
the p r o p e r t y l e s s , and the poor were 
over represen ted among the t r a n s i e n t 
popula t ions of urban North America. 
C i t i n g s t i l l h i g h e r r a t e s of 
m o b i l i t y among t h e i l l i t e r a t e 
minor i ty , Graff argues tha t because 
t h e i r i l l i t e r a c y did n o t impede 
t h e i r mob i l i t y , they were a t l e a s t 
a s w e l l - e q u i p p e d a s l i t e r a t e 
t r a n s i e n t s t o p u r s u e m a t e r i a l 
s u c c e s s whe reve r the s e a r c h f o r 
employment took them. To me, t h i s 
smacks a b i t of s i l k p u r s e s and 

S i m i l a r l y , i n t h e m a t t e r of 
v o c a t i o n a l m o b i l i t y Graff employs 
the work e x p e r i e n c e of p e r s i s t i n g 
i l l i t e r a t e adul t males in Hamilton, 
London, and Kingston to demonstrate 
t h a t i l l i t e r a c y did not c o n t r i b u t e 
t o downward d i s p l a c e m e n t i n t h e 
occupa t iona l s c a l e . Four - f i f t h s of 
t h e s e men m a i n t a i n e d t h e same 
v o c a t i o n a l r a n k f o r t e n y e a r s . 
More or l e s s e q u a l p r o p o r t i o n s 
moved up or down, no b e t t e r , no 
worse, than the experience of t h e i r 
l i t e r a t e c o m p a t r i o t s . But i n 
p r e s e n t i n g t h e s e d a t a Graff f a i l s 
t o po in t out that nearly 60 percent 
of t he men i n h i s sample were i n 
t h e lowes t ( u n s k i l l e d ) c o h o r t to 
b e g i n w i t h and c o u l d n o t h a v e 
undergone a f u r t h e r r e d u c t i o n of 
s t a t u s . By my c o u n t , of t h o s e 
i l l i t e r a t e s who p o t e n t i a l l y might 
have been d i s p l a c e d from a h i g h e r 
i n t o a lower rank, 33 percent were, 
i n f a c t , d i sp l aced . 

A f i n a l example may be drawn 
f r o m G r a f f ' s d a t a on h o m e 
o w n e r s h i p . He p r e s e n t s 
c r o s s - t a b u l a t i o n s t o show t h a t 
i l l i t e r a t e s were more l i k e l y to own 
proper ty than l i t e r a t e householders 
and t h a t the l i k e l i h o o d of owning 
p r o p e r t y i n c r e a s e d w i t h age f o r 
both groups. Graff conc ludes t h a t 
propety ownership was t h e r e f o r e a 
h a l l m a r k of t h e i l l i t e r a t e 
popula t ion for whom r e a l p r o p e r t y 
was a h e d g e a g a i n s t e c o n o m i c 
i n s e c u r i t y i n a s o c i e t y w h i c h 
i n c r e a s i n g l y v a l u e d and rewarded 
l i t e r a c y . But Gra f f ! s t a b l e s a l s o 
i n d i c a t e t h a t i l l i t e r a t e s were 
ove r r ep re sen ted , in any case , among 
the o ldes t cohorts of householders . 
Thus an a l t e r n a t i v e c o n c l u s i o n i s 
t h a t age, not i l l i t e r a c y , promoted 
home ownersh ip among t h e s e ag ing 
su rv ivors of a popula t ion t h a t was 
o n c e more i l l i t e r a t e t h a n t h e 
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population of urban Upper Canada in 
the 1860s. 

T h e s e few e x a m p l e s m u s t 
s u f f i c e t o c o n v e y some n a g g i n g 
r e s e r v a t i o n s about the a n a l y t i c a l 
c o n t e n t of G r a f f T s t r e a t m e n t of 
i l l i t e r a c y . My g r a n d f a t h e r ' s c a s e 
r a i s e s a m o r e f u n d a m e n t a l 
methodological dilemma. On none of 
the h i s t o r i c a l documents rev iewed 
by Graff as p o t e n t i a l t e s t s of 
l i t e r a c y ( the census, w i l l s , deeds, 
e t c . ) would t h i s man e v e r h a v e 
surfaced as an i l l i t e r a t e . GraffTs 
t e s t for l i t e r a c y - i n d i v i d u a l 
t e s t i m o n y , under t h e t h r e a t of a 
f i n e , to the a b i l i t y to read and/or 
w r i t e as repor ted on the manuscript 
c e n s u s r e t u r n s - i s c a r e f u l l y 
d e f e n d e d i n an a p p e n d i x a n d 
e l s e w h e r e ( s e e , fo r example , t h e 
exchange between Gra f f , Mays and 
Manzl i n Histoire sociale). Graff 
has c o n f r o n t e d h i s c r i t i c s who 
d e m a n d a n e x p l i c i t t e s t f o r 
l i t e r a c y . One never the less wonders 
how c l o s e t h e t r u e r a t e of 
i l l i t e r a c y i n Upper Canada a t 
m i d - c e n t u r y a p p r o x i m a t e d t h e 10 
percent accepted by Graff. 

I n s p i t e o f t h e s e 
r e s e r v a t i o n s , r e a d e r s w i l l f i n d 
Harvey GraffTs ana lys i s i n n o t a t i v e , 
i c o n o c l a s t i c , r i c h i n i t s 
t h e o r e t i c a l p e r c e p t i o n s , a n d 
s o l i d l y rooted i n t h e bourgeon ing 
corpus of research on the s u b j e c t . 
F u r t h e r s t u d i e s of t h i s s o r t , 
t a k i n g t h e a c c o u n t b a c k w a r d i n 
t i m e , f o r w a r d , and i n t o o t h e r 
aspec t s of the l i t e r a c y "myth," for 
example t he r e l a t i o n s h i p between 
l i t e r a c y and power, a r e c l e a r l y 
r equ i r ed . 

David Gagan 
Department of His tory 
McMaster Univers i ty 
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Before p u b l i c a t i o n of t h i s 
book, Bryan Palmer had e s t a b l i s h e d 
h i m s e l f a s a r e s o u r c e f u l 
r e s e a r c h e r , a s k i l l e d w r i t e r , and 
an agen t of d e b a t e i n C a n a d i a n 
s o c i a l h i s t o r y . C o n f i d e n t and 
s e i z i n g upon methodological i s s u e s , 
he a s s e r t e d t h e i m p o r t a n c e of 
c o n v e n t i o n a l d o c u m e n t a t i o n 
( n e w s p a p e r s , memoirs , government 
d o c u m e n t s ) and t h e M a r x i s m of 
Raymond Williams and E . P . Thompson 
a t a t i m e when u n c o n v e n t i o n a l 
s o u r c e s ( t h e m a n u s c r i p t c e n s u s , 
assessment r o l l s , o t h e r r o u t i n e l y 
g e n e r a t e d m a t e r i a l ) , 
q u a n t i f i c a t i o n , and s o c i a l s c i e n c e 
t h e o r y had made t h e i r bid a s t h e 
b a s i s for s o c i a l h i s t o r y i n Nor th 
A m e r i c a . What made P a l m e r ' s 
p e r s p e c t i v e i n t e r e s t i n g , as ide from 
h i s e x p r e s s i o n of some b r o a d l y 
shared concerns about t h e l a ck of 
human i n t e r e s t i n t h e w r i t i n g s of 
" n u m b e r s m i t h s , " was t h a t h i s 
w r i t i n g a s s u m e d a l i t e r a r y 
c h a r a c t e r b o t h i n p r o s e and i n 
t o p i c s e l e c t i o n . He took memorable 
c h a r a c t e r s and co lour fu l i n c i d e n t s 
and wove t h e s e i n t o g e n e r a l i z e d 
s t a t e m e n t s . Of c o u r s e , t h e 
s i g n i f i c a n c e of h i s a r t i c l e s and 
reviews depended upon more t han a 
s k i l l e d p e n , f o r he p r a c t i c e d 
"empi r i ca l Marxism" and d e l i n e a t e d 
where t h i s school stood i n r e l a t i o n 
t o t r a d i t i o n a l labour h i s t o r y , t h e 
s o c i a l s c i e n c e s , and o ther branches 
of M a r x i s t a n a l y s i s . The r e s u l t 
was c o m m e n d a b l e c o n t r o v e r s y . 
Culture in Conflict follows these 
achievements . 


