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“Mosco’s memoir gives us an inspiring account of the making of critical communication studies from one of its founding figures. More than this, Mosco tells us this story through the lens of a post-war era shaped by labour, anti-war, civil rights, media democracy, and other social justice movements, showing us how these struggles made critical communication studies the dynamic field of scholarship that it is.”

Enda Brophy, Associate Professor, School of Communication, Simon Fraser University


“Vincent Mosco has led by example and by the force of his will to teach and inspire scholars and activists around the world about the foundational importance of rigorous critique as a means of understanding how and why the means of communication serve and fail to serve humanity. His commitments to the practical matters of policy and to the philosophical principles of a critical political economy of communication have been wide-ranging, courageous, and invaluable. The interdisciplinary field of critical communication studies has been shaped to a great degree by the intellect, moral judgment, and passion that Mosco has contributed to it over the course of a career and a life worth celebrating. This book helps to explain why we are richer because of the role he played.”

Professor Andrew Calabrese, College of Media, Information and Communication, University of Colorado, Boulder


“Vincent Mosco was a generous and compassionate human being and a dedicated Humanist who showed so much sympathy, care, and concern Page iv →for others – friends, colleagues, workers, the oppressed, and the world. He passed away way too early. His death is very sad and leaves a hole in Critical Media and Communication Studies. Critical Communication: A Memoir shows that what makes Vincent Mosco’s approach to the political economy of communication special is his stress on the importance of human activity – labor and praxis. His life and work were based on a deeply Humanist philosophy. We should take his life and work as a beacon and model in our everyday lives and future scholarship. Vinny’s critical-humanist political economy of communication will live on and inspire future generations of scholars/activists.”

Christian Fuchs, Professor of Media Systems and Media Organisation, Paderborn University


“Vincent Mosco’s memoir is the story of a mild-mannered, but, combative, activist scholar and teacher, told humbly, honestly, and, at times, emotionally, of his Italian ancestry, growing up in a working-poor neighborhood in New York, studying under or with some of the world’s leading thinkers, and playing a pivotal role in pioneering and developing the field of critical communication studies.”

Professor John Lent, Temple University, Pennsylvania


“Vinny Mosco’s work was foundational to the development of the political economy tradition of media and communication research. He was a radical in the best sense of the word – his analyses penetrated to the structural roots of problems while pointing to possibilities for progressive change. His lifelong commitment to critical research and social justice leaves behind a lasting legacy that will continue to inspire scholars and activists well into the future.”

Victor Pickard, C. Edwin Baker Professor of Media Policy and Political Economy at the Annenberg School for Communication, University of Pennsylvania


“Through his scholarship and activism, his vision and conduct, Professor Mosco is the embodiment of what critical communication should be at its very best.”Page v →

Jack Qui, Shaw Foundation Professor of Media Technology, Wee Kim Wee School of Communication and Information, Nanyang Technological University, Singapore


“Vinny Mosco was the leader of the second generation of North American radical communication scholars, following in the footsteps of Herbert Schiller and Dallas Smythe. Professor Mosco continually opened new doors of research in the political economy of communication and was unwavering in his moral commitments to social justice, the defense of working people, and his own working-class family background in the streets of the Little Italy section of Manhattan.”

Professor Gerald Sussman, Nouhad A. Toulan School of Urban Studies and Planning, Portland State University


“Vincent Mosco’s memoir is a poignant and thoughtful remembrance of his inspirational life and impressive work. This volume not only provides insights into motivations for his academic, intellectual and activist work, but further reinforces his deep commitments to sharing knowledge and contributing to building a better world.”

Janet Wasko, Professor and Emeritus Knight Chair in Communication Research, University of Oregon


“In his ironically prescient memoir, Professor Mosco left us with profound insights into the life, soul, inspirations and ways of thinking of one of our field’s most influential figures. While his journey took on many unexpected twists and turns, from the rough streets of New York to the ivory tower of academia around the world, he never lost touch with what he came to say: study the world, change it for the better. It is a message that Vinny gave me personally as I started on my own scholarly path. His memoir passes that on to the world. RIP, my friend and colleague.”

Dwayne Winseck, Professor, Communication and Media Studies and Director of the Global Media & Internet Concentration Project, Carleton University





Page vi →Page vii →CRITICAL, DIGITAL AND SOCIAL MEDIA STUDIES

Series Editor: Christian Fuchs

The peer-reviewed book series edited by Christian Fuchs publishes books that critically study the role of the internet and digital and social media in society. Titles analyse how power structures, digital capitalism, ideology and social struggles shape and are shaped by digital and social media. They use and develop critical theory discussing the political relevance and implications of studied topics. The series is a theoretical forum for internet and social media research for books using methods and theories that challenge digital positivism; it also seeks to explore digital media ethics grounded in critical social theories and philosophy.

Editorial Board

Thomas Allmer, Mark Andrejevic, Miriyam Aouragh, Charles Brown, Melanie Dulong De Rosnay, Eran Fisher, Peter Goodwin, Jonathan Hardy, Kylie Jarrett, Anastasia Kavada, Arwid Lund, Maria Michalis, Stefania Milan, Vincent Mosco (†, 1948–2024), Safiya Noble, Jack Qiu, Jernej Amon Prodnik, Sarah Roberts, Marisol Sandoval, Sebastian Sevignani, Pieter Verdegem, Bingqing Xia, Mariano Zukerfeld

Published


Critical Theory of Communication: New Readings of Lukács, Adorno, Marcuse, Honneth and Habermas in the Age of the Internet

Christian Fuchs

https://doi.org/10.16997/book1

Page viii →Knowledge in the Age of Digital Capitalism: An Introduction to Cognitive Materialism

Mariano Zukerfeld

https://doi.org/10.16997/book3

Politicizing Digital Space: Theory, the Internet, and Renewing Democracy

Trevor Garrison Smith

https://doi.org/10.16997/book5

Capital, State, Empire: The New American Way of Digital Warfare

Scott Timcke

https://doi.org/10.16997/book6

The Spectacle 2.0: Reading Debord in the Context of Digital Capitalism

Edited by Marco Briziarelli and Emiliana Armano

https://doi.org/10.16997/book11

The Big Data Agenda: Data Ethics and Critical Data Studies

Annika Richterich

https://doi.org/10.16997/book14

Social Capital Online: Alienation and Accumulation

Kane X. Faucher

https://doi.org/10.16997/book16

The Propaganda Model Today: Filtering Perception and Awareness

Edited by Joan Pedro-Carañana, Daniel Broudy and Jeffery Klaehn

https://doi.org/10.16997/book27

Critical Theory and Authoritarian Populism

Edited by Jeremiah Morelock

https://doi.org/10.16997/book30

Peer to Peer: The Commons Manifesto

Michel Bauwens, Vasilis Kostakis and Alex Pazaitis

https://doi.org/10.16997/book33

Page ix →Bubbles and Machines: Gender, Information and Financial Crises

Micky Lee

https://doi.org/10.16997/book34

Cultural Crowdfunding: Platform Capitalism, Labour and Globalization

Edited by Vincent Rouzé

https://doi.org/10.16997/book38

The Condition of Digitality: A Post-Modern Marxism for the Practice of Digital Life

Robert Hassan

https://doi.org/10.16997/book44

Incorporating the Digital Commons: Corporate Involvement in Free and Open Source Software

Benjamin J. Birkinbine

https://doi.org/10.16997/book39

The Internet Myth: From the Internet Imaginary to Network Ideologies

Paolo Bory

https://doi.org/10.16997/book48

Communication and Capitalism: A Critical Theory

Christian Fuchs

https://doi.org/10.16997/book45

Marx and Digital Machines: Alienation, Technology, Capitalism

Mike Healy

https://doi.org/10.16997/book47

The Commons: Economic Alternatives in the Digital Age

Vangelis Papadimitropoulos

https://doi.org/10.16997/book46

Intellectual Commons and the Law: A Normative Theory for Commons-Based Peer Production

Antonios Broumas

https://doi.org/10.16997/book49

Page x →The Fight Against Platform Capitalism: An Inquiry into the Global Struggles of the Gig Economy

Jamie Woodcock

https://doi.org/10.16997/book51

AI for Everyone? Critical Perspectives

Edited by Pieter Verdegem

https://doi.org/10.16997/book55

The Society of the Selfie: Social Media and the Crisis of Liberal Democracy

Jeremiah Morelock and Felipe Ziotti Narita

https://doi.org/10.16997/book59

Paradoxes of Digital Disengagement: In Search of the Opt-Out Button

Adi Kuntsman and Esperanza Miyake

https://doi.org/10.16997/book61

Digital Platforms and Algorithmic Subjectivities

Edited by Emiliana Armano, Marco Briziarelli, Elisabetta Risi

https://doi.org/10.16997/book54

Forthcoming

Digital and Social Media in Africa

Edited by Henri-Count Evans, Ruth Teer-Tomaselli and Tinashe Mawere

The Left and Digital Politics: Political Parties from Platform Neoliberalism to Platform Socialism

Marco Guglielmo

Critique of the Political Economy of the Media

Manfred Knoche

Media Pasts and Futures: Critical Reflections on Power Without Responsibility

Des Freedman and Michael Klontzas






Page xi →Critical Communication

A MEMOIR

Vincent Mosco

[image: The University of Westminster Press logo.]

University of Westminster Press
www.uwestminsterpress.co.uk






Page xii →Published by

University of Westminster Press

115 New Cavendish Street

London W1W 6UW

www.uwestminsterpress.co.uk

© Vincent Mosco 2024

First published 2024

Cover design: www.ketchup-productions.co.uk

Series cover concept: Mina Bach (minabach.co.uk)

Print and digital versions typeset by Newgen North America

978-1-915445-40-7 (pbk)

978-1-915445-41-4 (pdf)

978-1-915445-42-1 (epub)

978-1-915445-43-8 (mobi)

DOI: https://doi.org/10.16997/book76

This work is licensed under the Creative Commons

Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License.

To view a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/ or send a letter to Creative Commons, 444 Castro Street, Suite 900,

Mountain View, California, 94041, USA. This license allows for copying and distributing the work, providing author attribution is clearly stated, that you are not using the material for commercial purposes, and that modified versions are not distributed.

The full text of this book has been peer-reviewed to ensure high academic standards. For full review policies,

see: http://www.uwestminsterpress.co.uk/site/publish.

Suggested citation: Mosco, V., 2024.

Critical Communication: A Memoir.

London: University of Westminster Press.

DOI: https://doi.org/10.16997/book76

License: CC-BY-NC-ND 4.0

[image: QR code that links to the book’s]

To read the free, open access version of this book online, visit https://doi.org/10.16997/book76 or scan this QR code with your mobile device.





Page xiii →CONTENTS

Foreword by Dan Schiller

Preface

 Chapter 1.From Mulberry Street to Park Avenue

 Chapter 2.Georgetown and Harvard: Learning the Canon/Challenging the Canon

 Chapter 3.Mill Town University

 Chapter 4.The Executive Office of the President

 Chapter 5.We Thought We Were Only Hiring One of You

 Chapter 6.Oh Canada!

 Chapter 7.Rethinking Political Economy

 Chapter 8.Building a Bridge to the Digital Sublime

 Chapter 9.Labor Days and Sleepless Nights

 Chapter 10.Marx is Back

 Chapter 11.The Internet of Everything

 Chapter 12.Passing the Torch and Hacking Utopia

Notes

Appendix: Vincent Mosco Publication List

Additional Publications

Index

[image: The author as a young child in the small kitchen of his tenement apartment. He is smiling shyly at the camera. His right hand rests lightly on the top of a chair in front of curtains with a leaf pattern, a door to his left.]
Figure 1. The author at age five, taken in 1953 in the kitchen of our tenement apartment.Page xiv →






Page xv →FOREWORD

Dan Schiller

Vincent Mosco was a force. Possessing extraordinary intellectual capacities and personal drive, he set himself to interpreting the world through its communicational aspects. His memoir gives us a window onto how his life and thought shaped and elevated critical communications scholarship.

Vinny’s life was cut short on February 9, 2024, mere weeks after he turned in the typescript of this work to the University of Westminster Press. It has been edited by his wife and intellectual partner, Professor Catherine McKercher. He told me that he was pleased with how the book had turned out.

Readers will find that growing-up in a working-class Italian family and neighborhood in lower Manhattan was Vinny’s grounding experience. This gave him a deep consciousness of class inequity and a sensitivity to people’s working lives. The formal education that followed was both rigorous and remote. Vinny’s exceptional ability to organize his own intellectual energies dated back to his determination to succeed in a wrenchingly selective and elite high school. Though less challenging by comparison, college gave him a widely adaptable conceptual framework. These keystone ingredients, he tells us in his memoir, were “historical (where does the issue come from?), epistemological (how best to study it?), ontological (what level of reality does it occupy—material, symbolic?), and moral philosophical (what values does it embody?).” Graduate school in sociology compelled him to do wide-ranging reading and taught him a need to frame projects tightly. These lessons absorbed, Vinny launched what would be an illustrious career as a professor.

When Vinny came into the communications field it was, by and large, stale and uncritical. Received research focused overwhelmingly Page xvi →on the content and effects of mass communication. Its methodological fixation – exponents called it “rigor” – bound it to experiments, surveys, content analyses and, above all, to units of analysis stripped of any social context. As was true of the humanities and social sciences more generally, a few radicals persisted, asserting that political economy and culture formed the actual ground on which analysis needed to be based; but they formed a decided minority. An ally of the Civil Rights movement and of protests against the U.S. war on Indochina, Vinny was one of a new generation of critical scholars who took up and expanded this radical impulse.

Vinny attempted not just to understand an unjust and increasingly unruly world but to impose intellectual order on it. I recall the excitement with which we greeted an early article he wrote (with his student Andrew Herman). Organizing the study of electronic media in 1979–1980 in terms of the world system, the state, the labor process, and culture, Vinny gave us a sweeping synthesis, and placed new thinking in radical sociology into contact with communication studies – especially including new media. This laid out revitalizing categories for critical research. Similarly, 35 years later, Vinny’s book To The Cloud (2014) anticipated what grew to be an unbroken surge in data-center-based services, and set cloud computing within a richly multi-tiered historical, structural, and cultural framework. Most notably, his masterwork, The Political Economy of Communication (1996, 2009), provided both a bold new conception and a field-defining account. It brought communications back into the study of social relations overall, unifying a theory of communications with a theory of society.

From early in his career, Vinny sought ties with trade unions and unionists in the media and telecommunications industries. His connections, especially but not only with Canadian unions, allowed him to participate in meaningful struggles for social justice and, relatedly, to produce a stream of research reports, government testimony, and books. These influenced both scholarship and the policymaking climate. During the mid-1980s, for example, he worked with some success with the feisty Telecommunications Workers Union (based in British Columbia) to resist telecommunications liberalization in Canada. Some of his doctoral students played significant roles in his work on labor.Page xvii →

His research productivity was breath-taking. He generated a cataract of publications. By turns examining diverse new information and communication technologies; the conditions of laboring people in industries built up around these technologies; the theory of political economy as adapted to communications; the cultural frames through which we assign meaning to contemporary digital life; and the status of present-day Marxism, Vinny sharpened our analytical tools. Throughout this process, he always kept a critical eye on the power relations that structure society. In the face of gathering environmental crises and political repression, he had recently begun to explore new forms of utopian thinking, partly out of hope that these emerging modes might help spur redress. Struggles for justice and against domination were the hinge of his thinking.

The vast intellectual scope of his enterprise depended on an unending project of new learning. Vinny was energized by this quest. No straitened, small-minded social scientist, he read voraciously – delightedly – across boundaries. Philosophy, history, sociology, science fiction, media studies, biography, literature, anthropology, occasional works of science: all were within his compass. He also exhilarated in popular culture, especially sports – basketball, football, and baseball – movies, and TV.

Vinny’s books are available in multiple languages and he won acclaim for his work across the world. The Political Economy of Communication has been published in Chinese, Persian, Korean and Spanish. He presented his research to groups and associations from Brazil to South Africa, and from France, the US and England to China. He also reached the peak of academic success in his home country, having been twice awarded a Tier 1 Canada Research Chair at Queen’s University. Attesting to his multifaceted talent, an intellectual best known for his contributions to political economy also received the Gary A. Olson Award for best book of the year in rhetoric and cultural studies for his book, The Digital Sublime (2004).

Although Vinny earned honors and recognition, he did not let this go to his head. He wore his learning with modesty. He was also approachable, curious, and open. In presentations, his voice was strong and forthright. He was concise and, invariably, well-prepared.Page xviii →

Vincent Mosco made for himself an engaged, productive, and meaningful life. His work will continue to resonate as long as the exercise of power – and resistance to power – persist, in communications and in other spheres.





Page xix →PREFACE


VLADIMIR: To have lived is not enough for them.

ESTRAGON: They have to talk about it.

Samuel Beckett1



Every memoir responds to Beckett’s famous Waiting for Godot dialogue in its own way. But every memoir faces the same questions: Why? Isn’t living a life enough? Do you really need to talk about it? Do you really need to fill an entire book with… you? And, especially for those of us who write memoirs as the sun begins to set on our lives: Don’t you have better things to do at this point in your life than sit at a computer struggling to find words to describe your past?

I have given considerable thought to these questions over the years, especially since starting work on this memoir. It is understandable to think that living a life is enough and I agree that it is. However, for me, as it is for others, writing is an intrinsic part of living a life. Telling stories and putting them in print are among my fundamental reasons for living and, over the course of my life, have been an essential part of keeping my demons at bay, whether they arise from within or from the surrounding world. But why a memoir? Why do I have to fill a book with me? In my view, these questions mistake the memoir for a showcase of one person’s experience. There is no doubt that some memoirs follow this pattern. But the better ones do not, and I try to follow this model. “Strange as it may seem,” said John Joseph Moehringer, ghostwriter to numerous memoirists, when Prince Harry struggled to complete his own story, “memoir isn’t about you. It’s not even the story of your life. It’s a story carved from your life, a particular series of events chosen because they have the greatest resonance for the widest range of people.”2Page xx →

Having worked on nearly thirty book projects, I can safely say that no book, whether sole or jointly authored, is easy to produce. I think that George Orwell put it best when in his wonderfully instructive reflection Why I Write he said that “writing a book is a horrible, exhausting struggle, like a long bout of some painful illness. One would never undertake such a thing if one were not driven on by some demon whom one can neither resist nor understand.”3 After a lifetime of writing, I cannot help but feel that this was both the easiest and the most difficult book I have written. Easy because I had the details in my mind or knew how to find them quickly. Moreover, the demons that drive my writing are still pecking away and, over the seventy-five years of my life, I have enjoyed little success in either resisting or understanding them. So I just keep writing. Difficult, because the power of those details and the decisions about what to include and to exclude were far more emotionally charged than those made in a book about corporate control of social media. It is one thing to write on the need to regulate media monopolies and altogether something else to describe how I wrote a book with my partner in between her trips to the chemotherapy ward or how I tried and failed to deliver a book about Marx and the media because my daughter had just received a cancer diagnosis. Unlike most research projects, this is personal. But therein lies the trap awaiting all memoirists who fail to follow Moehringer’s admonition: memoir isn’t about you.

Initially I chose the subtitle “a personal social history” but decided against it because, though indicative of what this book is about, I found it a bit too awkward. The exercise of compiling a list of readings from the authors of the books in critical communication I identified in the text brought a smile to my face when I realized just how large the field of critical communication studies has grown. Nevertheless, I insist that to avoid the inevitable danger of turning a memoir into a navel-gazing exercise, it must also be social. Even those of us who prefer solitude must admit that no life is lived without the influence of others, nor experienced without the weight of history. And no memoir should be written as if social history plays only a minor role. However, like memoir, social history never provides the full story; rather, it too, selects carvings from the lives of others that document their significance for the memoirist and that also add context, resonance, and understanding for readers.Page xxi →

This book is therefore not merely a memoir, it also challenges the very concept of the memoir as simply the personal account of a life by examining how the pull of history and encounters with family, friends, students, activists, and scholars shaped my life and my work. Specifically, Critical Communication chronicles the last half century of research, activism, and teaching about communication, technology, and society from the perspective of one of its founding figures. Critical communication research and activism starts from a commitment to question and resist mainstream ways of thinking about the media and information technology, particularly research that supports the dominant power structure. The goal is to challenge power, not to serve it. To do this, critical communication rejects the tendency to separate media and information technology from the wider social, cultural, and political economic contexts. It especially rejects all forms of technological determinism. Rather, it insists on describing how media and information technology are intimately connected to the wider world. Finally, the field of critical communication is not satisfied with description alone. Its goals are human emancipation, social transformation, and democratic control over the means of communication. For those of us who pursue critical communication, research and activism are one.

I have purposefully kept the book shorter than many memoirs both to conform to the expectations of the University of Westminster Press series of which it is a part and because I have found a tendency in the genre to overwrite, making memoirs appear bloated with so much detail that they lack coherence. My preference is to focus on the theme of critical communication and stray from that core idea only to the extent necessary to fill out major moments in my life. In addition to brevity, I tried to maintain a spirit of generosity throughout. It is not my intention to settle scores, pick fights, or dress up my life with the lurid details that might briefly enliven the text only to diminish the moral core of the story. Like all lives, mine has had both bright and dark experiences, both achievements of which I am proud and mistakes that still haunt me typically in the middle of long wintry nights in Ottawa. Both are included in the book, but I hope to have succeeded in emphasizing how my life—and especially my teaching, writing, and activism—have deeply benefited from the company of so many wonderful people.Page xxii →

The book draws from my personal journals which I kept sporadically since I was in elementary school and more systematically since June 1996 when I began writing daily entries, something that I continue to do today. It is also based on the papers, notebooks, and other records of academic work collected and saved since my formal education began and which were, for a long time, safely stored in my basement. These, in addition to my personal library and academic resources available today in libraries and online, made gathering material and checking for accuracy much less difficult than otherwise might have been the case.

One of my former colleagues and a founding figure in the field of critical communication studies, Dallas Smythe, wrote a similar unfinished but never fully published memoir. He called it Counterclockwise (1994), so titled because it began with the present and described his life and work in reverse temporal order. Dallas’s work has long been an inspiration to me. This book takes a more conventional, chronological approach with twelve chapters taking up different stages in my life. The first two describe my childhood and education, beginning with growing up in a working-class, tenement neighborhood in lower Manhattan in the 1950s and 1960s. It is where I learned by escaping into books and from my experience with poverty, social class divisions, labor, and the media. It proceeds to examine my encounters with the mainstream canon as it was taught in the elite schools I attended, including Regis, a renowned New York City Jesuit high school, Washington’s Georgetown University, and Harvard where I earned the PhD.

These institutions provided a wonderful education but were also intended to remake me—to take a young working-class man and prepare him for a conventionally successful life. However, a combination of social forces and personal characteristics led me to challenge this intention. Instead, I came to appreciate and incorporate radical ways of thinking, working, and living that began with active resistance and conscientious objection to the war in Vietnam. This critical sensibility has guided me throughout life.

Chapters three to five chronicle my early work in research and teaching at U.S. universities, first at a working-class public university in the old mill town of Lowell, Massachusetts. Then, after spending a year as a postdoctoral fellow in the Executive Office of the President, during which I Page xxiii →met Catherine McKercher, my partner in life and in writing, I returned to Georgetown, this time as a professor. In 1981, after the birth of our daughter Rosemary, we moved to Temple University in Philadelphia. Two years later, we welcomed our second daughter, Madeline. Temple was a special place because it was there that I worked with key figures in the development of the critical communication community including Dallas Smythe, Janet Wasko, Dan Schiller, John Lent, Jeanne Allen, Tran van Dinh, and other scholars and activists. Some of these, along with a group of radical students, professors, and activists from all over the United States and Canada, created the Union for Democratic Communications (UDC) and began to generate a substantial body of critical communication research. It was also there that I came to know George Gerbner who, as dean of the Annenberg School at the University of Pennsylvania, edited the Journal of Communication, the first genuinely critical academic journal in the field.4 George was also fully supportive of our efforts to create the UDC, offering both good advice and financial assistance.

Chapters six to eleven take up the move to Cathy’s home country of Canada following the rise of Reaganism in America. We were determined to live and to raise our children in a more humane nation, one where the social safety net and the public sphere were not just services to be gutted or privatized. Moreover, benefiting from the remarkable research support of the Canadian government and working with and for trade unions, I completed a series of projects that resulted in the first studies of working conditions and attitudes among telecommunications workers, including the women who toiled in operator services and the men who filled the ranks of technicians. I also established a conceptual foundation for the political economy of communication and built a bridge to cultural studies centered on the concept of the sublime. Subsequently, I expanded the field of communication labor with Cathy and revisited the relevance of the Marxist tradition with Christian Fuchs. In recent years, my research addressed the social significance of ongoing waves of technological innovation such as cloud computing, data analytics, and the so-called Internet of Things. During this time, I helped to build critical communication networks in China with Professors Cao Jin of Fudan University in Shanghai and in Latin America with Professor Jacqueline Lima Dourado of the Universidade Federal do Piauí, in Brazil.Page xxiv →

The book concludes with a chapter that moves in two directions. First, it takes up the ways new generations of activist scholars, including my own students, are expanding the field of critical communication research. Second, it explores a growing avenue of inquiry, utopian studies, that is undergoing radical reimagining with the goal of providing fresh maps for the future to address the existential challenges the world faces today. It is uncertain whether I will be around to complete this project but, at the very least, I can suggest pathways for critical scholars and activists to pursue. Looking backward means more when we also look forward.

I am grateful to the many people who have helped bring this project to life, but I would like to single out four for my deepest appreciation. Special thanks to Catherine McKercher, my partner in life, in research, and in activism since 1977. We discussed the book for hours and she read, edited, and commented brilliantly on complete drafts. When I was stuck, she always came through with fresh ideas, gentle criticism, and good suggestions.

I have admired Christian Fuchs’ involvement in critical communication for many years. He has contributed scholarly research, authored textbooks, edited a critical research journal, as well as the series that contains this book. His use of a Creative Commons license has made critical communication work like this more widely available.

I have known Dan Schiller for forty years as a dear friend and long admired his contribution to critical communication research. We have worked together and talked for hours in many different places. Dan and I have a regular phone meetup every couple of weeks and his encouragement on this project from inception to completion has been invaluable. When my motivation flagged, I would think of reporting my progress to him on the next call and hearing his enthusiastic support. It undoubtedly helped see the book to completion.

Finally, when Jack Qiu asked if I would contribute a chapter to The Handbook of Digital Labor which he, Richard Maxwell, and Shinjoung Yeo are editing, I initially declined because I am not actively engaged in research on the subject. He understood. However, when I came up with the idea of writing a memoir of my research in this field, he accepted and Richard and Shinjoung concurred. Grateful for their response, Page xxv →I began to think about a book-length memoir focusing on my entire life in academia and not just as a communication labor scholar and activist. Special thanks to Jack for his contribution to critical communication research and for accepting what I felt was an outlier of an idea that has led to this book.

As I begin, I would like to acknowledge that I write from Ottawa, Canada, on a continent known to some indigenous people as Turtle Island, on the unceded, unsurrendered territory of the Algonquin Anishnaabeg people whose presence here reaches back to time immemorial. I would also like to acknowledge the Lenape people, original settlers of what they called Manahatta or “hilly island,” now the borough of Manhattan, where my story begins.Page xxvi →





Page 1 →Chapter 1.

FROM MULBERRY STREET TO PARK AVENUE


Tell me, what do you plan to do

With your one wild, precious life?

Mary Oliver, “The Summer Day”1



Like my grandparents, I became an immigrant to find a better life. But that is where the similarity ends. When they left the southern Italian town of Bisceglie, on the Adriatic coast just north of Bari, my mother’s parents Vincenzo (Vincent, after whom I am named) and Lucia (Lucy) DiPilato (née Napolitano) were, like many Italians in the years following World War I, in desperate need of a place to live and raise a family in peace. It was the same for my father’s parents, Antonino (Tony) and Benedetta (Bessie) Mosco (née Corso) who made the long journey from the peasant village of Miselmeri near Palermo in Sicily to the immigrant magnet that was, and still is, New York City. Sixty or so years later, when I crossed the border into Canada, my family did not suffer from anything approaching the economic hardship my grandparents were made to endure. Rather, I immigrated primarily to distance myself and my family from what had sadly become of my grandparents’ adopted country.

It was very different for Grandpa Vincent and his young wife Lucy. After an arduous trip from Bari to the French coastal city of Cherbourg, they boarded a boat for New York City, where the couple arrived after making their way through the customs and immigration thicket at Ellis Island. For many, New York was the end of the journey. Not for Vincent and Lucy who soon thereafter loaded their bags on a train that took them to the western Maryland mining town of Barton where Vincent was promised work. Companies were hiring immigrants to toil in the Page 2 →mines for a barely subsistence wage. According to Lucy, they were happy in Barton, knowing that they had enough to support themselves and even start a family, which included my mother Rose who was born there in 1922. It was a struggle, but all went relatively well until the Ku Klux Klan began burning crosses in immigrant neighborhoods. Known for their violent attacks on African Americans, the racist KKK also went after immigrants, especially Roman Catholics from Mediterranean nations. Fearing for their safety, Vincent, Lucy, and their young children fled to New York where they planned to board a ship for a return to Italy. However, friends and family intervened and convinced them that the city would be a safer place than Barton. They decided to stay and settled among fellow Italians in the lower Manhattan neighborhood originally known as Five Points. It was a place that gained notoriety for its extreme poverty as documented in Jacob Riis’s 1890 photographic exposé How the Other Half Lives. Some improvements were made but it remained a slum. Nevertheless, for Vincent and Lucy, it quickly became home. With the money Vincent earned delivering blocks of ice to the community, they would live in a tiny second-floor tenement apartment at 79 Mulberry Street and raise their eight children. I would spend my youth in that same tenement building, growing up in a cramped three-room apartment on the fourth floor with my parents and three siblings.

I know less about the journey Bessie and Tony took from outside Palermo, only that they went through Ellis Island and settled in an Italian neighborhood in New York. Sadly, I never got to know my grandfathers. Tony died in the early 1920s, leaving Bessie with five children to raise. After the local parish priest suggested she put them up for adoption, as Bessie recounted to me one day, she vowed never to set foot in a Roman Catholic church again. Instead, demonstrating a tenacity that was a hallmark of her character, she moved the family to a Jewish neighborhood on Manhattan’s famed Lower East Side. When I asked her why, she answered that Jews loved education and she did not want any pressure to have her kids attend a Catholic school. Lucy’s husband Vincent died in 1954 and my only memory is seeing him lying in bed at home waiting to die from the cancer that ravaged his body.

My grandmothers survived through my early adulthood, providing me with some of my first lessons in communication. Despite her burdens, Page 3 →including eight children born between 1921 and 1934, and health issues that started with only one working kidney, Lucy wore a perpetual smile that announced her generous and easy-going demeanor. The only time I noticed a change was when, as an eight-year-old, I had a run-in with some rusty nails protruding from a block of wood in what passed for the play area in a garbage-strewn “yard” behind a tenement on our street. Already panicked from a badly open knee wound, I ran to our tenement and banged on Lucy’s door pleading for help. Instead, she took one look at the flesh hanging from my knee, ran into the hall and screamed to my mother, two floors above, “Rosie, it’s Jimmy (to distinguish me from my four younger cousins Vinny), he’s gonna die!” The sound resonated throughout the building alerting close family friends on the next floor whose elderly matriarch joined the cry about my impending demise. By the time I reached our tenement with thoughts about Last Rites filling my head, my terrified mother repeated the death notice to my father whose thankfully cooler head prevailed. He ushered me off to our local “old school” doctor who treated the wound and stitched it up, but with a material that felt as thick as jump rope.

Aside from this terrifying outburst, Lucy loved to greet family and friends with a generous and loving welcome. At the same time, she controlled conversations by pretending not to understand or speak a word of English, a handy talent for dealing with strangers. We all knew this was a cover and admired her ability to stick to the script, especially when dealing with potential threats. Known from her childhood as a gifted healer, Lucy practiced her art with skill, deploying salt, garlic, and olive oil, to deal with colds and fevers (my navel occasionally featured a clove of garlic attached with tape), and, her special talent, easing migraine headaches (our local medical doctor was a client). Long before it became an object of scholarly attention, Lucy helped me to understand the power of performance art.

Unlike Lucy, Bessie rarely smiled, preferred solitude, including long stretches by herself at a rundown summer house in the Pine Barrens of central New Jersey, and believed in unemotional straight talk. She sat me down one day after I received another of my stellar elementary school report cards, not to congratulate me but to explain that, while I might be capable of great things, it was important for me to know that as a Roman Page 4 →Catholic, I could never become President of the United States. From her I learned to value spending time alone, to view silence as a form of communication, and to appreciate that classic Sicilian admonition: trust no one outside the family (and even some within). Armed with these values, Bessie managed to raise five children through the Great Depression, a relic of which is a shoeshine box my father used to earn money for the family when he was a young boy, that is, when he and his brothers were not selling pretzels to those visiting deceased loved ones in a local cemetery. Bessie’s toughness also helped her to persevere when each of her three sons went off to Europe and the South Pacific to fight, each in a different service, in World War II. One of her boys, my uncle Joseph, never made it home.

My dad joined the Marine Corps in 1942, leaving a pregnant wife whom he would not see for four years. Over the years, I developed an appreciation for Dad’s connection to systems of communication. In the battles of Guadalcanal, Peleliu, and Okinawa, he worked as a communication specialist, operating a radio to help coordinate troop movements. After the war, he took on several short-term jobs including one at a bookstore, which gave us more books than our little tenement could handle. Starting with the children’s classic A Hole Is to Dig by Ruth Krauss, with its brilliant illustrations by Maurice Sendak, these provided me with the pages that I crawled into to carry out many a successful escape from the depressing squalor of the neighborhood and our claustrophobic apartment. Frank would go on to spend most of his working years in the printing industry, operating a variety of presses, including a spanking new four-color lithographic machine, that provided our household with a steady supply of artwork, magazines, and posters. My most treasured of these is an original Woodstock concert poster that still hangs in my home. A high-school graduate, Dad often referred to the Marines as his “college” although there was little resemblance to anything I encountered in my academic career. Like many veterans of that horrific war, he spoke little about it. Instead, Dad communicated through the photographs he brought home, including one of him in the uniform of a dead enemy soldier. On many Sunday afternoons we would sit together quietly to watch Victory at Sea (1952–53), a serial documentary chronicling the war in the Pacific theater. There was also his annual ritual of sending Christmas cards to a long list of his First Marine Division buddies, including to his dear friend, the aptly named Rubber Nose Joe.

Page 5 →While Frank was away in the Pacific, my mother Rose gave birth to Joseph Anthony Mosco, named after my dad’s brother who was lost in a naval battle and Frank’s father Tony. She also moved back from my dad’s old neighborhood to 79 Mulberry Street in Little Italy. Rose told me she made the move primarily to be close to her mother Lucy, her sister Santa, and other relatives during the years when her husband was fighting a war on the other side of the planet. When my dad returned from the war, which included a short stint in China where he was impressed by the commitment of the locals to their leader Mao Zedong, he had to get to know again the wife he had not seen in four years and meet his three-year-old son. He also acquired a new neighborhood where he quickly picked up the nickname “Jewboy” for the years he spent growing up in the Jewish Lower East Side.

The irony of Frank’s post-war life is that he never felt entirely at home in Little Italy and yet, he was among the few who refused to join the caravan to the suburbs. In fact, after he passed away, the street we once lived on was renamed from Park to Mosco Street to honor his community activism. Admittedly, Five Points had lost some of the qualities that had earned a reputation as “the world’s most notorious slum.” By the time Dad returned from the war, the reputation had improved but the crowded tenements remained, as did the poverty. The Jewish Lower East Side was also poor but different from its rougher Italian neighbor. In Little Italy obscenity-laced language was considered normal in both men and women (except around priests and nuns). Fights could break out anywhere, including in the bar at the base of a tenement two buildings down from where we lived. Moreover, racism was the centerpiece of a view that the neighborhood was Italian and should stay that way. After years of living on Mulberry Street, Frank would still take us for haircuts to Maxy, a Jewish barber near Delancey Street, still walk to the Jewish baker on Sundays to pick up what was for us strange looking but great tasting bread, and still take me to his Jewish haberdasher, a small husband and wife shop, for everything from shirts to underwear.

My father both terrified and excited me. As a six-year-old, he would order me to the far end of our three-room railway flat, my parents’ bedroom, to hear him bark out homework questions from the opposite end, our kitchen, in true Marine Corps drill instructor fashion. Whether spelling or arithmetic, it did not matter. The words “I can’t hear you” Page 6 →were fixtures at homework time. And yet, I almost never wanted to leave his side. On Sundays, he and I would drive up to grandma Bessie’s apartment in the one and only car we ever owned (a ’54 Mercury) to a public housing development in upper Manhattan ostensibly to take baths (our tenement was considered upscale for the neighborhood because it had an indoor toilet—but no tub or shower). Driving up the East River Drive, we would talk, listen to music on a favorite radio station, and often go over our common betting slip for the day’s football games. At my request we would often drive home along the Hudson River on the West Side Highway so that I might see the great steamships—the Queen Mary was my favorite—docked in the harbor.

I followed him to his weekly bowling league on Friday nights, went with him on trips to my grandmother’s place in New Jersey to open her house for the summer season and to make repairs. We took the subway to midtown movies and on very special occasions to two movie palaces on the same day with a stop at the Horn and Hardart automat in between. We visited uptown museums where, for no admission fee, we learned about natural history, outer space, and the latest in fine art. Given his love of New York, it is no surprise that his favorite was the Museum of the City of New York on Fifth Avenue and 103rd Street. We stopped off at bookstores, where Dad once assured me that if he ever had a house large enough, he would fill it with books. Perhaps it was his work on large printing presses, but he was fascinated with technology. Television came to New York City earlier than elsewhere and we were the first in the neighborhood to install a set, which meant our apartment became ever more crowded with curious family and friends. It also meant frequent trips to a repair shop to pick up replacements for one or another of the many burnout-prone vacuum tubes that powered the set.

We talked politics. Booed Eisenhower (for Dad he was nothing more than “a handshake and a smile”) and cheered Kennedy (a Catholic can become President!). We stayed up on election night 1964 to celebrate the promise of Lyndon Johnson and then soured together as he stepped up the military commitment in Indochina. There were times when what we would today call PTSD, no doubt acquired from his many dark days in the South Pacific, would overtake my father. Moreover, with all of us—Frank, Rose, my younger sister Bernadette, older brother Joseph, and, Page 7 →later, my brother Anthony—crammed into a three-room tenement flat, there was rarely any space for privacy. Nevertheless, in my childhood, I knew no more interesting, more curious man than my dad.

Frank met Rose when they were just teenagers, and they were married right before the outbreak of World War II. Between his green eyes and wavy hair and my mother’s beaming smile and big brown eyes, they made a beautiful couple. When Frank returned from his long tour of duty, they enjoyed a bit of post-war New York, including house parties and as much of Manhattan nightlife (I recall an ashtray swiped from the legendary Stork Club) as a meagre budget and my mother’s agoraphobia would allow. Rose was a good complement to my father whose mood swings often got the better of him. Like her mother, she was a gentle woman whose constant smile and generous nature softened the many hard edges we all faced living in a tiny apartment. She learned to live with her constant fears, managing to raise four children born over three decades. Knowing no alternative, Rose followed a traditional path—marriage, children, and homemaking. Although she took in work to help boost the family income, her outside life mainly focused on our local parish church and school. What stands out most in my memory is her unconditional support for all of my decisions, even when they clashed, as they would from time to time, with what she, and the culture she came from, thought was right. I had her support even when I chose to leave New York, to leave the daughter-in-law she loved, to leave the Catholic Church, and, soon after her husband passed away, to leave the only country she knew and set out for Canada with my Canadian wife and Rose’s two granddaughters. And when I did not have her complete support, there was always her unconditional love.

My early experiences instilled ideas, values, and attitudes that would occupy me for the rest of my life, including an awareness of poverty, social class, labor, and the media. Before becoming a teenager and before hearing the words “social class,” I understood some of what it meant to be poor, to labor in a factory, to work for a union, and to toil in the underground homework economy. In the nineteenth century my neighborhood was known for crime, disease, and abject poverty. An image of my street from a widely circulated photograph hangs over the fireplace mantle in my Ottawa home. Taken in 1900 by Jacob Riis, the famed muckraker who documented our neighborhood’s squalor, it features the precise block of Page 8 →Mulberry Street where I grew up.2 The street is filled with people, almost exclusively newly arrived Italian Americans, many standing behind push carts that supplied the neighborhood with fresh essentials. The four-story tenement at 79 Mulberry on the left edge of the photo was there in my childhood and remains today. We lived on the fourth floor which contained two apartments, the other occupied by my mom’s sister Santa and her family. My grandmother Lucy lived with her son Benny on the second floor and a family of dear friends, the Dell’olios, occupied the entire third floor. Each apartment was configured as a railroad flat with three rooms and a small toilet, a step above other tenements on the street which had one toilet on each floor. One room contained a stove, fridge and sink (which doubled as a tub for our “sponge baths”). The windowless middle room had space for a small couch and chair, later a television, and bunk beds behind the TV separated with a curtain from the main living area. The third room contained a bed for my parents and a small bed for the youngest child at the time. Reforms sparked by Riis’s investigative reporting led to a requirement that the back room also contain at least one window. Before radiators arrived when I was about ten, we made it through cold winters with heat from the stove, thick blankets and, on the coldest nights, we wore coats to bed.

Today we would be considered working poor or just plain working class. Economic hardships were real enough, but the mental health consequences of living in a crowded tenement made day-to-day life more difficult. For the most part, privacy was out of the question—the toilet contained the only interior door. When I reached university and eventually chose to study sociology, I read a great deal about poverty, but it was my childhood that taught me the most about the daily hardships of living without. Moreover, as television brought solidly middle-class families into our living room, I slowly came to realize that social class, as both a category and a relationship, had significant practical consequences. What money we had was spent mainly on food. My father worked as much overtime as he was given, and my mother took in work. I recall Rose sending brother Joe down to the site of the freshly demolished Third Avenue elevated train line to pick up bricks for placement on the stove to warm the house. I also remember him going to an annual police-sponsored Christmas event that gave toys to needy families so that he could find a toy for each of us.

[image: A black and white photograph of 79 Mulberry Street, a narrow tenement in Manhattan showing four out of the building’s five floors and a steel fire escape descending over plain brickwork. The main header of signage on the left edge of the building reads “A.S.A. Waterproofing Corp.”]
Figure 2. My first home at 79 Mulberry Street in New York’s Little Italy neighborhood. The building still looks much as it did when I lived there from 1948 to 1964.

Page 9 →Page 10 →Vermin in and around the apartment was a problem. While we were generally able to keep the mouse and rat population under control, cockroaches were more difficult. In the neighborhood, wild dogs and stray cats seemed to be everywhere and sometimes suffered terrible cruelty at the hands of kids. Alcoholics, whom we disparaged as “Bowery bums,” were a constant presence. Drugs would pour into the neighborhood later, ultimately taking my youngest brother’s life. Ethnic tribalism was unquestioned. Even though our elementary school classroom was equally divided between Italians and Chinese, mainly from Taiwan, we did not often socialize. Some Italian blood was essential for acceptance. Others were shunned and at times became the object of racist talk. Nevertheless, we did not lack for family love, nor for a community of people that supported one another, until, beginning in the early 1960s the migration to the outer boroughs, mainly Brooklyn and Staten Island, took family after family out of Little Italy. Before this took place and before my high school years, the neighborhood had a vibrant outdoor life with sidewalks buzzing with conversation, with streets and tenement back yards alive with our play—ringolevio, stick ball, kick the can, Johnny on the pony, and more. Our stores became places to both shop and to argue the world. Ours was a safe neighborhood with almost no crime. It was not the police who guaranteed this. In fact, the Irish officers assigned to our neighborhood were rightly considered hostile forces. We were safe because our tenement windows provided eyes on the street and our frequent social contact built trust and a set of lessons and expectations about the right way to behave. We were the model of an urban village that later in life would draw me to the work of Jane Jacobs, especially The Death and Life of Great American Cities (1961), and eventually to my own book on what really makes a city work for its people.

Our lives were cramped but we managed to create spaces for fun, especially when adults were not involved. From the toilet door hung a basketball hoop for games in our tiny kitchen. My imagination was stretched by inventing entire football matches on the kitchen floor where I would play out a college or NFL contest with just me and a ball. In addition to games, Mulberry Street came alive with open hydrants to cool down in summer and with the Feast of San Gennaro in fall, which, amidst the food stands, Page 11 →brought a bandstand and opera to my block. The site of my encounter with rusty nails was also a place for whiffle ball games. And when balls were not available, we used old milk cartons to play something we called container ball. Nearby criminal court buildings were quiet on weekends except for the stickball games that would go on until dark. Down the street from our apartment, Columbus Park was home to self-organized games where, in my mind at least, days filled with softball, basketball, and touch football, happily seemed to last forever.

Adult-organized sports were another matter. An all-dirt field under the Manhattan Bridge was the site of Little League games, made especially intense because teams represented neighborhoods, ethnicities, and races. On reflection, it now seems very strange that ten-year-old boys were there not only to play ball but to defend their Italian, Irish, Jewish, Black, or Latino heritage. All of this was repeated in winter when play moved into a gymnasium. It was fun but also filled with tension and danger because the stakes rose beyond play. Fights were common among players and even, at times, between coaches and players. Lessons in class, ethnicity, and race were driven home to me long before I studied these subjects in university.

My education in factory labor originated with my father who held a series of jobs in the printing industry, primarily as a press operator in plants that specialized in lithography. This came after a series of post-war jobs first as a brakeman on the New Jersey Central railroad and in retail with a Manhattan bookstore, which turned out to influence my life’s direction. While printing was less immediately dangerous than working the rails and paid more than a bookstore, it was far from ideal. Before regulations were introduced in the 1970s after creation of the Occupational Safety and Health Administration and the Environmental Protection Agency, printing factories were deafeningly loud and, what could be even more of a health threat, filled with hazardous chemicals. I recall a visit to the factory where my dad worked which taught me a valuable lesson. When asked by a workmate if he intended his son to follow in his footsteps, Frank replied with a blunt “No!” His son would not work in the printing industry. His son would wear a white, not a blue, collar. Even more powerful a memory is the chemical odor that left me with a burning sensation in my lungs. I could not have been Page 12 →there for more than an hour, just a fraction of a standard shift. If it felt debilitating to this teenager, what must it have been like for workers, and especially for my father, to inhale these fumes? Years later, I would learn what it meant for him, when he was hospitalized numerous times with lung and heart ailments that rapidly led to his forced retirement just as he was entering his fifties and what he hoped would be his best earning years. Frank would live ten more productive years, devoting full time to community activism and service, amid continuing debilitating health problems. My father may have left the factory floor, but it never left him, or me.

In those early years, I was fortunate to learn about the value of trade unions. For much of his printing industry career, my father was a member of a skilled craft union, the Amalgamated Lithographers of America (ALA) and later, after a merger, he joined the International Typographical Union (ITU), then a labor movement powerhouse. On occasion, Frank served as a union shop steward responsible for collecting dues and keeping the books for his local. Given the math skills I honed from his “drill instructor” lessons, I would help with the bookkeeping and further develop my capabilities beyond the textbook learning that the nuns of my elementary school were able to impart. Most importantly, especially at a time when unions were under constant attack, I learned the practical benefits of trade union work. It was the union that won my dad’s good wages, paid for a specialist to straighten my Bucky Beaver teeth, provided for my dad’s many medical treatments while he was working and into his forced retirement, thereby making it possible for him to continue his social justice work until his heart and lungs completely gave out.

I also learned that unions had their deficiencies, something my dad experienced when he ran unsuccessfully for one of several Vice-President positions in the union, something that no Italian American had achieved. Some union jobs were still reserved for those more purely Caucasian. Nevertheless, as I would learn throughout my professional career, from my membership in unions and my research on media workers, trade unions have been a huge positive in the United States and throughout the world. Indeed, the decline of trade unions today may be the most significant factor in the acceleration of income inequality. Page 13 →Both my partner Catherine McKercher and I, separately and together, have studied his union, the ITU, and concluded that its inability to sustain a strong presence in the burgeoning field of communication and information technology left workers vulnerable to the demands of the monopoly companies that rose to dominate the media and information technology industries today.

In addition to taking on the primary role of raising our family, my mother took in piece work from the garment district, a job that brought together three generations of our family, all living in the same tenement building, for what we called “cutting the lace.” This provided me with insight into what is today called the “informal economy.” My dad, sometimes with me tagging along, would drive to a wholesaler who gave us boxes of material for women’s clothes that needed to be separated for the next step in the dress-making process. My mother Rose, Grandma Lucy, I and whoever else happened to be around would gather in our kitchen to carry out the work for which Rose was paid by the amount of material she (and we) were able to separate. The piece rate wasn’t much, but it did help the family budget, and it also gave us a sense of what it means to work together to support the family. For me it was the first step in my conclusion that, whatever your age, work for pay was simply a part of life. In addition, to contribute to the family income, both my brother and I worked in a series of part-time jobs by age 13, mainly delivering groceries for a Chinese-owned grocery store on our street. There was no sense in complaining, even though hauling fifty-pound bags of rice up several flights of stairs strained our young bodies. My father, as he liked to remind us, started shining shoes and selling pretzels in the cemetery when he was six.

For my first book on broadcasting policy, Broadcasting in the United States (1979), I could not help but begin with the constant presence of radio and television in our tenement on Mulberry Street. Whether it was radio’s “Make Believe Ballroom” on Saturday mornings with the Big Band music still popular at the time or the sitcoms and sports that beamed from out of our tiny black and white TV, broadcasting was a constant presence. Television sets began to fill New York apartments in the late 1940s and by the time I was six, I had already appeared live on one of my favorite shows. Since most programs originated from Page 14 →Manhattan, there were many opportunities to appear on screen as part of a studio audience. In 1954, my next-door cousin Vinny (one of four cousins called Vinny) and I got to sit in the “Peanut Gallery” of the Howdy Doody show (1947–1960) one of the more popular kids’ programs of the time. NBC had just introduced a primitive color TV capability which required us to wear clothes of bright clashing colors to test the technology’s capabilities.

New York was also the print journalism capital of America. Most nights my brother Joe or I would go out to buy a copy of the New York Daily News, a tabloid, which was the highest circulating paper and the Daily Mirror, known for its garish photography and gossip columns. On occasion we would also pick up the Post or the Journal-American. It wasn’t until high school that I started on a steady diet of the highbrow press, The New York Times and Herald Tribune. I cannot say for sure whether the constant presence of media in my childhood influenced my decision to make media research a career. What I can say for sure is that I have been a pragmatist throughout my life and that includes the practical sense to write primarily about what I know. In addition to social class and labor, mass media was so much a part of my childhood and so fundamentally important to helping me escape from the vicissitudes of life in Five Points, that both logic and emotion warranted my turning to media when it came time to start a research career.

Once I reached the age of five, the decision about where to go to school was easy. Italian Catholics and most Chinese from families of the same faith attended Transfiguration School and its church on Mott Street in the heart of Chinatown. As a Roman Catholic Church, Transfiguration had been a fixture since the mid-nineteenth century, primarily as a home to Irish immigrants. It was so strictly Irish that when Italian Catholics began arriving, they were only allowed to attend Mass in the basement. However, by the time I was a student, it was almost entirely made up of kids from the immigrant families of Italians and Chinese. We considered it our main home away from home. As a result, while a public school was not more than 100 steps away and several blocks closer to our tenement, we were raised to see it as utterly inferior. P.S. 23 was free, and its typical class size was much smaller than the 50 to 60 children crowded into our school at every grade level, but, since there Page 15 →was no crucifix at the front of the public school classroom, my parents followed the lead of most Italians in the neighborhood and scraped together the fees.

One of my first realizations that I possessed a special talent, an experience that also taught me an important lesson in the power of communication, occurred in my first-grade classroom. For a fund-raising event to keep our school afloat, a few of us six-year-olds were asked to give a speech to our class on why our parents should support the school. I was so persuasive in scaring kids with tales of the horrors they would face if our school closed and they were forced to attend public school that our teacher and the principal sent me off to give the same terrifying speech to every class from kindergarten to eighth grade. The experience taught me that even at a young age, I had a talent for making a cogent argument and for speaking persuasively—skills that would serve me well throughout my professional life.

My escape into books, whether at home or at the nearby public library branch of the amazing New York Public Library system, helped me to cope. Nevertheless, living conditions and a family tendency to depression made childhood a constant struggle. I was blessed with extraordinary teachers. These were Roman Catholic nuns belonging to the Maryknoll Order, who trained on the members of our immigrant community before heading to Africa and Latin America to do missionary work. Placed in a classroom with up to 60 young people, these women could easily have been satisfied to simply preside over the daily cacophony. Instead, they managed to produce educational miracles. Having joined the order to change the world for the better, most were deeply committed to social justice and what came to be known as liberation theology. I thought of them often when, as an adult, I would read about their work with the poor in the developing world as well as about their often-deadly clashes with reactionary governments. Coming from a home and a neighborhood where shouting, screaming, and irrational outbursts were a constant, I was deeply impressed by their calm demeanor, by their soft, measured speech, and by their buoyant optimism about life and especially about the power of education. More so than the parish priests who struck me as listless men mainly going through the motions, the sisters motivated and inspired us to believe Page 16 →that we were special, that education mattered, and that there was a way out of tenement life. It was also a genuine gift that these women could be with us outside the classroom too because they lived in the neighborhood at a convent on what is now Mosco Street. It remains remarkable to me that we had a group of dedicated women from all over the United States (none actually came from the neighborhood), whose goal was to help us all become better people.

As would be expected, religious training was central to their mission where a Catechism Bee (Q: Who made you? A: God made me. Q: Why did God make you? A: God made me to show forth His goodness and make me happy with Him in heaven …) replaced the spelling bee and the prize was a bust of John the Baptist, which I was once happy to take home. We debated guardian angels, what we would look like in the afterlife, and practiced swallowing a communion wafer without biting into the body of Christ. I later realized how much the rituals, the mythology, the faith in a world beyond this one, and the experience of transcendence would create a foundation for my interest in the secular myths of our time, particularly those inspired by technology.

Nevertheless, I learned early on that I had a rebellious streak that extended beyond withdrawing from people into the world of reading. At age 11, I engaged in my first strike action, informing my Grade 5 teacher that I would no longer be working on spelling assignments in class or in homework because, I insisted, spelling was a waste of time that I could be spending on other more useful subjects. At around the same time, I became a Little League baseball holdout. As a season was gearing up for its spring start, I informed my father, who was our coach, that I would not be playing because I had better things to do. Since few kids wanted the thankless job of the catcher position, Dad had assigned it to me in our first year wearing the Transfiguration Church uniform. My stubborn refusal to play had consequences for the team. I had fun playing organized ball but not enough to warrant continuing. I preferred the “old days” when we kids would organize our own games. Although both actions were ultimately settled—I returned to spelling after a promise of less rote work and ended my baseball holdout after establishing my independence—these actions, I later realized, were the seeds of a tendency to go my own way, even if that meant adding to my own troubles. Page 17 →My dad tried many different strategies to nip this in the bud, at one point posting a hand-made sign on the wall next to his favorite chair with the famous line from Shakespeare’s King Lear: “How sharper than a serpent’s tooth it is to have a thankless child.” A few years later when I read the play for a high school Literature course, I understood and smiled at the irony of old King Lear foolishly attacking the one child who loved him enough to challenge his decisions.

On a winter day early in 1962 I walked from school to have lunch at home, picked up the mail and found an envelope addressed to me from Regis High School which, to my complete astonishment, informed me that I had been admitted to one of the most selective secondary schools in the United States. This was a watershed moment. Adding to the power of the memory was my mother’s announcement, after hearing me share my remarkable news, that she, the mother of children ages 17, 13, and 8, had equally shocking news: she was once again pregnant. It took a while for the news to sink in for us, for the family, and for our friends in the neighborhood. In September, just as I was starting a new life, going from one of the poorer neighborhoods in the city to attend school in one of the world’s wealthiest, Rose gave birth to Anthony Paul Mosco. He was named after the father my dad lost when he was three years old. My new brother was also given a middle name taken from that of a local nun, Sister Paul Michelle, who was dear to our family. Anthony and I were close for many years, until he fell victim to the flood of illegal drugs that inundated New York in the 1980s and ’90s and, after many attempts at rehabilitation, lost his life to addiction in 1998.

Founded in 1914, Regis is a private Jesuit high school for boys that is located on 55 East 844h Street next to Park Avenue and endowed by the widow of a former New York Mayor, a fact that was kept secret until early in the twenty-first century. It had notable alumni, the best known in recent years was Covid “czar” Anthony Fauci. “Getting into Regis” was widely considered impossible for anyone from my neighborhood. Nobody had; nobody would. Catholic elementary schools in the city were given a fixed number of boys who were permitted to take the entrance examination. In 1961 that amounted to about 2,000, of which some 175 qualified for admission. Of these, a rigorous curriculum left only about 125 to graduate. When chosen to take the exam, my friend Page 18 →Larry Venturato and I treated exam day at Regis as wasting a few good hours of a Saturday afternoon. To have some fun, more likely to break the tension, we initiated a snowball fight, and then took the exam that would change my life.

Another crossroads arrived when, in addition to my shocking acceptance to Regis, I was admitted on full scholarship to La Salle Academy, the high school my brother Joe and most other boys in the neighborhood with any ambition attended. That was the school my best friend Larry, on scholarship, and a few other boys in my class were planning to attend. It would be the comfortable choice. My father and I visited both schools, trying to keep an open mind about the decision. But for Frank, there was no quandary. “You’re going to Regis,” he announced after we left the school’s admission office. That was his way of saying, just as he had when I visited his factory, that I would not be following any traditional neighborhood path. Excited, but terrified at the prospect, I agreed. In September, just before Rose brought home my brother Anthony, I took the subway to the 86th Street station, walked down to 84th, faced Park Avenue, and stopped. I waited for what seemed like an eternity, too scared to cross. This would not be easy. Eventually, I made my way across a divide marked by more than a street designation. It was the start of a series of crossings that invariably filled me with dread, spiked my depression, and left me feeling alone and wanting to return to what was most comfortable. Today it would be called “imposter syndrome.” I “made Regis” but I also felt that I did not belong.

As promised, the Jesuit school was demanding. It wasn’t just that the classical curriculum—Latin, Greek, French, Theology, Math, History, English Literature, and a smattering of science and gym—was challenging. It was never-ending. There was a reason Regis gave us ridiculously large book bags. We were expected to do three hours of homework each night, and seemingly constant quizzes reinforced the rule. I had done well on the math portion of the entrance examination but lagged on the verbal side. As a result, my introduction to Regis was a list of forty or so canonical novels I was expected to read over the summer before starting my first year. Moreover, on an outing to Bear Mountain Park before my very first day of classes, the school principal, a spritely Jesuit, corrected my Mulberry Street diction. At the park, I chose to lean on a Page 19 →neighborhood strength and joined a basketball game, only to be confronted by Father McCusker who took issue with my calling out for a player “substiTOOOshun.” My strength immediately became my weakness as I went from enjoying muscling my way to the basket to practicing “proper” English.

I learned many things at Regis, developed a deep appreciation of literature, philosophy, and even economics and current events, aided by a strongly encouraged subscription to The New York Times delivered daily directly to my locker. Where else can you have a home room and classics teacher who was also the writer of a Tony-nominated hit Broadway play (not surprisingly, about the demonic events at an all-boys Catholic school)?3 But above all, I learned that Regis wanted to remake me, with lesson after lesson on how to strip away my immigrant, working-class origins and put on a new American self, albeit Catholic, liberal, and steeped in the classics, but no longer poor and Italian American. Despite the range of ethnicities and class backgrounds (though all male and almost all White), Regis made no effort to encourage an interest in our origins. We were destined for a far different life and if that meant turning my back on those origins, so be it.

Regis was the start of over a decade of study at elite institutions. From these I learned many things but three stand out. The first was the unspoken assumption that the best education should be reserved for White men. In my childhood, social class loomed large but my all male and almost all White high school and the taken-for-granted dominance of White male privilege later on at Georgetown and Harvard taught me that race and gender also matter greatly. In addition, I learned the importance of mastering the canon of books, ideas, and cultural attributes that were essential to entering the mainstream of life, especially the life of the intellect. Finally, I came slowly to recognize the need to challenge the canon and to develop alternative ways of being and doing. My working-class childhood, the looming reality of the Vietnam War, the irrationality of nuclear weapons (I still remember “duck and cover” drills in kindergarten), and the growth of the antiwar, civil rights, and feminist movements solidified this thinking.

One of the advantages of experiencing economic hardship as a young person is the early recognition that if you want to change your station Page 20 →in life, you need to take advantage of any opportunity as quickly as possible. I can safely say that most of the young people in my neighborhood understood that and we all made bargains. Some chose to live with what they were born into and made the best of what the neighborhood had to offer. They would pursue a high school diploma, remain in the neighborhood, or move to one of the new Italian American enclaves in Brooklyn or Staten Island. Get married. Have kids. Have fun with the people you grew up with. Others worked harder in high school, getting high enough grades to win acceptance at a local college, enabling them to pursue a mid-level white collar career path. They would also get married, raise a family, delay gratification a bit, but live in a higher-class neighborhood than their less ambitious neighborhood friends. There were also a much smaller number who chose to work for one of several local Mafia organizations operating in the neighborhood. Most of these made a living primarily in petty crime that sometimes escalated into the dangerous activities that were often depicted and glamorized in popular culture. One of my friends, a Little League pitcher who threw so hard into my catcher’s mitt it made my hand sore, was found bludgeoned to death because he crossed a local mob boss.

For reasons that are still difficult for me to fully understand—my good fortune to be a White male born at the start of the baby boom and a robust economy? my dad’s outsider status? my mom’s unconditional support? my fear and loathing in Five Points?—I chose a different path. That meant devoting my teenage years to doing everything possible to succeed at school and to build on that success in higher education. If that meant sitting alone at a converted television console turned homework desk for three hours every night next to my baby brother Anthony in his crib on Mulberry Street, no problem. For my last two years at Regis, that meant closeting myself in a tiny room when we moved a few blocks away to a fifth-floor walk-up apartment (but with a bathtub and shower!), on what would become Mosco Street. Whatever the reasons why I chose this bizarre existence, I simply felt compelled to do it.

My compulsion for work was driven home to me on what for many in my generation was collectively its most memorable date, November 22, 1963, the day President Kennedy was murdered. I was getting comfortable in my classical Greek class when our teacher sprung a surprise Page 21 →quiz. Immediately upon receiving the questions, mainly involving translation, I heard our principal’s voice booming over the classroom loudspeaker to announce that the President was shot in Dallas, Texas. This being Regis, there was no postponement of our quiz, nor did I expect one. As usual, I was prepared, completed the quiz, and was informed a few days later that I had a perfect score. At the end of the quiz, the principal’s voice returned to announce the President’s death. Shortly thereafter, the school day ended, and I headed to a regular practice session of the junior varsity basketball team to prepare for an upcoming game. Surprised to find the gym empty, I practiced my shot until I concluded that no one would be coming. The school had cleared out, faces on the subway home spoke of a city in shock. And there I was, so focused on the job at hand, so compelled to complete my assigned work, that all I could think about was how I did on the quiz and why no one else showed up for practice.

Compulsion aside, Regis lit a fire that sparked my lifelong enthusiasm for understanding the world and, building on the ideals of my grammar school nuns, for trying to make it a better place. Education was central to that process. But only to a point. Theology, religion, Catholicism, and the Jesuit tradition all shaped and filtered what was taught and what we were expected to learn. That extended to where we would pursue studies after graduation. Simply put, Regis expected us to attend a Jesuit or, at the very least, a Catholic college. Of course, it could not stop a student from applying to UC San Diego or Harvard over Boston College or Fordham, but the Jesuits at Regis discouraged us, or simply, as in some cases, refused to write references to non-religious institutions. As a result, almost all my classmates, including some of the most brilliant people I would ever know, went to Fordham, a commuter school in the Bronx, or to other Jesuit schools. There was no way I would attend a college near my home. After sixteen years in a crowded tenement and then two more in a slightly larger apartment but with five flights to climb, whose only privacy was my tiny room that reeked of smoke and smells from a restaurant below, I was desperate for a change.

It would be easy to drown in the sheer amount of material that Regis required students to organize, examine, and master. Many students left voluntarily or involuntarily because they could not stay afloat. Those Page 22 →who remained did so because we learned, sometimes painfully, how to manage the complexity we faced. That began with believing that it was the right thing to do. For me this was easy because I could see no alternative. I disliked so many things about where I grew up and with little experience of anything different, decided that my only hope for escape, my only chance to do something good in and for the world, was to follow the lead of those teachers who pointed the way out. I set my mind to getting organized, to learning how to manage, analyze, and eventually master complex problems. Rewarded with good grades, I worked harder. Depression and loneliness would bring emotional breakdowns from time to time, but especially at holidays when the sweeter side of what I was rejecting would get the better of me.

Before leaving this discussion of my high school experience, it is important to note the darkest cloud that hung over Regis and other Roman Catholic schools and parishes during and after this period: sexual abuse. I cannot recollect a time when the issue arose in my elementary school years, but at Regis there were signs. The only definitive one occurred when a close friend reported a bizarre encounter. My buddy and I were both outsiders in our upper years, refusing extra-curricular activities after we both had played on teams in our first two years—he ran track and I played basketball. On occasion, we would meet up at one of the clubs in Greenwich Village, particularly the Café Au Go Go, where we listened to Richie Havens, Muddy Waters, the Blues Project, and Jim Kweskin playing his wonderful jug band music. I admired my friend for introducing me to a different side of life, but he paid a price for his rebellious demeanor. On one memorable afternoon, he blasted out at our home room teacher, a lay instructor, in the course of which he shouted a homophobic slur that won my buddy a trip to the principal’s office. After a while, he returned red-faced. I asked what happened and he said that the principal, a Jesuit priest we knew as Father Horgan, had pulled down my friend’s pants and underwear and spanked his bare bottom. Shocked, I did not know whether to believe the story and nothing more came of it. My friend said nothing more, graduated from Regis, and, like so many of my classmates, disappeared from my life. It was much later that I heard of his passing and only in 2019 did I learn that Father Horgan’s name appeared on a list produced by the Jesuits identifying Page 23 →Credible Allegations of Sexual Abuse of a Minor, including a 2007 allegation of abuse at Regis High School that took place in 1966, when my friend and I were Regis students. It took 53 years for me and my classmates to learn that our principal was one of those identified. Angered by this lack of transparency about such a serious offence, I reassessed my relationship to the school, replaced my annual donation with a contribution to a Canadian refugee fund, and, aside from Facebook contact with classmates, ended my association with the Jesuit school.





Page 24 →Chapter 2.

GEORGETOWN AND HARVARD: LEARNING THE CANON/CHALLENGING THE CANON


I don’t give a damn what others say. It’s okay to color outside the lines.

Jimi Hendrix1



After as thorough a search of Catholic colleges as I could muster, I chose Georgetown University, a Jesuit institution in Washington, D.C., and specifically its renowned School of Foreign Service. Founded in 1919 by Jesuits who feared the rise and potential spread of Bolshevism, SFS would provide young men (and, much later, a few young women) with the skills to navigate the world and occupy key positions in the U.S. foreign policy and intelligence establishment. At the time, I was not aware of this history and cannot say whether, had I known, it would have changed my mind. The Great Society programs of President Lyndon Johnson attracted me to politics and that drew me to Washington, D.C. Moreover, the SFS curriculum satisfied the unconventional streak in me. Almost entirely filled with coursework in political science, economics, and history, it contained few of the general education courses required to complete a degree in the liberal arts and sciences. No math. No science. Where do I sign?

It did not take long to feel that I was no longer living in Five Points. First-year students in the professional schools like mine were mainly housed in a converted hospital just outside the main campus. Rooms were small but mainly singles which provided privacy and, considering what I was used to in Little Italy, larger than my room at home. This feeling was not shared by many of my classmates. I recall the mother of one student, who stood to inherit the fortune of a world-leading distiller, complaining that her son’s room, which was larger than mine, was little more than a closet. Her demands for a “real room” were heard Page 25 →sympathetically but went unheeded. Soon thereafter, noticing the Italian flag decal on my door, another classmate knocked to inquire if I had any riding boots. He assumed that any Georgetown student with ties to Italy would certainly share his equestrian hobby and would be able to lend him proper footwear for riding.

Helped with a scholarship and money I had saved from summer jobs in my final two years of high school, I was able to make it through freshman year without needing to take on a part-time job. As conflicted as was my relationship with my father, I had him to thank for the summer jobs I would enjoy from 1965 to 1970. In those years, Frank had gone from coach to community leader. When President Johnson initiated his “War on Poverty” with large sums going to local community initiatives, cities and towns were required to involve local leaders. Having deep roots in the community, my dad enjoyed street cred and a fearless disregard for those who came from privilege (just a bunch of “candy-ass kids,” he would say). It came as no surprise that Dad would serve as the designated citizen representative for a myriad of programs. Frank wasn’t paid for the many hours he spent advising on public education, affordable housing, parks, and other community needs. But he made it clear that whenever called on, he wanted his boys, primarily me, to be given summer jobs. That began a string of summers working on Great Society programs starting with a 1965 job helping my brother Joe manage a neighborhood community center, followed in the next summer by teaching remedial reading to youngsters in a nearby neighborhood enrolled in a federal literacy program.

As happy as I was to leave my home, living away had its challenges. Nevertheless, Mulberry Street taught me how to tough it out in day-to-day life and Regis prepared me to face any education challenge. Early on, I learned that few of my fellow Georgetown students were as well equipped and that led me to take on a leadership role. Coursework proved easy, except for one that all School of Foreign Service students were required to take. Development of Civilization was taught by a professor, Carroll Quigley, who was so memorable that President Bill Clinton, once a student in the program, lavished praise on Quigley in his speech accepting the Democratic Party nomination for the presidency. Like Bill, who preceded me by two years, I took Quigley’s course, which Page 26 →was based on his book The Evolution of Civilizations (1961). Quigley was smart and a great performer. To demonstrate his dislike for the philosopher Plato, he would walk into a large lecture hall holding a copy of The Republic, read a passage about the need for authoritarian rule, and fling the book across the room shouting: “Bloody fascist!” His exams were notoriously broad and demanding. The two-hour mid-term began with “Write a history of the world from the retreat of the Würm glacier to the Black Death.” It would be followed by two more essay questions that, while perhaps not as broad, were similarly challenging. As one might imagine, there were few “A” grades and for some it meant rethinking their choice of program. Thanks, in large measure, to my teachers at Regis (and the supreme confidence that the nuns of Transfiguration School imparted), I was among those few (Bill Clinton managed a B).

Having graduated in the upper tier of my Regis class, I was able to face the less daunting task of succeeding at Georgetown, even overcoming the hurdle presented by Carroll Quigley with relative ease. I remember little of the substance of his teaching—other than his hatred of Plato and his love for thirteenth-century Europe—but I do recall the basic principles of learning he imparted, especially that problems are best addressed historically and analytically. For Quigley, it was possible to write a coherent history of the world from the retreat of the last glacier to the fourteenth century AD in forty minutes by establishing a set of key stages in the chronology and by determining the appropriate analytical categories to use such as technology, social structure, and culture. These historical and analytical hooks eased the process of summoning the substance that would complete the task. I so admired Quigley’s energy that I took a second course with him in my senior year on the History of the Modern World, focusing on his book Tragedy and Hope (1966). He was also a primary reference in my application to pursue the PhD at Harvard. The basic principles I learned from Regis, from him, and from a handful of others at Georgetown helped me to navigate a variety of intellectual landscapes. Most issues, I came to realize, could be understood by examining a set of dimensions: historical (where does the issue come from?), epistemological (how best to study it?), ontological (what level of reality does it occupy—material, symbolic?), and moral-philosophical (what values does it embody?). Three decades later, I would make use of this early Page 27 →conceptual learning to examine and redevelop the theoretical foundations for a political economy of communication.

Georgetown was even more conservative than Regis. With almost no people of color and women generally relegated to the programs in nursing and languages, it was widely understood to be a place for young, White men, primarily from privileged families, to prepare for leadership positions in government and business. Women had only been admitted to the College of Arts and Sciences in 1969. Slavery was integral to the university from its founding in 1789. It took until 2017 to acknowledge that the Jesuits at Georgetown had once held slaves and that in 1838 the Order raised funds needed to keep the university going through the sale of 270 enslaved people. Over time, I began to overcome my own sexist and racist tendencies to appreciate that social class was not the only dividing line in American society. This was helped by volunteer work in an inner-city tutoring program that gave me a first-hand look inside the ghetto homes of D.C.’s Black community and taught me a powerful lesson about the social consequences of racism.

As with many first-year university students experiencing life away from home, I went through major changes. A religion course, The Problem of God, led me to a final rejection of formal religion. For the first time in my life, I took a serious interest in dating. Once I realized that the workload was nothing like that of Regis, I felt freer to explore life beyond the classroom and the book. Nearing the end of freshman year, Bill Clinton got in touch to see if we might meet. Bill was easily recognizable on what we called the East Campus, a designation for the professional schools—Foreign Service, Business, and Languages/Linguistics—which were located outside the main gates of the campus. In addition to the broad smile that would become a fixture of his later demeanor, Clinton wore suits at a time when jeans, or at least fancy chinos, were infiltrating male campus fashion. My recollection may be tinged with 20/20 hindsight, but he appeared, even at such a young age, to be campaigning for high office. Soon we would be campaigning together.

I had little interest in campus politics, but Bill was known to have a way with people. When I visited the house he shared with several other students, the future President surprised me by suggesting I run Page 28 →for sophomore class President on an informal ticket he would head by running for President of the senior class. Flattered to be asked by the President of the junior class and a Big Man on Campus, I agreed, only to learn that my close circle of friends put him up to the request. They correctly figured that if they asked me to run, I would likely decline. As one might expect from a campus election in Washington, the campaign for class officers was long and demanding. I immediately regretted taking it on, did not enjoy gladhanding classmates, and gave one after another mediocre performance. I was the favorite at the start of the race but was overtaken on election night by a smart future Harvard Law student. Bill lost his election too and by a wider margin. The similarity ended there. My response to the defeat was an emphatic: Never again. For Bill it was: This is just the beginning. I retained a passing friendship with him over the next year. For years thereafter, I could not help but relate my life to his, especially by comparing my decision to become a conscientious objector to the Vietnam War to his choice to do whatever it took to avoid Vietnam but, as he put it, “maintain my political viability.” When I read a news story in 1977 about a promising young politician from Arkansas, I thought of contacting him. At the time, I had a postdoc in the Executive Office of President Carter. I ultimately decided not to get back in touch because any relationship would require too many compromises with someone who had already put mainstream viability over principle.

Relieved more than depressed with the class election outcome, I looked forward to finishing out the school year. I managed to complete it with the highest grades in my class, thereby winning top choice for a second-year dorm room. I would share it with my good friend Joe Mitchell, whose life had not yet been marked by the antics of his notorious uncle John, soon to be known as Attorney General John Mitchell, one of the masterminds of the Watergate scandal who went from chief law enforcement officer in the United States to jailed felon.

At the end of the academic year, one of my friends, among the many who did not have to worry about a summer job, found an ad in The Washington Post looking for someone to drive a car from the D.C. area to Seattle. The next thing I knew, a bunch of us were piling into an early 1960s model of the Chevy Corvair and heading west. The owner Page 29 →promised $50 and free gas for the trip, but we would have to make our own way back. Our car was a disaster on wheels, breaking down frequently and requiring us to drive through the night at well over posted speed limits to make the destination on time. I later learned that we were fortunate to survive the journey because Ralph Nader, in the book that would launch his career, described the Corvair as “unsafe at any speed.” The moniker stuck and became the title of his best-selling book.2 Nevertheless, the trip was a sublime adventure and I felt at one with my friends, until we reached Spokane, Washington, on the way to Seattle. We stopped there because another Georgetown friend, whose father owned the major candy business in the region, offered to put us up for the night. That’s when I was reminded of where I came from. Deciding to phone home to check in on my parents, I immediately learned that my father was in no mood to hear about my cross-country adventure. Instead, he ordered me home because I was to start a summer job immediately. Once again using his connections, Dad was able to get me a job organizing summer activities for a public housing development in our community. Mine would not be the leisurely summers at the beach my Georgetown friends enjoyed. Later that same day I ended my first road trip by getting aboard an airplane for the first time to arrive late that night in time to begin work the next day.

My summer job in the projects would not have been very eventful, since it mainly involved organizing activities for kids, except for the fact that one of my two co-workers would three years later become my wife. Caroline Coco, a second-generation Italian American, was studying to become a math teacher and took the job as part of a government-funded program to support university students over the summer. We worked well together—she was terrific with young kids and fearless in a rough neighborhood. It was a wonderful time to be young, in love, and with all of a New York City summer to enjoy.

My second year at Georgetown was intense academically. I took six courses each term and got to know the Trailways bus station in D.C. very well, as I made frequent trips to visit Caroline. She also came down for visits, most memorably to join me at a concert I got roped into organizing that featured then superstar Dionne Warwick and the comedy duo of Ann Meara and Jerry Stiller, long before the latter would portray the Page 30 →hilariously volatile father of George Constanza in the sitcom Seinfeld. I grew increasingly weary of the School of Foreign Service. Students and faculty were calling into question its anti-Communist roots, especially as the Vietnam War and the wider issue of U.S. imperialism began to enter conversations. Sharp divisions emerged as both the radical left organization Students for a Democratic Society (SDS) and the reactionary right-wing Young Americans for Freedom opened branches on campus. Moreover, my history courses instilled a life-long love of the subject and the thought slowly solidified in my mind that teaching and research were good ways to earn a living. I also came to realize that no matter how well I performed in the school curriculum, the diplomatic corps and the State Department were not especially welcoming to people with my class and ethnic background. At the end of second year, I transferred to the College of Arts and Science and declared history as my major. That academic year was also marked by expansion of the war in Vietnam and of student protests. I joined several of these, starting with the 1967 March on the Pentagon where 100,000 people rallied at the Lincoln Memorial after which many crossed the Potomac for an unplanned demonstration at the Pentagon. It was both a joyous and a terrifying event, containing the liberating power of transgression and, as the police mobilized to end the protest, showing me how easily it could all descend into chaos.

In the summer of 1968, I once again returned to New York for a job my dad had secured, this time taking responsibility for a program that would send inner-city kids to a camp outside the city. Protests and uprisings had intensified across the U.S. and New York State Governor Nelson Rockefeller looked to his cabinet for ways to prevent them from spreading. Ill-prepared and unwilling to make fundamental changes, the governor and his aides concocted bizarre programs, one of which I was heavily involved in managing. Specifically, the state was eager to get young people out of the city and my job was to figure out how to turn Camp Smith, an old National Guard camp, into a kid-friendly place for youngsters to spend a week or two away from home. They would sleep in barely rehabilitated military barracks and play whatever sports we could bring to the camp. Adding to my challenges, New York City’s mayor John Lindsay used the program to solve a political problem, appointing Page 31 →as my supervisor Rabbi Samuel Schrage, the leader of a vigilante group known as the Maccabees, who patrolled the streets of a racially embattled Brooklyn neighborhood. Confrontations with police and community activists ensued. To stop the Maccabees, Lindsay offered Schrage, who had no training in community development, let alone as a summer camp organizer for poor minority kids, a high-paying job working for the city, including overseeing the Camp Smith program.

To make matters worse, the governor repaid a political debt by naming a White suburban physical education teacher to direct the camp. The teacher was well meaning, committed, and genuinely enthusiastic for what he called “the cause.” However, his eagerness to contribute to racial harmony was offset by a determination to teach inner-city kids how to play, of all things, golf. As one might imagine, I was deeply conflicted and intensely stressed all summer as the Rabbi and I were forced to knock on doors in housing project buildings to meet our quota of 1,000 campers a week. Promising a stay at a military camp whose director was devoted to teaching golf was no ordinary challenge. I was often tempted to simply give up and let someone else deal with the insanity of it all. But I slogged through, learning important lessons about politics, race, activism, and what the sociologist C. Wright Mills called “crackpot realism.” Crazy as it was, the experience would serve me well in the future.

My final two undergraduate years were full of changes. I expected to concentrate on studying history and enjoyed my coursework—even the experience of learning about the Middle Ages from a conservative Jesuit who defended the authorities at every turn, including their castration of “sinners” like the great philosopher Abelard. However, my thinking began to change when a part-time research job, subsidized by another of President Johnson’s Great Society programs, had me doing research for a sociologist in a population studies research center. The center proved controversial because it was part of a Catholic university conducting research on the reliability of birth control methods. For a time, my job was to chart and tabulate the menstrual cycles of a convent of nuns who agreed to participate in a study on the reliability of the rhythm method of birth control—the sole alternative to abstinence that Catholicism would support. Strange as the research sounds, it contributed to the general Page 32 →finding that women’s cycles were so variable and therefore unpredictable that relying on the rhythm method, as the Catholic Church advised, was not a particularly effective way to avoid pregnancy. In addition to landing the Center for Population Research in hot water with the Vatican, this and other research began to attract me to sociology.

I knew practically nothing about the discipline, but my head turned when my boss and mentor John Macisco invited me into his office one day to show me occupational projections for academic fields. These forecast substantial growth in sociology positions and a decline in the demand for historians. My practical working-class sensibility and the progressive politics of the sociologists I encountered drew me to this emerging field. Because Georgetown did not have an undergraduate program in sociology I had to improvise by taking the few service courses offered, supplemented by a course at a nearby university, a graduate Research Methods course in the demography center at Georgetown, and a lot of independent learning. I benefited enormously from a year-long graduate course in Intellectual History taught by Hisham Sharabi, who held a chair in Arab Culture. Under his direction, we read Karl Marx’s The German Ideology, my first encounter with the great philosopher that was not distorted by Cold War rhetoric. Taking up the power of social class, class conflict, and the relationship between social forces, culture, and ideas, it provided a powerful framework for understanding my life and guided my work for the next fifty years.

By my final semester at Georgetown, I felt very optimistic about my future. I had determined to work on a PhD in sociology and become a professor. The life of a scholar suited my solitary nature and the field appealed to my progressive ideas and commitment to social justice. With marks that put me first in my graduating class, I would likely gain admission to a top graduate program. Although I had very little social experience to make a good judgement, my best sense led me to believe that my relationship with Caroline was solid and so we proceeded with plans to be married in the summer immediately following our graduations. Thanks to two more summers of Great Society jobs, my finances were good. Over both summers, the work involved organizing bus trips for groups of young people to spend the day in fun locations. As usual there were lessons to be learned from the experience. My supervisor was Page 33 →eventually arrested on charges of taking kickbacks from a bus company whose bid for the work was higher than those of the other two bidders. I learned how to deal with all kinds of organizations, including the usual church groups as well as the Black Panthers. The latter proved to be a more than reliable partner, gathering community groups to take advantage of the bus program. A few other organizations threatened my life because I was not able to provide them with more buses than they were allocated, once requiring me to evacuate the office to escape what appeared at the time to be a serious threat. I became fully acquainted with just how shady the winning bidder was when one driver phoned to tell me he would not proceed on a trip with his busload of kids because the vehicle’s tires were “as bald as a baby’s behind.”

Out of uncertainty and with the residue of imposter syndrome still lingering, I applied to numerous graduate programs. Surprised when all of them sent fully funded acceptance letters, I ultimately chose Harvard. Although it was not nearly as critical in orientation as the New School for Social Research, another of my possibilities, Harvard offered excellent funding and a degree with the Harvard name would likely strengthen my future job prospects, a reason that appealed to my pragmatic, working-class sensibility. Moreover, Harvard’s Sociology Department had recently removed all required courses, permitting students to build a program based on their own individual interests. I am still not certain whether this signaled a responsible trust in the maturity of students or an unwillingness of senior faculty to teach required courses, most likely a combination of the two. In addition, Harvard did not see the point in a master’s degree, so students moved directly into the doctoral program from an undergraduate degree.

On the horizon, however, was a dark cloud that would threaten to upset everything. The Vietnam War raged on, expanding into Laos and secretly into Cambodia with mass bombing raids claiming many civilian lives and fomenting deep discord in the United States. Draft callups mounted and the need for troops led to the removal of many service exemptions, including those for students. The government also set up a lottery system for the draft-eligible. As my housemates and I watched the ghoulish, nationally televised lottery that would shape our lives and those of millions of Americans, the ping pong balls delivered our fate. Page 34 →Mine landed in the middle of the rankings, meaning I should expect to be drafted. Any uncertainty was soon disturbingly clarified when I was called to report to a military base in Baltimore to take the medical examination that would determine my fitness for service. When the assessment got underway, I assured the relevant military officers that I would under no circumstances obey a draft order. They treated my statement as evidence of my mental well-being and stamped me eligible. With the assistance of antiwar activists, including Jesuit professor Richard McSorley and peace activist centers in New York, I decided to apply for conscientious objector status.

In August 1970, Caroline and I were married and planned to move to Boston where I would start at Harvard and she would teach math at an inner-city high school. We decided on a honeymoon in Cape Cod, expecting a welcome break from the intense stress of that summer. However, shortly after arriving we learned that my petition to become a conscientious objector was rejected, making me fully eligible for the draft. Having already passed a physical, I knew that would happen soon. There I was—just turned 22, newly married, moving to a new city, about to start a doctoral program at Harvard in a field for which I had little preparation, and soon I would be drafted to fight in a war I completely opposed. We fully expected that our lives would be radically altered by joining war resisters in Canada. The pressure was intense. We managed at the time, but the stress on both of us weakened the foundation of our marriage before it ever got off the ground. Whatever the deeper reasons, and there were several, we parted six years later.

During my first year at Harvard, I followed two different tracks. I attended classes and I fought with my draft board. Harvard lived up to my expectations as a challenging program with some remarkable professors and extraordinary students. I knew from the start that it was conservative, but Regis and Georgetown taught me how to do well in such settings. My progress toward developing a research program of my own was unorthodox, in large measure because it was built on reading the work of Marx and the literature on social class mainly through encounters with Harvard faculty who vehemently rejected critical theory. From this experience, I learned that one of the best ways to sharpen a radical perspective is to listen carefully to those who detail the many reasons Page 35 →to reject it and who instead offer conservative, status quo-affirming approaches that support the existing system.

The Department of Sociology was quite new, the result of breaking up what was originally the Department of Social Relations, which brought together sociology, social anthropology, and social psychology under one roof. Led by one of the founding figures in American sociology, the legendary theorist Talcott Parsons, it had been modeled after his own research program, particularly his 1937 The Structure of Social Action and his 1951 The Social System. Drawing on research in human physiology, Parsons developed the functionalist approach to society that strongly influenced social science research and program development around the world, including in the relatively new field of communication studies. With his focus on preserving social order, rather than on the need for social change, Parsons turned sociology against its radical origins. Nearing the end of his career, he faced growing resistance from faculty who sought alternatives to a program singularly based on his work. They mainly drew inspiration from behaviorism, network theory, neo-Marxism, and post-colonial studies. It was also under fire from increasingly radicalized students who demanded more critical approaches derived from the work of Marx, political economy, historical sociology, and feminist studies. One result was the breakup of Social Relations and the formation of a distinct Department of Sociology. Just as important, an uneasy truce between the conservative sociologists who ran the program and radical graduate students led to the elimination of all course requirements. Specifically, it meant a major change in the curriculum which now required for the PhD only two years of courses in any field beyond the bachelor’s degree, a three-hour oral examination on an approved topic, and a dissertation to be read by three qualified faculty without an oral defense requirement.

I took full advantage of the open curriculum, attending lectures and seminars outside the department including in philosophy with the world-renowned Hilary Putnam. This was an exceptional, if short-lived, time to learn from Putnam, because he was immersed in the philosophical foundations of Marxism and committed to radical activism. He was faculty adviser to the local chapter of Students for a Democratic Society and a member of the Progressive Labor Party, activities which had him Page 36 →facing censure from the Harvard administration. I also learned about the history of science from Everett Mendelsohn, whose work prefigured the development of critical Science and Technology Studies. Most of my formal coursework focused on the Sociology Department with Talcott Parsons, with Seymour Martin Lipset, the political sociologist and co-author of Union Democracy (1956), with Ezra Vogel, one of the world’s leading East Asia scholars, and with George C. Homans, pioneer in applying the behaviorism of B.F. Skinner to social group activity. Homans was a strong conservative on a mission, as he described it, to rid the field of Marxist influence. A model Boston Brahman and direct descendent of Presidents John Adams and John Quincy Adams, he had snatched the headship of the department from Parsons. My closest senior faculty relationship was with Daniel Bell, who fled Columbia University when antiwar protests created campus-wide upheaval. Harvard offered him a chair professorship, and, despite Harvard student protests, Bell arrived at Harvard when I began graduate study.

Junior faculty did most of the teaching in the department and had little influence on department policy because they were given limited term contracts with no possibility of tenure. Nevertheless, some were very influential among graduate students. For example, Michael Useem significantly advanced the study of national power structures, an approach I would use extensively in my early research on the process of mass media production and ideology construction. I learned a great deal from fellow graduate students, an extraordinary group that would go on to influence their respective fields. Communication and information technology studies was no exception. Claude Fisher, Sherry Turkle, Michael Schudson, Paul Starr, and Barry Wellman were among those who would shape what was then a discipline in its infancy. Given my own lack of preparation in sociology, I mainly listened and learned. Over time I would intervene in debates and take a leadership role among student representatives on departmental matters, primarily to combat the program’s conservative senior faculty.

While this was happening, I made monthly trips to meet with my draft board in New York, a collection of local citizens who determined the fate of draft-eligible individuals. The board had formally denied my application for conscientious objector status but was required to take up Page 37 →my appeal, including giving me the opportunity to plead my case in person. At my first meeting, a board member asked what, as a conscientious objector, I would do if my grandmother were being raped. I responded that I would defend her and wondered aloud what that had to do with my objection to war. The tone changed to considerably less hostile when further questioning revealed that I was a doctoral student at Harvard. Coming from a neighborhood where most young people ended their formal education with a high school diploma, this came as a surprise to the board, which was suddenly reluctant to order my induction into the armed forces. A stressful game ensued in which I would make monthly visits to the board, report on my status, and leave. That went on until, in the spring of 1971, out of the blue, I was sent a notification that my conscientious objector status had been approved. All conscientious objectors were required to perform two years of alternative service in some civilian helping capacity at a token wage. I immediately made plans to drop out of Harvard and, after some research, found an approved alternative service job working in a halfway house in Boston for people recovering from mental illness. I would be paid the token sum of $65 a week over the two-year service requirement.

In late spring, the Selective Service system ordered me to report that summer for alternative service. I immediately took a leave of absence from Harvard and booked a trip with Caroline to tour Europe for a last bit of fun before starting what I knew would be very challenging work. Upon our return, there was a note left with our mail from one of my graduate student friends. It welcomed us home and contained a clipping from The New York Times headlined “2,000 War Objectors Freed From Civilian‐Duty Obligation.” In response to a class action suit backed by the American Civil Liberties Union, a federal judge ruled that over a period of months objectors had been called to do alternative service when no one in the military draft pool was summoned for duty. Because my class of objectors was not treated equally, we were all declared free from the alternative service obligation. In one of life’s remarkable ironies that I only learned about in 2023, it was the same judge, Irving Kaufman, the man who ordered the 1951 execution, on espionage charges, of Julius and Ethel Rosenberg, who laid the groundwork for this decision. As his biographer revealed, whether out of guilt or because of a genuine Page 38 →move to the Left, Judge Kaufman became a liberal justice who supported war resisters battling the U.S. government. With this unexpected gift in hand, I returned to Harvard to continue my studies.

With only general ideas about how to focus my work, progress toward developing a research program advanced slowly. Some of this resulted from spending the summer and fall of 1972 working on the presidential campaign of George McGovern, the most progressive of Democratic Party candidates and the eventual nominee. It was exciting work, but his crushing defeat, announced shortly after I knocked on my final door to solicit votes for McGovern on election day, put me in a depressed state from which I would not recover until the Watergate scandal ended the Nixon administration. Back at Harvard, I continued to pursue critical perspectives, despite hostility from senior faculty. Nevertheless, I stood my ground, producing a seminar paper that reviewed a set of classic studies of Italian and Italian American communities. In it, I argued for the supremacy of social class as the primary explanatory concept, at a time when most sociologists claimed that ethnicity, more than class, explained the fate of such communities.

Central to my development as a scholar was my work with Daniel Bell who wrote his major books, The Coming of Post-Industrial Society (1973) and The Cultural Contradictions of Capitalism (1976), while I was at Harvard, including a period when I served as one of his research assistants. In the summer following my first academic year, Bell had me over to his home, pointed to a bookcase, and offered me the job of reading through their contents and writing two bibliographic essays. Funded from the National Science Foundation grant he used to produce his book on a post-industrial information society, the reading introduced me to a field that would occupy me for the next fifty years. They were all books on technology, with an emphasis on communication, and the future of information technology. The two long essays I produced, one on forecasting technological futures and the other addressing the impacts of communication and information technology, provided me with an essential foundation.

I also sat in on Bell’s undergraduate lecture course on Marx, during which he listed every reason to reject the German theorist, and I took his graduate seminars on post-industrialism and on culture. It was through Page 39 →Bell that I first encountered research on the relationship of work to technology. Sufficiently steeped in both the lived experience of social class and in new research on labor, especially Harry Braverman’s now classic Labor and Monopoly Capital (1974), I developed a critique of Bell’s work that extended to the emerging neoliberal and neoconservative research agendas. This included the research of Bell’s Harvard colleague Seymour Martin Lipset whose book Union Democracy addressed the failure of democracy in the International Typographical Union, which counted both his father and mine as members. Making demands on labor organizations to be more democratic, expectations that were not made of far more powerful private corporations, was a hallmark of mainstream research at the time, particularly by former socialists like Bell. Lipset not only shared Bell’s revisionist view, he also promoted a theory of “working class authoritarianism” whose empirical grounding I critiqued in papers for more open-minded professors.

Not all my experience at Harvard involved critical engagement with faculty. The 1970s was a period of national turmoil, including in the workplace, where employers were compelled to modernize production methods in factories and loosen controls in offices to satisfy a workforce of young people who had grown up in the 1960s and were not easily managed. Companies like General Motors learned the hard way that failure to reform invited workplace rebellions and strikes, prompting the company to develop a more worker-friendly factory in Lordstown, Ohio. Moreover, scholars increasingly looked abroad for potential models of worker control and workplace democracy, such as the Mondragon worker cooperatives in the Basque region of Spain, the Kibbutzim in the early decades of the state of Israel, and worker self-managed enterprises in the former Yugoslavia. This research provided a common theoretical, substantive, and activist framework for my own studies and for those of numerous fellow graduate students. It formed a core that I would build upon over the years, starting with my required oral examination which focused on organizational behavior.

Despite our disagreements, I was happy to work with Bell on my dissertation research which addressed the regulation of technological innovation in the mass media. I chose the topic because my work for him addressed the impact of government regulatory authorities on Page 40 →technologies. That research also deepened my interest in media, viewed as increasingly important because forecasts pointed to a coming era of spectacular growth, primarily through the development of cable television and other advances in telecommunications. Bell was brilliant, supportive of students, and, perhaps most importantly, he understood his limitations. When he felt that he had exhausted the limits to his knowledge of technology, Bell sent me to Professor Anthony Oettinger, a chair professor in computer science whose knowledge of communication technology, especially the burgeoning digital world, was unparalleled in the U.S. After years working on machine translation, Oettinger established what would become the Program on Information Resources Policy (PIRP), a unit in Harvard’s Division of Engineering and Applied Physics. He kindly guided me through the literature with patience and friendship. Over twenty years, he taught me a lot, but what stands out is a generosity that transcended our clear political differences.

My dissertation was a study in intra-capitalist tensions and conflicts emerging from innovations in radio, including the challenge FM presented to AM radio, and in television, the growth of competition from alternative broadcast and cable television technologies to the dominant VHF television system that gave America its three major broadcasting networks. My objective was to explain how and why the U.S. regulator, the Federal Communications Commission, restricted innovation for years (to the point of rendering millions of radios obsolete) and thereby benefited leading companies led by RCA, the parent of the NBC radio and television networks. It enabled me to examine how systems of corporate power reach into the federal bureaucracy to stifle newcomers and to determine how the sheer complexity of a minimally resourced regulatory system rendered it timid and more likely to favor the status quo.

After completion of the dissertation, I continued to work with Oettinger through a postdoctoral fellowship in his program that enabled me to complete my first publications, which appeared as research reports for his program. These encompassed my dissertation and a follow-up paper that examined the history of formal attempts to reform the Federal Communications Commission. Oettinger was also instrumental in helping me to secure a fellowship with President Carter’s White House Office of Telecommunications Policy where I deepened Page 41 →my knowledge of technology and policy and provided me with the time to read extensively on labor history, workplace democracy, and neo-Marxism. I would return to Oettinger’s program in 1993 as a senior research fellow where I carried out original research on technology and physical space. It was also where I completed work on The Political Economy of Communication: Rethinking and Renewal (1996). But that is getting ahead of the story. For now, we take a ride west on Route 2 out of Cambridge, then north on Route 3, past the Route 128 Beltway, home to the east coast version of Silicon Valley, to arrive in the old mill town of Lowell, and a small, poorly funded state college that would fundamentally alter my life.





Page 42 →Chapter 3.

MILL TOWN UNIVERSITY


Life turns on a dime.

Stephen King1



Lowell lies 25 miles northwest of Boston on the Merrimack River near the border of New Hampshire. Historically the settlement of the Pawtucket people, Lowell became home to White settlers who arrived in the seventeenth century and eventually drew power from the river to create fabric mills. Formally founded in 1820 as a planned industrial city, it became a model for how to improve production methods that included better conditions for workers than was the inhumane standard of Britain’s “dark satanic mills,” as critics called the industrial revolution’s original factories. Many of Lowell’s textile workers were young women who came from rural New England and Quebec to help their families and better their life prospects. Education was provided and for a few years in the mid-nineteenth century, women were permitted to create their own media. The result was a regular publication, known as The Lowell Offering, which included fiction, poetry, and reflections on life in the mill town. Nevertheless, conditions were harsh and those resisting were often sent home. Over time, waves of European immigrants filled the factories, working conditions deteriorated, labor resistance grew, and violent strike actions ensued, most notably the 1912 Bread and Roses Strike in the nearby city of Lawrence. Eventually, the textile industry moved to the South where cheaper non-union labor proved more accommodating for mill owners and swelled their profits. When I arrived to teach at what was then Lowell State College, the mills were empty, unemployment was high, and the descendants of factory workers filled classrooms with Page 43 →hopes of a white-collar future in fields like teaching, nursing, and social work.

It is understandably difficult for today’s graduate students, who find few job prospects, especially in the social science and liberal arts job market, to relate to how easily I and other prospective educators landed jobs at Lowell. In my second year at Harvard, I took on one of the teaching assistant jobs for a large undergraduate lecture class called American Society. Frustrated by the dull, mainstream perspective of the lectures, which students were required to regurgitate on exams and we were required to defend, I decided to leave as soon as an alternative appeared. In addition, working conditions, including pay and workload, were awful for most teaching assistants and Harvard TAs were beginning to organize to better our wages and working conditions. I participated in an unprecedented one-day TA strike that proved to be the start of a long process of improvement. But little practical good came of it in the short run. Moreover, I wanted my own class, where I could offer a critical perspective and have students read books that would not be available in traditional courses. It did not take long for such an opportunity to appear, largely because the public higher education system across the U.S. was expanding rapidly. One of my graduate student friends found a teaching job at the state college in Lowell and both the freedom and the pay sounded good. By the second term of my second year at Harvard I was commuting to teach part-time.

It was an unexpectedly exhilarating experience. I was able to discuss social class with young people for whom this was more than a theoretical exercise; to speak about the changing workplace with students who held down part- or full-time jobs and lived in the shadows of abandoned factories; and to apply critical theories of the state, gender, race, and ethnicity to their lived experiences. I threw myself into the work and used it as an opportunity to read, assign, and teach the radical research of the time including books like Paul Baran and Paul Sweezy’s Monopoly Capital (1976), Herbert Schiller’s Mass Communications and American Empire (1969), and Mary Louise Briscoe and Elsie Adams’ Up Against the Wall, Mother, On Women’s Liberation (1971). Unrelenting in my drive to bring the latest and often the most radical work into my classes, I sometimes overwhelmed, intimidated, and alienated students who Page 44 →were used to more conventional texts. But I was headstrong and often rewarded with comments from students whose lives had prepared them for this work. In fact, one of the great joys of aging is that I continue to hear from Lowell students, including some from whom I have not had contact in fifty years, who write to tell me how much they appreciated my classes.

In practice, it was a few close colleagues and numerous students who taught me how to teach. But, just as important, the Lowell experience helped deepen my knowledge of critical approaches to society, including communication. This was difficult, if not impossible to do at Harvard because senior (and some junior) faculty would attack critical perspectives in classes, in comprehensive examinations, at the dissertation stage, and in reference letters for a job search. In fact, one of my senior Harvard professors wrote to me three years after I left the university to tell me how disappointed he was that I was still writing positively about Marxist theory. The key for young critical scholars at Harvard was to properly balance what you wanted to do against what you needed to do to complete the program. That was the case even in Sociology, which was arguably the most progressive department in a very conservative university. Lowell freed me from all such constraints. It remains remarkable to recall that to fully develop my capabilities and establish my life-long scholarly identity, I needed to focus less on my work at the widely recognized global pinnacle of higher education and scholarship and more on teaching at a poor state college, only recently established out of an old teacher training school.

As great as it was to feel the freedom of unfettered teaching, I decided to spend the following academic year back at Harvard to prepare for my comprehensive examination requirements and start building the foundation of a dissertation. The Lowell experience helped liberate my mind, but Harvard would provide the credential to make full use of it. Specifically, over the next year I wrote a comprehensive paper on theories of religion and social change drawn from one of Daniel Bell’s seminars that foreshadowed his book The Cultural Contradictions of Capitalism (1976). The paper mapped perspectives on the role that values played in movements to bring about both reformist and revolutionary change. These ranged widely from values at the heart of established Page 45 →religions to those associated with a more general humanism. I was especially interested in building on Marx’s lesser-known work describing how extreme religiosity contributed to social upheaval, as was the case for the sixteenth-century Dutch and German sect known as the Anabaptists. At the time, evangelism was beginning to expand across America, confounding those who pointed to the inevitability of secularization, or what the sociologist Max Weber called the “disenchantment of the world.” The clash between movements based on the pursuit of spiritual transcendence and social tendencies to technicism and administrative rationality essential to capitalism, I maintained, held the potential for a battle of world views. Whereas Bell, following Weber, saw disenchantment as inevitable, I was less certain, perhaps recalling the hold that Catholicism held on this former altar boy and on those I knew from the old neighborhood and at Regis.

Once the theory paper was completed and accepted, I prepared for a three-hour oral comprehensive examination in the sociology of organizations. Under the protective umbrella of that innocuous-sounding category, I was able to explore research on workplace democracy and worker control of industrial enterprises. The early 1970s were bursting with research across the social sciences, including the literature taught in business schools, on different mechanisms to expand the power of workers from the shop floor to the boardroom. Scholars came at the issue from a variety of perspectives—from supporting what was hoped to be an engine to drive social democracy to fearfully searching for a means to restrain the counterculture’s threat to disrupt the beating heart of capitalism. I was required to produce an annotated bibliography and, worrying that my more radical focus would put me at risk, I made sure to review how mainstream social science mapped the study of organizations. The result was a dog’s breakfast of an exam that left me exhausted and, for a time, covered in hives brought about by stress. Finally, I felt great relief ultimately to have it out of the way. George Homans, senior conservative on my board who, his autobiography states, became a sociologist to combat the Marxist influence on the field (how did I have the audacity to include him on the examining board?), argued that I should fail, but he was outvoted by the rest of the board. By the summer of 1973, I could begin to take on the final leg of the degree.

Page 46 →Once the dissertation was the only requirement standing in the way of my degree, I decided to return to Lowell and was offered sessional work. There was a change in plans, however, when I received a call from one of my father’s friends who was pursuing a graduate degree in education at Harvard. Barbara Schramm was a community activist, social worker, and author who worked, with the help of federal War on Poverty funding, on grassroots development projects on the Lower East Side of New York. Barbara was offered a full-time position at Lowell State but the negotiations over terms did not go well, and she contacted me to ask if I might like the position instead. In short order, I was to begin research on a dissertation and start a full-time job teaching at Lowell in two subject areas for which I was, to say the least, not well-prepared—an introduction to social work course that included field placements I was to organize and a course on the sociology of women and sex roles. Never one to leave myself any free time and happy to be offered my first full-time academic teaching job, particularly at a place where I identified strongly with students, I accepted and began what amounted to two full-time jobs.

The Social Work course opened an entirely new critical literature, particularly centered on the pathbreaking work of Frances Fox Piven and Richard Cloward that produced Regulating the Poor (1971), the classic study of how the poor fight back. Moreover, the field placement requirement created opportunities to learn about and work with local activists. It also provided the one opportunity to invite my brother Joe to visit the classroom and talk about his experience as a professional social worker. Always a great storyteller, Joe gave a wonderful classroom performance. The women and sex roles course took me through Second Wave feminist, radical, and socialist feminist literature. Discussions were intense, sometimes awkward for a male instructor in a classroom filled mainly with women, and occasionally jarring for mainstream and traditional students.

Over the summer, in addition to preparing for my two new courses, I organized my thinking for the dissertation. I wanted it to be as critical as I thought conservative Harvard would accept and related to a field in which I enjoyed some expertise. Reviewing the research I had done in the previous year on Daniel Bell’s collection of books about Page 47 →technology, communication, and the future, it struck me that there were few studies on the Federal Communications Commission (FCC), the agency charged with regulating the broadcasting and telecommunications industries. Existing research indicated that despite massive changes in technology, such as the introduction of FM radio and new forms of television, both of which were beginning to provide the potential for many new channel choices, the FCC was consistently reluctant to support these innovations. Stopping short of killing them outright, the Commission relegated them to a decidedly secondary position, ancillary to traditional AM radio and to a television system that accommodated only three major private networks. My reading of the broader organizational literature focusing on the inherent conservative nature of regulatory authorities was also helpful.

Putting these thoughts together was a challenge. The history covered at least 40 years, including the Great Depression, World War II, and the Cold War era as well as major technological developments in the use of the electromagnetic spectrum, in cathode-ray tubes, and in coaxial cable, among others. I decided to use these big changes to my advantage by pursuing a specific theme: despite massive changes in politics, technology, and in personnel at the FCC, the Commission maintained a consistent pattern in its reasoning and in its decision-making. The sheer dominance of established industry players, led by RCA, bolstered by close ties to the military, energized the fear that it would upset an already acceptable electronic media system. Taking this and its massive workload relative to its resources into account, it came as no great surprise that the FCC acted to retard innovations. The Commission held onto this position as well as to a set of consistent responses insisting, for example, that in the long run, radio will expand to include FM, and television will grow its channel selection to include parts of what was called the Ultra-high Frequency spectrum (channels 14–83). The Commission also held that in the future, it would open video markets to coaxial cable television, and what was called pay or subscription television. However, the Commission maintained, with similar authority, that in the short run, what it referred to as standard radio and television (meaning two or three networks led by NBC and its parent RCA) would be supported, even if that meant limiting innovation.

Page 48 →It is one thing to develop a thesis topic and quite another to determine how to execute it. Over the years, I have seen several excellent topics fail because of the inability or unwillingness to provide the focus to make the project feasible. For me, the drive to complete was so intense that I felt compelled to eliminate tempting options. For example, the telecommunications industry was beginning to enter a period of intense change as new technologies that would drive the computer industry and new industry participants, like MCI, arrived to challenge the AT&T monopoly. One of my mentors, Tony Oettinger, suggested I dig deeper into these developments and incorporate them into my thesis. Although it seemed at the time that these would eventually impact the broadcasting industry, I steered clear because I feared losing focus. Additionally, a longstanding interest in public broadcasting led me to consider incorporating this sector into my work and I carried out a substantial amount of research before setting it aside out of concern for making my project unwieldy. My reasoning was aided by a new rule in the Sociology Department that limited theses to 300 pages, except in rare cases which required special permission. Armed with this excuse, I could better convince myself and others that I needed to maintain a tight focus.

Another strategic decision was to develop the central thesis through a series of case studies. This approach has guided my research over the years and is one that I have found especially helpful for my master’s and doctoral students. Specifically, I chose four case studies of innovations: FM in radio, UHF broadcasting, cable television, and subscription or pay television. Each promised technical and programming improvements, and each was so severely restricted by the FCC that it would be decades before they were permitted to flourish and, in some cases, not until long-dominant industry interests had acquired a substantial stake and therefore the ability to control their rollout. There were also remarkable stories associated with these broadcasting innovations, such as the sad case of Edwin Armstrong who pioneered in developing the crystal-clear sound of FM radio. The inventor went on to build the first network of FM stations, only to fail because AM industry leaders, principally RCA, used their power and influence to claim ownership of key patents and to create a regulatory quagmire. Historians have concluded that this led to the failure of early independent radio and ultimately contributed to Armstrong’s decision to take his own life.

Page 49 →Good thesis supervisors are priceless, and I was fortunate to have one in Tony Oettinger. From him I learned that a supervisor needs to listen, suggest, and correct, but not dictate, the course of a dissertation. Students benefit most when they are permitted to carry out the project they wish to produce, not what a supervisor insists must be done. Moreover, a supervisor needs to provide financial assistance from research grants and help with contacting experts in the field. Tony, as I called him, assisted with all of this. He reviewed drafts, reining in my words when they exceeded the evidence (sometimes with colorful language such as “who do you think you are, the Pope?”). He insisted that, in addition to making use of the primary sources available at Harvard and in other libraries, I interview key people in industry, government, and the academic world. For this he opened his address book and helped me to set up meetings with heads of companies and industry associations like the National Association of Broadcasters (NAB). Moreover, he helped pay for travel and the production costs of the thesis, going as far as to hire a typist for the final draft. This experience not only greatly aided my completion; it taught me lessons that helped me to pay it forward with my own graduate students.

Today it is hard to imagine some aspects of producing a dissertation in the 1970s. Fifty years later, I doubt anyone writes notes on index cards and organizes them in shoe boxes. It is also hard to imagine handwriting each page before typing up a rough draft. Such was the work of a doctoral student before personal computers did away with all this. Nevertheless, what mattered most—asking good questions, intense documentary and interview research, a determined focus, and, perhaps most importantly, patient, supportive supervision—have not changed in their significance.

Much to my satisfaction and relief, the dissertation was accepted in the spring of 1975 by a committee comprised of Daniel Bell, Tony Oettinger, and the social policy scholar Christopher Jencks. Since there was no formal oral defense, the degree was conferred soon thereafter. Tony offered and I accepted a post-doctoral fellowship, consisting primarily of an office in his program. As a result, I could also display on the windshield of my car the parking permit that had me working in the Division of Engineering and Applied Physics, even though I had never taken a single course in either engineering or physics. After cleaning up Page 50 →typos in the dissertation, Tony published it as a report from his program and I went to work on another paper that examined more systematically than did the dissertation the long list of government efforts to reform the FCC from shortly after its founding in 1934 to 1975. After a long process of review, primarily with program associates and those representing agencies funding Tony’s program, it too was published.

In the meantime, I continued to teach full-time at Lowell, adding the department chairmanship after a student upheaval over reactionary policies in the President’s office rocked our program. Sociology at Lowell had been part of a department of Behavioral Sciences, essentially run by the psychology program. Sociology students, some carrying “Free Sociology” placards, a slogan that also appeared on hundreds of buttons, wanted their own department and got it, which I was asked to head. Wondering where I might find the time to take on an administrative role, I first declined. The president, a local political appointee who ruled with an iron fist, suggested that if I did not take it on, he would fire all non-tenured faculty and reconsider the status of sociology. After consulting with the faculty in a heated meeting, I accepted the position and proceeded to exact my price. Growing enrolments meant an opportunity to hire both full- and part-time faculty. Working with my colleague and friend Professor Levon Chorbajian, we were able to expand the department with radical scholars including feminists, Marxists, anarchists, and other shades of critical thinking and activism. Levon had preceded me in the department and understood well the administrative process, but he had no desire to take on a management role, preferring instead to focus on teaching, rebuilding an old house near Lowell and preparing to start a family. He became a dear friend, supporting me through personal and professional crises, as we created one of the more radical social science programs in the region, if not the country. We also enjoyed having fun together, most memorably when Bob Dylan and the Rolling Thunder Revue arrived in town to perform in the small auditorium on the Lowell campus, an event captured in the Martin Scorsese concert film.

In the fall of 1975, after giving a faculty seminar in Tony’s program and feeling relieved from Harvard responsibilities, I jumped into the upcoming Presidential campaign, as the hopes of liberals and leftists Page 51 →grew with the fall of Richard Nixon and the bumbling presidency of Gerald Ford. After reviewing the list of announced candidates, I renewed my hopes for a left-wing Democrat by choosing to work for the most progressive of the choices, a populist Senator from Oklahoma named Fred Harris. That the most progressive Senators came from the prairie heartland of America would be out of the question now. But that was once the case in Texas, Kansas, the Dakotas, and Nebraska, among other of today’s markedly Red states. Harris was a social democrat who was married to an activist Indigenous woman, LaDonna Harris, whose first language was Comanche.

I worked hard for Fred, capped by having him give a speech at Lowell. But partly because there were numerous liberal Democrats in the race, who divided the vote, Harris and the others lost out to Jimmy Carter, a conservative Democrat from Georgia. Carter defeated Gerald Ford in the general election and set out a government reform program that would soon provide me with a post-doctoral fellowship in Washington. In the meantime, I took on more activist work, including in the city of Lowell where I gave talks on social democracy, labor, the media, and the dangers of nearby nuclear power plants. I also continued to build the department, sidestepping attempts to get us to hire administration favorites and, instead, successfully brought in one of the country’s leading Marxist-feminist scholars, Carol Brown, who was educated at Columbia University, and a peace activist with degrees from Oxford and Harvard, John MacDougall. None of the hiring would have happened without the hard work of my colleague and dear friend Levon Chorbajian. His courage, strength, and general commitment to straight talk empowered me and others to carry on in the face of strong opposition. We were building something special in an unlikely place and, when word got out about our plans, we had no shortage of critical sociologists from Harvard, Brandeis, Boston College, and even from outside the area, applying to teach at Lowell.

Nevertheless, it was a very stressful time in my life, filled with personal and professional challenges that I sometimes felt were unsustainable. My marriage was on shaky ground and our work together with therapists, a wonderful husband and wife team, only convinced us that we needed to move on from each other. From time to time, my worlds Page 52 →would collide in strange ways. One of the consequences of building a department of critical scholars is its inherent unpredictability. In the summer of 1976, as the new semester approached, it was time to move out of the townhouse Caroline and I had shared. Thankfully, Levon was an enormous help. He secured a truck and carried out the heaviest of my possessions. As we were boxing up a few things, a call came in from one of my sessional instructors telling me she had to resign from the teaching position that was to begin the next week. Why? Her political cell ordered her to do factory work! Fearing that our conversation was not private, I did not ask her to elaborate but expected that she would be agitating and organizing on the factory floor, something she could not do as a university instructor. I wished her well and immediately began phoning potential candidates, interviewing between trips to the moving truck and laughing out loud at the downright craziness of the day.

I finally and fortunately found the right person for the job, Fred Sperounis, a Brandeis PhD in sociology who was born and raised in Lowell. Like me, Fred was a working-class guy but unlike me was raised by a single-parent mom. He was educated in the streets before he made it to university and had wide experience as a community organizer and activist. We became very good friends, alternating between book discussions—his knowledge of radical literature across disciplines was vast—and intense one-on-one basketball. Thanks to Fred, I read classics that had so far eluded me, such as E. P. Thompson’s The Making of the English Working Class (1963) and Robert Noonan’s (writing under the name Robert Tressell) The Ragged Trousered Philanthropists (1914). Between Levon, Fred, Steve Dubnoff, and the department’s radical feminists, Carol Brown, Rachel Forman, and June Austen, Lowell became the place, more so than Harvard, where I completed my education. My personal life was in upheaval and, divided between the worlds of Harvard and Lowell, so too was my professional life. Perhaps because of my class background and radical nature, I did not pay much attention to career plans, focusing instead on being as politically active as possible in every facet of life.

In the winter of 1976, one of the senior sociologists at Harvard, the mathematical and network analyst Harrison White, contacted me to inquire about my interest in a job at, of all places, General Motors. We Page 53 →were not a large cohort, and I did get to know Harrison from attending what turned out to be pioneering seminars in network analysis. These included several remarkable students, among them Scott Borman, who grew up in China and, without any formal education, published The Protracted Game (1969), a book comparing the Chinese game of Go with Western chess and relating these to differences in Chinese and U.S. military strategies. Borman was a genuine genius who, working under White, would go on to produce some of the earliest research that examined the mass surveillance capabilities of telephone networks. White knew I was interested in media and the future of communication technology and GM was setting up an institute to examine popular trends, including media representations, to predict the future of transportation. It is an example of how privilege worked at Harvard, even for a grad student from the working class. For some, finding a job meant reading through endless advertisements and, if interested, joining the pool of applicants, and hoping for an interview. For others, particularly at elite institutions, it meant employers, sometimes through elite intermediaries, getting in touch with you. I was not interested in the job but the memory of what might have been remains, as does the lesson in how unequal opportunity works.

As spring approached, Harvard asked about my interest in teaching two courses in the Summer School, a program that attracted students who wanted to earn additional course credit and enjoy the summer in Cambridge. A couple of years earlier, I studied German in the summer session and was familiar with the system. In addition to a Basic Sociology course, I chose Advanced Political Sociology, a course that would also be available to graduate students. That made for an intense summer as we continued hiring at Lowell and I began to think about a new research project. Things got more interesting when a piece of interoffice mail arrived that would alter my life. It came from Tony Oettinger and inquired about my interest in a post-doctoral fellowship with the White House Office of Telecommunications Policy.

OTP was an agency set up in the Nixon administration ostensibly to carry out policy research, but which was used to attack media believed to be hostile to the President and his program. As part of his policy of courting rather than attacking media, President Ford took steps to Page 54 →return OTP to its original policy research mission. The announcement called for bringing in two post-docs for a one-year term in the field of international telecommunications where the agency had both operational and policy research responsibilities. Oettinger’s extensive Washington connections included the top people at OTP, which meant I stood a good chance of winning the post-doc if I chose to apply. Combined with an embattled hiring process at Lowell—the administration was now fully aware of our radical intentions and fighting back—the burden of teaching summer school at Harvard to students who expected a taste of elite-level courses, and facing a possible decision about moving away for a year, made for a very stressful time. Moreover, the dissolution of my marriage was sadly moving forward, and I was trying to adjust to living alone for the first time since my first year as a student at Georgetown.

My summer school teaching went well. The Basic Sociology course involved explaining the growth of the field as a set of debates with the ghost of Marx. But what I remember most was a friendship with one of my students, a young African American from New York City. He was curious about how I made it from Mulberry Street to Harvard, something I found interesting but not unusual, until the conversation turned to race. What really whetted his curiosity was how a poor White kid could make it to Harvard. After all, he told me, if I were Black, affirmative action would get me in. If I were rich and well-connected, that would likely do it. His provocation led to a long conversation about affirmative action, privilege, gender, legacy admissions, and, of course, race, that I have turned over and over in my mind, over the past fifty years.

The Political Sociology seminar built on a course I developed at Lowell which centered on how to think about power. Specifically, we examined pluralist theory rooted in the work of Ronald Dahl, Talcott Parsons, and others, elitist theory derived from the work of Vilfredo Pareto, Gaetano Mosca, and C. Wright Mills, and Marxian perspectives that had expanded through the work of Ralph Miliband, Bertell Ollman, and Nicos Poulantzas. These courses laid a foundation for what would become a mission over the next few years: how to apply critical, neo-Marxian theory to media studies and to the growing convergence between media, telecommunications, and information technology.

Page 55 →It was an exhilarating and an exhausting time. Then, on July 4, the 200th anniversary of American independence, at a bicentennial event in front of a statue of Christopher Columbus, my dad gave a speech celebrating liberty and was immediately arrested. Frank’s work in the lithography industry had ended in 1971 when health issues forced him into an early retirement. But a bad heart and bad lungs were not enough to stop his community activism. Between trips to hospital and rehabilitation centers, he turned to full-time volunteer work helping neighborhood people find housing, health care, and other social services, advising local trade unions, and serving on the city’s lower Manhattan planning board. He was most proud of advancing the development of low- and middle-income housing in a rapidly gentrifying area.

Powerful developers, intent on speeding up the process of gentrification, pressured the city to move the historic Fulton Fish Market from lower Manhattan to make room for higher-value taxpayers. Facing the loss of good jobs, the union representing workers at the market brought in my dad as a consultant and fundraiser. It was at such an event on July 4, 1976, that, following my dad’s rousing address, police arrested him on felony charges for allegedly shaking down street vendors for contributions to help the fish market union, which was suspected of ties to the Mafia. Dad was hauled off to jail where, despite ill health, he spent the night. He was released on bail the next day but now had to face the New York media which leapt onto the case, adding “suspected Mafia figure” to his description, despite my dad’s lifelong opposition to anything related to mobsters. A television station sent a crew to our tenement apartment where they quickly realized, after trudging up five flights, that Frank “Jewboy” Mosco was no mobster. According to my mom, they turned down her offer to cook them a nice pasta meal and quickly left our crowded apartment. After a year, during which Frank was forced to resign from his position as head of the planning board, charges were dropped. Owing to the sad financial state of the city, the plan to move the fish market was put on hold. That would happen years later, as would recognition of my dad’s contribution to the city and its people by renaming the street he lived on Mosco Street.

I was surprised that the media associated my father with the Mafia because we knew little about the Cosa Nostra. In fact, it was not until Page 56 →much later that I learned the full extent of my family’s connection. That was largely because my father refused to have anything to do with organized crime and it rarely entered a family conversation. There were, however, hints. When we were kids, Aunt Marie would bring over clothes that “fell off a truck.” Later I would learn that her brother was Alphonse “Sonny Red” Indelicato, a brutal mobster who was murdered in a mob dispute, made famous in the Johnny Depp/Al Pacino film Donnie Brasco (1997). Sonny and his son (and my cousin by marriage) Anthony, better known as “Bruno” the “Button Man” or “Whack-Whack,” made up one of the most brutal father-son duos in organized crime. “Bruno” was ranked 24th on Fortune magazine’s 1986 list of “The 50 Biggest Mafia Bosses” in the United States. I never met either “Sonny” or “Bruno”. Aunt Marie’s husband, my mother’s brother Pete who remarkably passed a federal security check to work as a U.S. Customs Officer at New York’s major port of entry, had lots of stories about the pair when it was safe to tell them. I paid back Uncle Pete in contraband Cuban cigars, which I would have my kids give him on visits from Canada to my mom’s apartment in New York. It was Uncle Pete who uttered one of my favorite lines about “Bruno”: “He had 18 hits and they got him for the one he didn’t do.”

Then there was Matthew “Matty the Horse” Ianniello. When I was moving to Cambridge to start graduate school at Harvard, I needed a car. My dad, who did not have the money to help, suggested I might contact my mother’s brother, Uncle Johnny DiPilato, because he had loaned my brother Joe the cash to pay for a car when Joe went off to college in Florida. Uncle John managed a strip club in the seedy Times Square area. John agreed to help but only if I did not tell his wife, my Aunt Viola, and also if I met him at his strip club. I agreed, but reluctantly, not because I feared keeping a secret from Viola but because I had no interest in checking out his establishment, the Forty-Niner, once an upscale bar frequented by the theater crowd and now a tawdry place associated with drugs and prostitution. But I needed a car. Later I would learn that Uncle John’s bar was actually owned by Matty, aka, “The Horse”, listed as number 35 on that Fortune magazine list. I would later learn that “The Horse” owned most of the bars, peep show parlors, and x-rated movie theaters in the Square. Still later, while bookstore browsing in La Jolla, California, I read that Matty also owned the Stonewall Inn, a popular gay Page 57 →bar in Greenwich Village, including when it was the site of the celebrated 1969 “riot” that contributed to the gay liberation movement in the United States. I further learned that the Mafia owned most of the establishments frequented by the LGBTQ community, providing protection by paying off local police. Matty received more notoriety when David Simon, creator of the award-winning series The Wire, dramatized Matty’s story in the HBO series The Deuce (2017–19), with Maggie Gyllenhaal and James Franco. I met Matty only once, at a big family birthday bash he threw for my grandmother Lucy when she turned 80. My dad had kept the lid on family ties to the Mafia tight and leaks were infrequent.

To conclude this gangland detour, I should mention that an occasional Christmas visit to our New York family would bring us humorously close to mobsters. That was when my wonderful brother-in-law Jim Lessard, a school bus driver in Brooklyn, would take the family on a tour of the best Christmas light displays in the area, which also happened to be the mansions of some of the country’s leading mobsters. Crowds of revelers would block streets to hear Frank Sinatra recordings blast seasonal music out of palatial homes covered in lights and seemingly protected by giant nutcracker soldiers and other Christmas finery. There is no record of anyone filing a noise complaint.

After a lot of consternation, in the fall of 1976 I decided to apply for the post-doc at the Office of Telecommunications Policy, a post that would begin one year later. Life was good but emotionally exhausting and I needed a change of venue. I expected to return to Lowell after a year and, if it worked out, the post-doc would likely serve me well in the future. I spent most of the next academic year toiling as head of department at Lowell, working with my band of radicals in sociology, and making regular trips to my office at Harvard. In addition to teaching and heading the department, I and my colleagues would take the fight over the state budget for higher education to the legislature in Boston where we demonstrated, lobbied, and made life uncomfortable for Governor Michael Dukakis. On one memorable occasion, the embattled governor and soon-to-be presidential candidate, came to Lowell expecting the Greek community to roll out the red carpet for a favorite son, only to find a hostile audience demanding improvements to an impoverished public education system.

Page 58 →Back at Harvard for a meeting with Tony, I received a visit from the head librarian at the University of California San Diego (UCSD), Melvin Voigt, who was also working to acquire books for a new publisher, Ablex, that would be part of a series on communication. Mel was a colleague and friend of Herbert and Anita Schiller. Herb had relocated to UCSD from the University of Illinois to develop a program in communication studies and Anita was a research librarian for the university. At the time, he was one of the few sources of critical thinking on media, telecommunication, and information technology. Herb and Kaarle Nordenstreng edited a book, National Sovereignty and International Communication, that kicked off the Ablex series when it was published in 1979. By highlighting research on media and cultural imperialism, the power and limits of national policies to protect local voices from foreign domination, and the strengths and weaknesses of international movements for public control over the media, the Schiller-Nordenstreng volume accelerated critical thinking in communication studies. It paid special attention to the rise of the non-aligned movement which, following the end of World War II, led the charge to free nations in Africa, Asia, and Latin America from the bonds of colonialism and charted a path between American capitalism and Soviet communism. Schiller had paved the way for this book in early critical research on the American media, telecommunications, and the burgeoning information industries and Nordenstreng was a leading figure in international policy debates.

By the end of 1976 I made up my mind to turn my dissertation and the policy reports I had written for Oettinger’s program into a book for Ablex. Early in 1977, I was called to the Office of Telecommunications Policy for an interview and shortly thereafter was offered the position. I would be assigned an office in the international division to work with a small staff on global telecommunications networks, international policy, and efforts to shore up satellite systems, especially Intelsat, the major global satellite system and the yet to be formalized Inmarsat naval communication system. After a few sleepless nights, I decided to accept. That was followed by a security check for the Top Secret clearance that came with working in the Executive Office of the President. Given my activism and familial ties to major Mafia figures, I was a bit worried. In fact, only one person contacted backed off from a complete endorsement. It Page 59 →was my dean at Lowell, who, as one of my students working as an assistant in her office told me, was worried about my loyalty to the country. Thankfully her criticism did not carry much weight and I was awarded a clearance and the green light to spend the year in Washington. I worried my way through the summer, as leaving a city, a job, and my dear friends, even for only a year, weighed heavily. But by August 1977, I headed down to Washington where my life and my work took a new direction.





Page 60 →Chapter 4.

THE EXECUTIVE OFFICE OF THE PRESIDENT


To be truly radical is to make hope possible rather than despair convincing.

Raymond Williams1



Over the years, working-class academics, especially critical ones, have faced similar problems. But circumstances, as this chapter attests, can create significant differences. I benefited from the advantage of being a White male at a time when few women or people of color could easily find their way into the academy. Moreover, the 1970s continued an enrolment boom that made it easy for me to obtain a permanent job before completing my PhD. Furthermore, I won a post-doc with the White House Office of Telecommunications Policy (OTP) in 1977, in part, because one of my mentors, Anthony Oettinger, was very well-connected to the policy establishment. His influence also opened doors throughout government and business, leading to dozens of interviews with key policy makers and corporate executives that enabled me to publish journal articles on how the U.S. makes global communications policy. Furthermore, these pieces attracted the attention of Herbert Schiller, one of the founders of a critical political economy of communication and began a friendship that lasted until his passing in 2000.

In August 1977 I packed up my Cambridge, Massachusetts, apartment, where I expected to return in a year, and headed down to Washington with a stop in New York to catch up with my family. I could not know at the time, but my life would be fundamentally altered in less than two months. I was assigned an office that I would share with the other OTP post-doc, a faculty member from the University of Tennessee, Kent Sidel. Despite our differences—he was a Republican who talked about joining the CIA—we became friends and co-authors. We had no Page 61 →fixed responsibilities other than to follow a small team of international telecommunications experts who were responsible for tracking major global carriers, primarily RCA, Western Union International, AT&T, and ITT. The major carriers made use of undersea cables primarily to provide telecommunications and data services to U.S. companies in global markets. They also shared in the ownership of Comsat, the major U.S. satellite carrier. These OTP staffers also provided expertise on U.S. participation in the global communication satellite network, Intelsat, and were helping to create an international naval satellite network, which would become Inmarsat.

Thanks to Tony Oettinger, I had a long list of Washington executives in government and business to interview, both for research and to build my own networks outside of my host agency. But I put that on hold because soon after I arrived our OTP handlers asked us to attend an international meeting at the Federal Communications Commission (FCC). The session brought together parties with an interest in global telecommunications who had a particular stake in a case before the Commission—whether to replace the existing transatlantic telecommunication cable with a new one or shift traffic to a recently launched communications satellite. It was interesting to observe first-hand what amounted to an intra-capitalist squabble over the future of international telecommunications, an industry that was expected to grow exponentially in the coming years with the expansion of global trade and the need for rapid and efficient data communication. The stakeholders presented their self-interested arguments wrapped up in the selfless language of technological efficiency. Cable companies on one side; satellite interests on the other. The ever-present voice of the military, represented by the Department of Defense, argued for both with a familiar line that the need for redundancy in the military communication system should outweigh all other arguments.

As a sociologist, I have found that encounters like this, even more than interviews, provide insight into how groups of people create meaning and hegemony. What is accepted as the taken-for-granted reality? What is most meaningful to the participants? What is left out of their vision of common sense? What are the stress points? As I would learn throughout my year at OTP and in similar gatherings Page 62 →over the years, beneath the tension over who would control global communications was the assumption that the U.S. government needed to determine how best to deregulate and fully privatize all domestic international telecommunications. Decisions about whether to lay a cable or launch a satellite are typically discussed and justified on technological efficiency and effectiveness grounds. But the deeper issue during this period was how to efficiently transition to private control over global telecommunications.

The cable option, with a landing in Halifax, Nova Scotia, required Canadian cooperation, which added another layer to the high-stakes session. Kent and I were asked to attend. Not knowing any better, we sat at the press table. I was distracted by a young woman at the other end of the table trying to make sense of the jargon that filled the room. Talk of transponders, TAT-7, coaxial and optical fiber cables, and the alphabet soup of agencies and companies appeared to leave her puzzled. She wore a name tag that identified her with Canadian Press, which, I would later learn, was that country’s primary wire service. As a biased American whose direct experience with Canada was limited to two brief visits to Montreal, I assumed she was French. But her name tag suggested Scottish or Irish—Cathy McKercher. After a brief self-reflection about my plan to flee to Canada rather than serve as a draftee in Vietnam, my mind wandered to thoughts about filling my empty social life. Feeling my usual awkwardness and incompetence in such situations, I was rescued by the journalist who passed me a note asking whether I might help with the jargon. That gave me the opportunity to engineer a change in the seating plan that put me next to her after the lunch break. We chatted and eventually I managed to blurt out a request for her phone number. Much to my surprise, she complied. Later, I would learn that Cathy was equally attracted and was determined to leave the meeting with both a story and a date. As I would experience time and time again over the next 46 years, this resolute woman, at age 25 the first of her gender sent by the wire service to cover Washington, knew what she wanted, knew how to get it, and almost always succeeded. Determination aside, I have wondered recently whether our meeting would have happened if Google were around to answer her questions. Certainly, this socially inept academic was unlikely to take the initiative. Moreover, it was only Page 63 →because a decision in favor of laying a new cable (the TAT-7) would require making landfall in Halifax, Nova Scotia, that Cathy chose to cover the meeting. A system more like today’s far more advanced cable technology would not have necessitated a Canadian landing point.

Our date was lunch at a casual spot on K Street, also known as Lobbyist Row because it contained the offices of most major pressure groups, near our offices. Cathy impressed me with her intelligence and especially with her work for the union representing Canadian journalists. Still somewhat socially shell-shocked from the end of my marriage and a few Boston relationships that were not making headway, I was deeply uncertain about a next step and was happy for a forthcoming interlude of OTP-sponsored trips. We were to meet with executives working for the major international carriers in New York City, followed by a visit to South Wellfleet on Cape Cod where in 1903 Guglielmo Marconi’s wireless apparatus had demonstrated that two-way communication across the Atlantic was possible.

The meetings with carrier executives were primarily attempts to win over the newly arrived post-docs from OTP. It was at first surprising because there was little a couple of post-docs could do to advance their companies’ interests. Perhaps, I surmised, they might want to influence any writing that might result from our experience. Equally likely, it was an excuse for rich companies to reward their executives by having them take us to a swanky bistro. That was certainly the case for AT&T, which treated us to dinner at the Palm, an exclusive steak and lobster restaurant in Manhattan, so fancy that the menu carried no prices. In fact, the only dinner decision was a steak, a lobster or both. Along with too much wine, I chose both and managed to remain conscious as two big shots from the company regaled us with tales of a future connected world powered by AT&T. The meal was on the company, but I paid the price the next morning when I had all to do to remain conscious in the offices of the President of RCA International in lower Manhattan. Thankfully, I also learned my lesson. I would in future pay for my own food and would focus less on the menu, especially the drink menu, and more on listening and retaining what I learned.

The trip added to my motivation to dive into an analysis of the power structure in international telecommunications. Armed with Tony Page 64 →Oettinger’s list of Washington insiders, I set out to interview as many as possible. I also thought it would be good to include my office mate Kent in this project. He knew more about the technology than I did and had a strong interest in its history. It was also clear that his perspective departed so substantially from mine that it was likely he would ask questions that might not appear on my list. Moreover, his deadpan sense of humor, “down home country boy” self-presentation, and broadcaster’s voice would likely disarm interviewees.

The end of the trip also meant reconnecting with Cathy, a desire that grew as the days wore on. Cathy likes to tell the story of how we met and, I must admit, that FCC meeting is one of the better first encounter tales. However, I often respond with the eye-opening experience of our first dinner date. I booked us a table at a quiet restaurant in Georgetown, arriving at her apartment near mine in Arlington, Virginia, just outside of D.C. She asked me to wait while she finished getting ready. Unlike some who would take that as an opportunity to check out the medicine cabinet, I, perhaps because we Italians, as my dad liked to say, “live to eat,” opened the fridge. “Oh my god,” I thought to myself, “this woman needs help.” Her fridge contained two items: tonic water, presumably for mixed drinks, and a package of frozen boil-in-bag spaghetti. I could only imagine what my mother would say. Here I was, divorcing a fine Sicilian American who could cook up an excellent Italian meal, only to start dating a WASP who ate frozen pasta.

Things got even more interesting when we sat down to order dinner. The menu was standard American fare, except for what Cathy decided to order: Welsh rarebit. I had no idea what this was, had never encountered it in a restaurant and assumed, from her pronunciation, that it had something to do with rabbit. Then the dish appeared, and it looked to me like a greasy, cheesy mess. Cathy felt the same way and sent it back. She sent it back! That’s when the woman who dined at home on defrosted spaghetti became my hero.

As our relationship progressed in the coming months, I developed a routine that included work at OTP, dates with Cathy, and basketball at a local gym. A set of projects filled my research days and some nights. I began to track down and interview key figures in telecommunications, with one of Tony’s associates, Wilson Dizard, proving especially helpful. Page 65 →Dizard was a rare man. A veteran of many years at the State Department, he seemed to know everyone who mattered in Washington, was happy to serve as an intermediary, and expected nothing in return. Through him and Tony, I gained access to the State Department’s venerable Policy and Planning office, which housed a small set of staffers who were paid to do nothing but think about the state of the world and write reports. Thanks again to Tony’s connections, this time to the military, Kent and I also managed a meeting in one of the inner rings of the Pentagon, where we interviewed staff charged with setting policy for military communication, including relationships with the major corporations who built global cable and satellite networks. This was a special interest of mine because precious little communication research addressed the military, with the notable exception of Herbert Schiller’s 1969 Mass Communications and American Empire, despite the enormous impact of the Department of Defense (DOD), the Central Intelligence Agency, and especially the National Security Agency on the political economy of the communication arena. When I asked about how DOD influenced policy, my interviewee smiled and said that his agency was AT&T’s largest customer. Why this influence did not rise to capture the attention of communication scholars was puzzling then and remains a blind spot in the field, with a few notable exceptions, mainly in the work of Dan Schiller. We met with many other government officials, including in the Department of Commerce, the FCC, and throughout OTP. These and sessions with corporate executives at Comsat and Intelsat, both based in D.C., and with ever-present lobbyists promoting their companies before Congress and the White House, helped us to understand the complex process of global communication policy formation.

During this time, I continued to work on revisions to the dissertation to prepare it for publication with Ablex. In addition to cleaning up as much of the stilted language that tends to clog dissertations, I worked on making it more critical, and included material on the history of efforts to reform the regulation of broadcasting. Happy to no longer feel constrained by the need to please three Harvard committee members, I began the difficult process of developing my own voice, something that would take many years of trial and error to reach my comfort level. As if this were not enough, I began to outline in my mind how best to Page 66 →approach a synthesis of neo-Marxist sociology with work on the growth of media, telecommunications, and information technology. I struggled to sort out this long list of projects because my tendency was to try to accomplish everything all at once. I was slow to learn patience and to live in the present. Next was more important than now until the two collided when I faced a decision that would alter the rest of my life.

In the fall of 1977, a scan of academic job notices announced an opening in sociology at Georgetown University. I had made a good life for myself in Massachusetts, living in Cambridge, not far from my office at Harvard, and working at a public university in Lowell. Both were places where, for the first time in my life, teaching, research, activism, and genuine friendship were thriving. It was true that the end of my marriage to Caroline was an ongoing source of stress. She had moved on with a new relationship that made her happy. We both knew that our marriage was sadly over and that we would soon be dealing with the painful process of divorce. How could I possibly contemplate leaving behind the primary sources of support that helped me through these difficult times?

Yet, here was this still new but remarkably wonderful relationship with Cathy. Whether it was weekend bike rides along the Potomac, movies at the Janus theater near Dupont Circle, or late-night discussions of politics, literature, and life, we grew very close in just a couple of months. Why not return to Boston with her? I might convince her to do so, but deep down I felt it would be wrong to ask. Men have been demanding this of women forever and I could not call myself a radical and follow that tired old sexist path. If we were to have a future together, I would have to leave behind my previous life and remain in Washington. Georgetown, I came to realize, might provide just the opportunity to do so. A side of me also feared that if I asked her to come to Boston, she might have said no. That would hurt deeply, but I was young and felt I could overcome the loss. There were also the practical consequences of leaving my job at Lowell. I would have to give up tenure because the position at Georgetown did not come with tenure. I’d have to earn it yet again. Perhaps it should have mattered, but it didn’t. Tenure, I felt, was for people who put job security above all else. I could understand this, sometimes feeling the tug of caution. Again, perhaps it was another of those Mulberry Street lessons, but whenever it came to a choice between Page 67 →a career and a life, I almost always chose the latter. As the next chapter demonstrates, this would not be the only time I would give up tenure. In fact, it was merely the first of three such decisions over the next seven years to ditch the prospect of lifetime job security for what appeared at the time to be a better life choice.

Somehow, I knew that if I applied, I would get the job. I was a Georgetown class valedictorian, a Harvard PhD, now working in the Executive Office of the President, and the Sociology Department at Georgetown was relatively new and struggling. Housed in the grimy basement of an old Gothic building, the program had no graduate students and a tenuous relationship with the Center for Population Studies located at the other end of the campus, where I had worked as an undergraduate student. I would have to make the case for communication, because there were no such courses in the curriculum. I agonized over the decision to put forward my name over a long weekend during which I wavered, wept, and finally justified the decision to pursue Georgetown as just one step to keep the door open. No final decision, if such a choice were made available, needed to be made for a while. Nevertheless, once I mailed off my cover letter and c.v., I felt strongly that I would be saying a very sad good-bye to Boston. After that, things moved swiftly. I met with a Georgetown dean who knew me from my undergraduate days. That was it. No interview, no presentation—just a decision for me to make. My now and my next collided with no stress-free answer imaginable.

Cathy stayed on the sidelines, wisely not wanting to be seen as pressuring me. I talked to friends at Lowell who offered advice but no consolation. Finally, after negotiating an early tenure decision and acceptance for a new course called Global Communication and International Affairs that would be open to both graduate and undergraduate students, I accepted. Cathy was happy but jittery about what the future held. I found relief in a visit from my brothers Joe and Anthony who, with my father, drove down from New York for a weekend visit to give me support, tour the city, and take in a baseball game in Baltimore. When they left, doubts about my decision returned. The list of things to do, beyond my several writing projects, felt overwhelming. Finalize my divorce. Move out of my Cambridge apartment. Resign my tenured Page 68 →job at Lowell. Give up my office at Harvard. Say good-bye to my many friends, colleagues, and students at both institutions. Transition back to Georgetown, only this time as a professor. I remained resolute even though my now was grieving and my next was fraught with uncertainty.

Throughout, I continued to work on my OTP program by completing an article on tensions and divisions within the U.S. government policymaking structure in international communication which eventually appeared in the Journal of Communication. The Journal, skillfully led by the University of Pennsylvania’s eminent scholar George Gerbner, would provide a venue for critical research until it ran afoul of its funding source, the conservative businessman Walter Annenberg who had made a fortune from his ownership of the Reader’s Digest magazine. In that article, I argued that in the absence of government coordination, military, commercial, and diplomatic goals would continue to clash in the global arena on the cusp of entering an era when computer communication would surge. A couple of years later, I would theorize this as endemic to the capitalist state, but for now I stuck to a descriptive account of what the research revealed.

Once it recovered from an initial foray to spearhead President Nixon’s attacks on the media, OTP could have brought some semblance of order to this disjointed policymaking process. As it turned out, this would not happen because deregulation was front and center on the Carter administration’s policy agenda. Specifically, the White House decided to terminate OTP’s White House position and move the agency to the Department of Commerce, ostensibly satisfying a campaign promise to trim the staff of the Executive Office of the President and signaling that the White House was a friend of business. In effect, the move facilitated deregulation and increased the power of the corporations with a major stake in global telecommunications. Drawing from our interviews with stakeholders, Kent Sidel and I wrote about this for a piece in the British journal Telecommunications Policy, whose editor understood that the article would attract both mainstream readers and those in the growing critical policy research field.

On the surface, the reorganization meant little. No one lost their job. The offices did not move. The agency’s budget, which would now be borne by the Commerce Department, did not change. OTP became Page 69 →the National Telecommunications and Information Administration (NTIA). The only physical manifestation of a change was that the sign in the entrance to our offices switched from Executive Office of the President to Department of Commerce with new stationery on the way. It felt eerily like a satire of government bureaucracy. However, beneath the surface banality of the move, the change was another one of the significant steps on the way to a major shift in power: from government agencies holding legislated responsibility to uphold the public interest to businesses controlling markets whose sole interest was to maximize revenue. All of this would not come to fruition until Ronald Reagan and then Bill Clinton, with bipartisan congressional support, made deregulation a primary policy instrument. I was pleased with the opportunity to chronicle this development in publications, especially as the Congress, promising to enshrine deregulation in law, took the next step on the road to business control over communication markets. But I was also saddened to see the public interest principle wither.

As my year at NTIA wound down, I worked to make the most of my new personal and professional life. Cathy and I decided to move in together and found a renovated old house in Virginia with big, screened porches and a magnificent back yard garden. Meanwhile, I began preparations for teaching sociology and communication at Georgetown with the goal of applying critical social theory to communication studies. Taking on a required course in Sociological Theory helped, but so too did one on organizational analysis because it focused my attention on changes in business organization that would be important for my research in political economy. I read widely in critical theory, but one article became the special focus of my attention: Richard Flacks and Gerald Turkel’s “Radical Sociology: The Emergence of Neo-Marxian Perspectives in US Sociology” which appeared in the 1978 Annual Review of Sociology.

The two authors explored four themes prominent in the new wave of critical social theory literature, starting with the work of Immanuel Wallerstein on world systems theory and Andre Gunder Frank’s research on what he called the development of underdevelopment. They challenged mainstream visions of a generous America leading poor nations to economic prosperity. Instead, Wallerstein and Gunder Frank laid Page 70 →out the global power structure of core, periphery, and semi-periphery nations, documenting how rich nations in the core profited from keeping poorer nations underdeveloped. Second, Flacks and Turkel offered a theory of the state that drew from American research on the power elite and European thinking on the articulations of state and class, best represented in the work of G. William Domhoff, Ralph Miliband, and Nicos Poulantzas. Third, the sociologists turned to the workplace, where Harry Braverman’s research on the capitalist labor process provided a model for addressing the work of factory, office, and service employees, particularly when deepened by studies that added the dimension of workplace resistance that critics felt Braverman tended to neglect. Finally, there is a neo-Marxian perspective on culture, which connected research on the social production of meaning that was featured in the research of Stanley Aronowitz on working-class culture and in the burgeoning field of media studies, such as Stuart Ewen’s seminal work on the rise of advertising in America.

Georgetown remained a conservative institution, but I was fortunate to be teaching a brilliant undergraduate, Andrew Herman, who had read widely in the critical literature, so much so that I invited him to join me in this project. Andrew, who would go on to become a senior professor and a well-known communication scholar in Canada, contributed substantially to the theoretical sections. I focused on structuring our research program and on how critical communication studies might build from critical theory to create a vision for the relationship between media, including information technology, and the world capitalist system, the capitalist state, the workplace, and the world of culture and meaning construction. Together we presented papers at scholarly conferences such as the annual meeting of American Sociological Association and at meetings devoted to Marxist analysis. Moreover, our work appeared in the journals Theory and Society and in Media, Culture and Society, as well as in edited books published in English, Spanish, and French.

Soon thereafter, as Andrew went on to graduate school and began building his own career, I would lecture widely on theories of the state and what was increasingly called “the information society.” I also published independently on state theory, telecommunications, and public policy. These papers covered substantial ground, but I needed to give Page 71 →greater focus to contradictions that produced ruptures and divisions in capitalism as well as to resistance and class struggle. Critical approaches to media had made important strides, particularly in the UK where the work of Graham Murdock and Peter Golding provided the most comprehensive analyses, but much more needed to be done. My goal was to map the system for a research program that would span my professional life. I made good progress on the portion that addresses the contradictions that were emerging in the capitalist state through a critique of mainstream pluralist perspectives. I also explored the power of media elites and the overlapping and often conflicting functions of the capitalist state. I was especially interested in tensions that arose when the state tried to pursue the often-conflicting goals of capital accumulation, legitimation, and coercion against those who resist.

Radical ruptures in life, whether the death of a loved one, the fracture of an intimate relationship, or the end of a job and the friendships associated with it, require time to process, and to heal. Not fully aware of this necessity, I began to experience health issues that would only diminish when my personal life finally settled. I was able to maintain some continuity with NTIA in the year after the post-doc by working as a consultant with the international division. My primary job was to produce a report on Comsat, the U.S. representative to the international satellite organization, Intelsat. Years earlier I had read Outer Space and Inner Sanctums (1976), Michael Kinsley’s investigation of the U.S. government’s effort to build and control global satellite development. Written while Kinsley worked for the Ralph Nader organization, it charted the missed opportunity to make satellite communication a publicly controlled service. The pressure of powerful multinationals defeated progressive forces in the Congress, and President Kennedy settled for a public presence on the Comsat board with three presidential appointees, including a trade union representative. I proposed a report on the performance of the public board members and my boss at NTIA, Veronica Ahern, liked the idea. The work was especially interesting because it got me past Comsat lobbyists directly to board members for interviews about the company, their views on the public board member provision, and the extent of their involvement in corporate affairs. My research concluded that the public board member Page 72 →provision, derived from the very successful German model known as co-determination, was little more than window dressing. It provided the appearance of protecting the taxpayers who had funded Comsat but left the actual decision-making to the corporate board members and company executives who cared only about maximizing profit. What was once a company formed from the belief that the public should share in the new resource of satellite communication emerged from a massive industry lobby campaign as just another business whose public involvement, including by its directors, was minimal. Built from a massive public investment, Comsat dispelled what hope remained that an alternative to monopoly capitalism in the United States was possible. The imminent arrival of Reaganism would dash those hopes for decades to come.

In addition to the stability I found in continuing my work at NTIA, I also attempted to maintain ties to Lowell, particularly with Levon Chorbajian and Fred Sperounis, my dear friends and colleagues, by floating the idea of writing a critical sociology text together. They agreed and I set out to work on a chapter about media and society which I called “Watching Television.” Unfortunately, the book idea withered and that put a dent in our relationship which we managed to repair by getting back in contact in 1993 when I returned to the Boston area for a sabbatical. Our textbook project was intended to strengthen a set of old relationships. Instead, the project, especially my chapter on the media, helped me to form new ones that would alter my life.

“Watching Television” described the growth of media conglomerates in the United States and their increasing impact abroad. Companies like Gulf and Western Industries, General Electric, and Getty Oil were beginning to buy up media properties to diversify their holdings. Moreover, some big media companies were also big defense contractors. One of these was the record label Decca which provided the military with advanced radar systems, including for the United States war effort in Vietnam. The company had also launched the hit recording career of The Rolling Stones, until members of the band realized that they were producing albums for a key participant in the military-industrial-media complex. No one described the shock of learning the connection between making music and making war better than the Rolling Stones’ Page 73 →Keith Richard (later known as Keith Richards) whose reaction opens “Watching Television”:


We found out and it wasn’t years till we did, that all the bread we made for Decca was going into making little black boxes that go into American Air Force bombers to bomb North Vietnam. They took the bread we made for them and put it into the radar section of their business. When we found that out, it blew our minds. That was it. Goddam, you find out you’ve helped kill God knows how many thousands of people without knowing it.2



Drawing on the work of the critical sociologist C. Wright Mills, whose books The Sociological Imagination (1959) and The Power Elite (1956) had been essential reading for critical scholars in the 1960s, I stressed the need to make connections between seemingly unconnected people and institutions. In addition, the chapter described the intensifying concentration of power across media institutions and the impact it was having on the professional lives and job security of media workers, especially journalists. Furthermore “Watching Television” showed how advertising was deepening its pervasive influence over American society and, in a form of media neocolonialism, ads advanced the cause of capitalism throughout the world. It concluded by pointing to forms of resistance contained in the alternative press and, with the advent of public and community broadcasting, in alternative electronic media as well.

I never published “Watching Television,” although pieces of it found their way into my teaching and future publications. However, it did have a profound impact on the future course of my professional life because it motivated me to participate in a conference of critical scholars and activists who would be vital to my future work and to developing a community that persists today. Because the Journal of Communication contained critical research, I decided to subscribe and to faithfully read the opening section that reported on events and activities that often featured progressive work, including that of the IAMCR, what has come to be called the International Association for Media and Communication Research. The Journal announced a workshop under IAMCR auspices that was to take place at the end of March 1979 at the University of Illinois in Urbana-Champaign. I decided to attend and share “Watching Page 74 →Television” with the two dozen or so participants. For me the meeting was an extraordinary event, the occasion for meeting Dallas Smythe, Thomas Guback, Janet Wasko, Eileen Meehan, Jennifer Slack, Oscar Gandy, Fred Fejes, Carolyn Marvin, Manjunath Pendakur, Sari Thomas, Robert Jacobson, Tim Haight, Martin Allor, and others who spent two days assessing the state of critical communication research and activism. The group responded generously to my work, and I was deeply impressed with the quality of the discussion. Moreover, the discourse intensified as word arrived that a serious accident was in progress at the Three Mile Island nuclear plant.

My one regret with the event was that Herbert Schiller was not able to attend, in part because I admired his work and because we had exchanged letters and shared research after he read the policy pieces Kent Sidel and I worked on at OTP. As a result, to everyone present I was an outsider and, given the nature of the discussion, looked on with a bit of suspicion. In fact, when I arrived, Fred Fejes, who was in the graduate program at Illinois, wondered aloud if I was the guy who worked at “the CIA-sponsored institute at Harvard.” He was referring to Tony Oettinger’s program and, although listed as one of many affiliates, I knew for a fact that the Agency had not sponsored or funded any research. Nevertheless, it put me on my guard. Like many at the event, Fred would go on to do excellent research and become a friend. His research on the concept of media imperialism in Latin America made an important contribution to the growing body of critical and progressive research. On my return home, I was happy to report back to Cathy that I may have found my scholar activist community.

Over the next year, I would travel to the University of California San Diego at Herb Schiller’s invitation to speak about the media and the capitalist state and to a conference in Philadelphia where I met his son Dan Schiller who was rapidly building his own research career, starting with a book on the importance of the “penny press” in the development of American journalism. I was also able to expand my international community by speaking on critical theory at the invitation of George Gerbner, dean of the Annenberg School of Communication. In the spring of 1980 Gerbner hosted a major conference that brought together scholars, activists, policy makers and corporate executives, Page 75 →including representatives from the Soviet Union, other Eastern Bloc nations, and Cuba, as well as from Western countries, the Middle East, and Africa. I spoke on a panel with Dallas Smythe, two scholars from Iran, and one from India. The conference enabled me to deepen my relationship to Smythe, then a professor at Simon Fraser University in Canada. I had reached out to him some time before when I came across a reference to his work on the audience as commodity, but the Canadian journal that published it was nowhere to be found, not even in the Library of Congress. Dallas well understood that research by Canadians, apart from that of Marshall McLuhan, was hard to locate in the United States. He kindly mailed off copies of his work, which I devoured. The Annenberg conference also enabled me to renew friendships with people I had met in Illinois, with Herbert Schiller, and with many international scholars who became part of my expanding community. The Illinois meeting, my visit to San Diego, and the conferences in Philadelphia convinced me that I needed to work with these people, hopefully with some under the same university roof. Thankfully that would come about soon thereafter.

As these events were taking place, there were projects from my previous life that needed completion and important pieces of my personal life that were taking a new direction. The most important of the former was completing the work on my first book, Broadcasting in the United States (1979). Having strengthened it with more critical material and after adding information on reform efforts over the years, I was left with the task of reviewing galleys and page proofs. Back then, all of this was done on paper and through the postal service, a more arduous task than it is today. However, in those days, publishers had more people working on a book, even at a small, upstart publisher like Ablex. I completed this with an assistant that Georgetown provided and, in late 1979, copies arrived, including a dedication to my parents and a preface that told about my childhood on Mulberry Street with a cherished memory of Saturdays at home with the “Make-Believe Ballroom” sending my family Big Band sounds from our radio.

After moving in together, Cathy and I planned an adventure to begin 1979. President Carter had lifted the complete ban on U.S. travel to Cuba and the American socialist newspaper The Guardian advertised Page 76 →a trip to celebrate the twentieth anniversary of the Cuban revolution. A small but interesting group of people signed up for what was billed as an Agricultural and Rural Development Seminar, thereby meeting U.S. travel guidelines permitting educational but not vacation trips. We were not allowed to fly directly to Cuba from the U.S., so we travelled over the island to Jamaica where we boarded a rickety World War II vintage propeller plane, complete with evacuation ropes that dislodged with a slight tug. All nerves were calmed, however, by the bottles of Havana Club rum that were liberally poured by our flight attendants. Over the week in Havana and across the island, we heard lectures about development, danced in the homes of welcoming Cubans, and enjoyed the company of ’60s radicals and old lefties like Will Lee who played Mr. Hooper on the television show Sesame Street after years spent on the blacklist for refusing to cooperate with the House Un-American Activities Committee. Even the “recently retired” State Department travel companion, who we concluded was our unofficial U.S. government minder, seemed to have a good time.

[image: The author, in jeans and a check-patterned shirt, stands in front of a huge stylized banner of the Cuban revolutionary Che Guevara, based on the iconic Korda photo, that is hanging from the five story concrete frontage of the Cuban Ministry of the Interior, Plaza de la Revolución, Havana.]
Figure 3. This multi-story portrait of Che Guevara grabbed my attention on a visit to Cuba in 1979.

After months of living together Cathy and I realized that there were practical advantages to formalizing our relationship. The Commonwealth of Virginia retained an archaic law prohibiting co-habitation on the grounds that it constituted “lewd and lascivious behavior.” We joked about this for a time until we learned that a young unmarried lawyer from the state was threatened with disbarment if she continued living with a partner. Marriage would also provide Cathy with more permanent status if we remained in the U.S. and for me if we chose to move to Canada. We had also given thought to starting a family and marriage would make life a bit easier for our children. Even though we believed with Joni Mitchell that “we don’t need no piece of paper from the City Hall,” Cathy and I decided to marry.3 Making full use of our magnificent garden and old rental home, we celebrated our wedding in May 1980. A Justice of the Peace arrived, fresh off the golf course and looking like a candidate for Elvis impersonator. Our families were impressed with the caterers and servers we hired, and the Canadian ambassador kindly had a case of fine champagne delivered for the celebration. My co-author and still undergraduate Andrew Herman served as my best man and our parents rejoiced that we were “no longer living in sin.”

Page 77 →When we started to discuss having children, Cathy was clearly in favor but, as I was fully cognizant of my utter incompetence with anything outside the life of the mind, I was uncertain. However, a cat came to my rescue and helped me check the yes box. One morning, we awoke Page 78 →to shrieks and squeals in the garden. The neighbor’s cat had found a robin’s nest and Cathy managed to rescue the only survivor. I named it Yaz (baseball fans would understand) and helped to raise it on our screened back porch.4 On the advice of a vet, we fed it cat food, smiling while the murderous feline peered through our screen door, unable to finish the job or access the food. After about a month, we sent Yaz on its way and we prepared to build a nest of our own. In April 1981 Rosemary Catherine Mosco was born at George Washington University Hospital, among a phalanx of heavily armed guards there to protect the President of the United States, Ronald Reagan, who had survived an assassination attempt. We managed to make our way through the Secret Service checkpoint and into the hospital aided by Cathy’s quick thinking to wear her White House press pass. A few months later, we were on our way to Philadelphia.





Page 79 →Chapter 5.

WE THOUGHT WE WERE ONLY HIRING ONE OF YOU


All things considered, I’d rather be in Philadelphia.

W.C. Fields1



With my first book and a handful of journal articles, book chapters, and conference presentations, I applied for tenure at Georgetown. Like most major decisions in my life, I wanted to make it on my own terms. That was not always wise, but it was in my character to do so. My tenure application was no exception. One of my first steps was to ask Herb Schiller to serve as a reference. Aware of his radical reputation, Herb wondered if this was wise, given that Georgetown was a very conservative institution that had given Henry Kissinger, someone we both considered a war criminal, a cushy position and several of Georgetown’s faculty went to work for President Reagan. After telling Herb that I would not want to work anywhere that would question my choice of him as a reference, he agreed to serve. I later learned that he wrote a long and wonderfully supportive letter, something for which I will always be grateful, and Georgetown became the second institution to grant me tenure. As with Lowell, I would leave Georgetown and tenure within a few months of receiving it. That was also very much in character.

Before moving on, I was successful in winning a fellowship at the National Academy of Sciences in Washington to carry out research on what would be my next book project, a critical account of new interactive audiovisual technology. No one uses the term videotex anymore, but it was once considered the future of electronic communication. Big companies like AT&T and Time Warner proposed to connect retooled televisions and a controller or keyboard to a central office to enable, admittedly limited, two-way communication. The companies heralded Page 80 →the coming of active communication that would overcome the passivity inherent in over-the-air and one-way cable television. Many countries saw great potential in the new technology, including Great Britain, which created Prestel, France which built Minitel, and Canada with its more technically advanced Telidon system. Soon, games, news, weather, surveys, and other basic services permitting viewers to respond electronically filled the screens of early adapters. In hindsight, videotex foreshadowed the internet. However, the technology was insufficiently advanced to permit ubiquitous interconnections and so it ended up minimally interactive and unable to live up to the hyperbole. My research at the National Academy addressed the growth of videotex systems worldwide, potential applications, problems, and policy issues. The result was a report published in an NRC journal that also provided the empirical foundation for my second book, Pushbutton Fantasies: Critical Perspectives on Videotex and Information Technology (1982).

During this time, I was also exploring job possibilities. Georgetown was convenient, but it never felt like home. Few on the faculty shared my research interests, my activism or my neo-Marxist research tendencies. I attracted a nice group of activist undergraduate students and I built links to an emerging critical community in Washington, especially through the work of Oscar Gandy at Howard University and Hamid Mowlana and his graduate student Howard Frederick at American University. I had also established an association with the Institute for Policy Studies, a progressive think tank. But, as has often been the case, my next took precedence over my now, and I began to look for a new job.

Cathy’s three-year posting with Canadian Press ended in 1980. She freelanced for major Canadian media outlets during her pregnancy but decided to take time off from her career to spend with Rosemary, so we were free to relocate. Our plan was to spend a few more years in the United States and then move to her home country. There were three places in the U.S. where critical communication was important, and which were also attractive places for us to live. The University of California San Diego was one, primarily because I admired the work Herb Schiller was doing and appreciated his support. However, it was not the place Cathy wished to live and raise a family, so I declined an invitation to come out and give a talk. Hunter College in Manhattan had Page 81 →a core of critical communication scholar activists led by Stuart Ewen, whose Captains of Consciousness (1976) offered the best critical history of advertising in America and whose activist work using alternative media was widely admired. Stuart and his colleagues Serafina Bathrick and Larry Miller were also doing important work in film and popular culture. Moreover, New York City was my home, was emerging strong after near bankruptcy, and was a center for media activism with DeeDee Halleck leading the way. Making use of the new technology of satellite communication, she produced videos that aired throughout the world, including her much admired Paper Tiger Television. I interviewed at Hunter but was not offered the job. I was pleased, however, that it went to the British scholar John Downing, who was among the standouts in the emergence of critical communication in the UK.

Philadelphia’s Temple University was growing as a center for critical media and telecommunications research. Dallas Smythe, a founding figure in the political economy of communication, was on his way to Temple for an extended visiting position. John Lent was a senior professor whose research on critical journalism and graphic media led the field in international media studies. Tran van Dinh, an expert in technology and the military, worked closely with Dallas Smythe and with Temple’s program in Pan African Studies. In addition, there was Janet Wasko, who focused on critical film and media studies and was responsible for an emerging organization of critical scholars and activists that would become the Union for Democratic Communications. Dan Schiller was a new hire who was writing a book about the power of transnational corporations over the policy arena in communication and data services. This would become his second book, Telematics and Government (1982). Jeanne Allen and Sari Thomas were critical scholars in film and popular culture whose work I also admired.

Critical communities were also developing outside the United States, primarily in the UK where Graham Murdock and Peter Golding produced a series of articles that provided a Marxist perspective on political economy and social class in the media. Moreover, Nicholas Garnham, who had led the development of the critical journal Media, Culture and Society, was contributing to the growing theoretical literature on Marxism and communication. In Scotland, the Glasgow Media Group Page 82 →led by Greg Philo was producing strong research on the media, labor and the working class in their “Bad News” media series.2 But Cathy and I were not prepared to leave North America and our respective families in Ottawa and New York City.

I also closely tracked the research of Douglas Kellner at the University of Texas, whose articles on progressive uses of television and film had appeared in Socialist Review and Radical America. Doug had visited me at Georgetown to discuss the relationship between political economy and alternative media. As I recall, he, Andrew Herman and I had a good discussion on the state of theory in critical communication research. I also followed closely the work of the critical film scholar Thomas Guback, whom I had met at the University of Illinois in 1979.

Ultimately, I decided on Temple University, which offered me an associate professor position in the Department of Radio-Television-Film without tenure. The prospect of joining a community of scholar activists was too good to pass up, even if it meant giving up tenure at an elite university. Some saw leaving a tenured position at Georgetown to work as a non-tenured radical in a public university as a foolish choice. I saw it as an opportunity to expand my involvement in the community of critical communication scholars. Moreover, Cathy and I knew this would not be a permanent move. The election of Ronald Reagan, the expansion of radical right-wing movements, and the growing militarism of an already militarized society led us to the inescapable conclusion that we could not live, work, and raise a family in the United States. We agreed to spend a couple of years in the U.S., and then look north for what we hoped would be a permanent relocation to Canada.

I had increasing contact with Janet Wasko in both Washington and Philadelphia to discuss our research and the potential to build an organization of critical communication scholars in the United States. She had been active in the IAMCR, the only scholarly association with a formal political economy of communication section. Janet wondered about creating something that would incorporate research and activism. I was familiar with the Union for Radical Political Economists (URPE), the leading voice of critical political economists in the U.S. and thought it might provide a model for us. I had also increased contacts with the Washington offices of trade unions, especially the Page 83 →International Association of Machinists and Aerospace Workers. Its president, William Wimpisinger, was a strong advocate for labor in the media industries and I befriended Jerry Rollings of the union who led a research project that examined labor and working-class representations in media. As a result, I felt that any new organization should have “union” in its title and that was accepted without much disagreement among the small group of people who gathered from time to time to start the organization. I will always remember the first Union for Democratic Communications (UDC) conference, which Janet organized, because it was held in Philadelphia shortly after Rosemary was born. When she was just a day or two old, I hopped on a train from D.C. to Philly with photos of our newborn to proudly show my new friends. Janet did a great job to organize the event. In addition to hanging out with her, Dan Schiller, and his partner Susan Davis, a critical folklore scholar, I also met Lawrence Grossberg who was emerging as a major figure in critical cultural studies, a field that built primarily on the work of the British scholar activist Stuart Hall.

Temple University was a lot like Lowell, only larger and more urban. Located in a North Philadelphia neighborhood long ignored by the powers that be, it had not even begun to recover from the upheavals of the 1960s and the neglect that followed. Safety was a perennial issue. Dallas Smythe was aging but still vibrant. Unlike the rest of us, he chose to live on the campus and paid for it with a vicious mugging. My trade union friend Jerry Rollings had his suitcase stripped from his hand on the way to give a lecture at my invitation. Lining up at the only restaurant near the campus, a McDonald’s, Janet Wasko, our guest Graham Murdock, and I witnessed a holdup at a register. All graduate courses were offered at night to accommodate working students. I worried on many nights when Cathy, who decided to pursue a master’s degree in journalism, drove to the campus to attend classes. Campus police were needed to escort students and professors to their cars after night classes. Nevertheless, Temple offered the opportunity to teach a wonderful group of mainly progressive activist graduate students and undergraduates who primarily came from working-class families. Moreover, we lived in the wonderful Philadelphia community of Mount Airy, which was created by Quakers who wished to build a racially integrated, progressive Page 84 →neighborhood. Janet Wasko, Dan Schiller, and Susan Davis lived nearby as did Elizabeth and Ken Fones-Wolf who were starting their careers as critical labor historians. Activists had created co-ops for everything, including for food and childcare, which we made use of, especially after our second daughter, Madeline Dorothy Mosco, was born in 1983.

[image: The author, wearing a suit and tie, sits mid-thought next to colleague Dallas Smythe, wearing a casual tweed jacket. Both are looking down. Glasses, water and an open bottle of beer are in the foreground.]
Figure 4. At an early meeting with Dallas Smythe, one of many memorable conversations we had over the years.

At Temple I continued to combine research with activism. After doing a television interview with Dan Schiller that was critical of the AT&T monopoly, we were paid a visit by two company executives whose attempt to enlighten us bordered on bullying. Our dean would later learn that the company was not impressed with the two critical professors. Things heated up at a community meeting held at Temple to discuss proposals to bring cable television to the city with Time Warner eager to expand its market. Speaking at the conference, I seized the opportunity to warn people about the company. Drawing primarily from Time Warner annual reports and my recently published book Pushbutton Fantasies, I raised concerns about pricing, access in poorer neighborhoods, and privacy. Without my knowledge or permission, a Page 85 →Time Warner executive sat in the audience and recorded the audio of my lecture. Shortly thereafter, my dean asked to meet with me to discuss how he should respond to the company’s anger at my talk and what he should do with a copy of the audio tape which the company had sent him, threatening a lawsuit. I suggested his response should be to give them a copy of my book, which expanded on the arguments of my talk, and I would be happy to provide one free of charge. The dean then tried to give me the tape, but I turned him down, pointing out that I knew what I had said. He was obviously nervous and fearing legal action. I explained that this is what to expect when you agree to hire critical scholars. Moreover, I continued, it is the job of the dean to support the freedom of professors to speak out and serve the public. Much to my surprise and amusement, he responded by saying that he agreed, but was concerned because when he hired me, “I thought I was only getting one of you.” I saw that as a slap in the face to my critical colleagues, but especially to Janet Wasko because the dean also suggested I had turned her into a radical. The controversy continued, with our colleague Sari Thomas dubbing it “Tape Gate,” an allusion to the scandal that brought down Richard Nixon.

All was forgiven when I was invited to chair the 1983 Telecommunications Policy Research Conference (TPRC), an invitation-only meeting that brought together policy makers and experts in business, government, and the public-interest community from around the world at a lavish all-expenses-paid event at a waterfront Hilton Hotel in Annapolis, Maryland. I was familiar with TPRC because I had presented my research on media labor and on communication satellite policy at earlier meetings. The chair was responsible for raising funds, not a difficult job because donors, mainly the National Science Foundation, were long established. In addition, I was to chair a committee of stakeholders who would organize the program, arrange the venue, and serve as host. Although I knew this would be a very time-consuming activity, I accepted because it would enable me to accomplish a few important goals. These included showcasing scholars and activists from the ranks of labor and from critical political economy. It would also enable me to provide invitations to international policy makers. I knew there would be pushback, but I was determined to push hard. If I were to take on a Page 86 →job of this magnitude, especially with Cathy pregnant with our second child, it would only happen if I could achieve these goals.

Committee members had their own goals which I would try to honor. The AT&T executive on the committee recommended we invite Charles Brown, the company’s CEO, to speak at the conference. I agreed to do so but only in the less prestigious lunch slot because I wanted Karen Nussbaum, head of the now legendary labor organization Nine to Five, the union of women office workers, to give the major dinner address. Nussbaum’s organization had earlier featured in a movie, 9 to 5 (1980) starring Dolly Parton, Jane Fonda, and Lily Tomlin, thereby bringing international attention to the struggles of her members. I also made certain that Herb Schiller and Dallas Smythe received invitations, along with a variety of labor experts, as well as Al Johnson, president of the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation. In addition, my colleagues Janet Wasko, Dan Schiller, and other critical scholars were featured, and I enlisted my graduate students to serve as assistants. Fundraising went well, I booked the Hilton Hotel, which had been the venue for past conferences, and put together the program. The hotel, an upscale venue situated on Chesapeake Bay, asked for a non-refundable advance payment of $20,000 but I had to apologize and ask if it would be okay to hold off providing it until I arrived on the day before the conference was to begin. Temple’s notorious bureaucracy was very slow to generate a payment, a misstep that proved to be fortuitous.

Two days before the event, I received a call from one of my Washington friends who lived in Annapolis and planned to attend the conference. As she drove by the Hilton on her way to work that morning, she noticed that the hotel was surrounded by people carrying picket signs. My heart sunk after receiving confirmation from the Hilton that its employees were on strike. They insisted, however, that the hotel would be able to meet its contractual obligations and demanded that we honor our end of the deal and go forward with the conference at the Hilton venue. With several hundred attendees expected and a full complement of meals to be served, the hotel stood to lose a lot of money if we backed out. However, there was no way I would cross a picket line for the event, and I was sure others, if not everyone, would act similarly. Visions of an uproar terrified me. Some relief arrived when my AT&T committee member reported that his boss, company CEO Charles Brown, would Page 87 →not cross the line because he and his staff feared the ire of the union representing telephone workers which would most likely respond by picketing company offices across the country.

Early in the morning on the day before the conference was to begin, my assistant and I, carrying a $20,000 deposit check from Temple University, drove down to Annapolis. My plan was to take a close look at the hotel, gather proof that it was being struck, and then decide what to do. The picket signs were obvious, as was evidence that there were few service employees on the job. Determined to move the entire event, I made calls to the larger hotels in the Annapolis area and, much to my amazement, found a Holiday Inn on the outskirts of town eager to win our business. Certainly not as plush as the Hilton, the hotel nevertheless had enough rooms available and could support our meal requirements. I signed over the check and began the process of contacting attendees, some of whom were already at the Hilton, to inform them that we would now meet in a different venue. There was some, but not much, disappointment. Interestingly, the only participants who refused to move from the Hilton were two participants from the Consumer Association of Canada. The Hilton promised not to sue for breach of contract if I assured them that we would not join the hotel pickets. I agreed, knowing full well some of my friends would likely join the strikers anyway. Thankfully, no one from the Hilton watched the local news that evening because it showed a few of them standing in front of the hotel carrying picket signs.

Amazingly, the conference went off without a hitch. I eased the stress level by announcing at the opening event, with a smile on my face, that the strike was over, and we would all be moving back to the Hilton. The joke lightened the tension, participants got on with their business, and I felt like I could breathe for the first time in a couple of days. Cathy’s due date was just two or three weeks away, and so her sister Mary came down from Brooklyn to stay with her, help with Rosemary, and ship my conference clothes to Annapolis. Thrilled with the success of the event, I returned to Philadelphia, assisted at the birth of Madeline, and prepared to produce a book of edited conference papers.

The book, Policy Research in Telecommunications (1984), would be my fourth in three years. In 1982 Pushbutton Fantasies: Critical Perspectives on Videotex and Information Technology brought together my work in critical theory and research on new technologies. It raised what would Page 88 →become perennial issues around interactive technologies, including affordability, privacy, and militarization. It also included examples of how these interactive technologies could be used to advance progressive movements. It joined a series of books by friends at Temple to appear around that time. In 1981, Dallas Smythe’s Dependency Road addressed the effects of U.S. media imperialism on Canada and the growing opportunities to commodify audience labor. Janet Wasko’s Movies and Money, a breakthrough political economy of the film industry, appeared in 1982 with especially important material on the financial sector’s role in influencing what appeared on the Big Screen. Dan Schiller’s Telematics and Government, which broke new ground by addressing the role of multinational businesses in shaping the development of computer communication and government policy, also appeared at that time. All were published by Ablex. In addition, drawing on his experience with the military in Vietnam, Tran van Dinh published Blue Dragon, White Tiger: A Tet Story in 1983.

Wishing to expand his list in critical communication research, Mel Voigt at Ablex inquired about my interest in producing an annual collection of such work. In 1983, George Gerbner had devoted a double issue of the Journal of Communication to the current “Ferment in the Field” and, at George’s invitation, I contributed a piece on the need for communication scholars to pay more attention to labor. Mel had read my work on labor and thought this would be an opportunity to give it more attention by enlisting scholars to contribute to a book on the subject. I was agreeable and enlisted Janet Wasko to co-edit a series of themed volumes for which we would alternate as primary editors. The first volume of The Critical Communication Review appeared in 1983 on the theme of labor, the working class, and the media.3 It featured work by labor media scholars and by researchers for major trade unions, including the machinists, women office workers, and creative worker unions within the AFL-CIO. I was pleased to bring together research on both mass media and information technology to advance a theme I would develop over the years. All workers, whether wearing blue or white collars, were becoming information workers.

The advance of Reaganism in the U.S. and Thatcherism in Great Britain entrenched the privatization and deregulation of the Page 89 →communications industries. The public interest principle was in retreat as major media players and their large corporate customers enjoyed the new regime that swelled their coffers. Soon, the arrival of neoliberalism as the embodiment of “End of History” thinking would end hope for social democracy in our time. To assess the details of these developments and develop the theoretical frameworks to assist thinking about them, Janet and I called on leading communication scholars from around the world for the second volume in our series which became the 1984 book Changing Patterns of Communication Control. Janet’s work with international scholars, including members of IAMCR, enabled us to enlist contributions from a stellar group that included Herb Schiller on transnational information capitalism, Dallas Smythe on nuclear war and the worldwide peace movement, Noreene Janus on global advertising, and Giovanni Cesareo on the prospects for e-democracy. The next section included regional studies from North and Latin America, with chapters by Robert Jacobson, Timothy Haight, Howard Frederick, Manjunath Pendakur, and Emile McAnany. The final section covered the state of European media with contributions from Armand Mattelart, Patrice Flichy, Morten Giersing, and Graham Murdock.

During those years, critical research was greatly aided by the development in the U.S. of the Union for Democratic Communications and worldwide through the growth of IAMCR. Meetings of the UDC in Washington (1984) and of the IAMCR in Paris (1982) and Prague (1984) facilitated the growth of our series and of critical research around the world. New programs with a critical edge emerged at NYU in New York, where the Interactive Telecommunications Program was headed by Red Burns. She was fondly known as the “godmother” of New York’s burgeoning technology district, especially for promoting the use of new media for progressive social change. Another critical program was emerging at the time at Simon Fraser University in British Columbia, where Dallas Smythe worked before coming to Temple. This was led by the political economist William Melody, a research partner of Smythe’s. The program would produce future leaders in critical communications research, especially through the work of Manjunath Pendakur and Robin Mansell who received their PhDs at the Canadian university.
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Figure 5. Janet Wasko, Graham Murdock, and I shared laughs and ideas at the IAMCR meeting in Paris in 1982.

Page 90 →Page 91 →At Temple, we continued our collaborative and individual projects, but change was inevitable. Sadly, like much of Philadelphia, Temple’s crumbling infrastructure made coming to work a challenge. Offices were tiny; facilities for graduate researchers and teaching assistants were nearly nonexistent; rainy days meant leaky office ceilings; funding for faculty and students was negligible; and hostility from mainstream senior faculty grew. Despite our pleas, the dean refused to renew Dallas Smythe’s contract. Janet Wasko planned to return to her native west coast, which she did by relocating to California and then to her permanent position at the University of Oregon, where Janet would eventually occupy the Knight Chair in Communication Research. Dan Schiller was also exploring alternatives, eventually moving on to the University of California San Diego, then to UCLA and finally to the University of Illinois.

Cathy and I originally planned to spend two or three years in Philadelphia before relocating to Canada. However, because we loved our communities, including our Mount Airy neighborhood, we explored the potential to stay longer. Cathy was finishing up her Master of Journalism degree at Temple and began to look for work for Philadelphia newspapers. I also considered a third tenure application to remain at Temple and the potential to relocate to the University of Pennsylvania. Once we concluded that none of these possibilities would mitigate our concerns about America’s rightward lurch, we reset our sights on Canada, searching for a place where we could both find good jobs. After exploring universities and newspapers in Montreal and Toronto, we ultimately ended up in the small city of Kingston, situated on Lake Ontario, the home of Queen’s University.





Page 92 →Chapter 6.

OH CANADA!


In the blue TV screen light

I drew a map of Canada

Joni Mitchell1



Prior to migrating, I had learned about Canada from discussions with Cathy and from trips to visit her parents in Ottawa, and to their summer cottage on the Ottawa River in Quebec. But several direct academic experiences had an enormous impact on my thinking as well. These eased my transition professionally and politically. While at Temple, I was invited to address an annual summer conference, similar to the American Chautauqua, an event that brought together citizens interested in hearing from experts about contemporary events. Asked to speak about deregulation and the emergence of a communication affordability crisis, I turned the old line “Why Johnny Can’t Read” into “Why Johnny and Jane Can’t Afford a Dial Tone.” The audience was pleased, but also somewhat surprised that an American would be warning them about monopoly practices, rate gouging, and the need for regulation. My roommate for the event was Fred Pomeroy, President of the Communication Workers of Canada, the largest union of telephone workers in the country. Fred assured me that the sympathetic response to my critique of corporate power was no fluke. Most Canadians understood, he insisted, the negative consequences of big monopolies, partly because they felt the impact of U.S. as well as Canadian corporate power. Moreover, big Canadian companies were often just the branch plants of major American firms. Canadians appreciated the need for government regulation, supported public services, especially health care, and agreed with the need to redistribute income to those people and geographic Page 93 →regions most in need. That view was soon confirmed when Canada’s major national newspaper, combining news with business reporting, ran a favorable front-page story about my talk and its implications for communication policy in Canada. I immediately felt a connection that transcended my personal relationship with a Canadian. It was just the first of many such appearances in Canadian media that continually reinforced my view that Canada welcomed a wider range of perspectives than I had experienced or would likely ever encounter in the United States.

Things were the same in Quebec where I was soon thereafter invited to lecture in Montreal at a series that started with a presentation featuring Noam Chomsky. This helped me feel more comfortable on both sides of Canada’s linguistic divide. Finally, and most importantly, at a couple of Telecommunications Policy Research Conference events, including the one I chaired in 1983, I met John Meisel, a distinguished Queen’s University professor, who was chair of the Canadian Radio-television and Telecommunications Commission (CRTC), the agency responsible for regulating electronic communication. Unlike his counterparts at the FCC and NTIA, Meisel saw the value of regulation to guarantee universal service and to support Canadian communication companies and the Canadian jobs they created. John directly addressed the issue of deregulation at the conference I chaired by admonishing those who would impose sweeping deregulatory measures, as the Reagan administration wanted, because they would be “throwing out the baby with the bath water.” Knowing my position as a radical scholar and activist, John nevertheless suggested I contact him when I began to pursue academic positions in Canada so that he might speak with his dean about an appointment in sociology. Once Cathy and I had made a firm decision to relocate, I took him up on his kind offer. John knew I was looking into York University in Toronto and Concordia University in Montreal. I had earlier pursued McGill, but I had backed out because both sociology and communication studies were, at the time, not especially welcoming to radical scholars. Sociology at McGill focused on mainstream empirical research and the communication studies program concentrated on literary theory and cultural studies with little interest in political economy.

I checked in with John on my swing through Ontario and Quebec and agreed to give a talk to the Sociology Department at Queen’s University, Page 94 →where he held a position in Political Studies and which was beginning to develop a focus on communication and information technology. Robert Pike, the Sociology Department head, was a telecommunications historian, and Elia Zureik, a Palestinian scholar activist, was working on bridging sociological theory and the new information technologies. Moreover, the American film scholar Bill Nichols had begun to develop a critical film studies program. This was encouraging but I knew little else about the university other than that Cathy had attended for one year as an undergraduate and found it a stuffy, conservative institution full of the sons of rich families and downright hostile to the women’s movement.

I had been working on an article about the new international division of labor in the high-tech industry, which eventually would become central to the global supply chains that the world economy depends on today. Having closely followed a newsletter edited by Lenny Siegal and John Markoff, which would lead to their co-authored book The High Cost of High Tech: The Dark Side of the Chip (1985), I was well aware of exploitation across the world in the production and distribution of computer chips. This was no clean technology. Moreover, the industry’s frontline workers, often toiling out of their homes in more dangerous conditions than my mother experienced when she “cut lace,” were paid low piecework rates and suffered serious health conditions from the toxic chemical environment chip production created. I decided to test how receptive a Queen’s audience might be to such a critical subject and made it the basis of my lecture. To my pleasant surprise, the response was very positive, and things began to move quickly.

Before long, Queen’s offered me a tenured position in sociology and Cathy received an offer from the city’s daily newspaper, The Kingston Whig-Standard. The Whig, as it is still called, was arguably Canada’s leading independent newspaper. It was owned by Michael Davies, the third generation of the Davies family to own it. His uncle, the renowned novelist Robertson Davies, was editor and later publisher of The Peterborough Examiner. The Whig was a model of investigative reporting at every level. Locally, it examined prison abuse, cross-border drug trafficking, the international trade in endangered animals, and child sexual abuse by the local Anglican cathedral choir master. But the greatest Page 95 →notoriety came from its venture into Afghanistan. Learning about five Russian defectors who wanted to emigrate to Canada, The Whig sent a three-person team into Afghanistan to track them down and tell their story, including three years as captives of the Mujahideen. The newspaper’s coverage prompted the Canadian government to get them out, made headlines around the world and the newspaper an international sensation.

Ultimately, we decided on Kingston. Queen’s was an excellent institution, one of several Canadian institutions—McGill, the University of Toronto, and the University of British Columbia—that liked to hear the words “Harvard of the north.” But sociology was not a priority, and it lacked a doctoral program. It was similar to Georgetown in status, tradition, and illustrious alumni, but also different because, like all Canadian universities, it was a public institution with low tuition. I would later learn of even more fundamental differences when I began to benefit from Canada’s research support system. The Whig was much smaller than the major newspapers in Toronto or Montreal, but it was feisty with a well-respected editorial staff comprised of several journalists who had worked in larger city dailies but preferred the independence of the Davies newspaper and the Kingston community. Ultimately, Cathy and I agreed that it would be a good place for our young children and, since we could walk to work and to our kids’ daycare, we would likely experience less stress than in a larger community.

Our proximity to each other and to childcare meant that we had more family time and could respond to whatever our children needed quickly. The primary problems were scheduling challenges that Cathy and I had to negotiate, including her very early mornings to put out the weekday editions and Friday overnight into Saturday morning to produce the larger weekend edition. In addition, I travelled a lot for research, lectures, and conferences that often put a burden on Cathy and taught me a lot about making hard choices about career and family. Nevertheless, we managed well for three years until a sabbatical took us to Ottawa and another, more permanent change in life.

It was also during this time that another more existential worry reemerged as the Reagan administration increased military spending, pursued nuclear offensive and defensive superiority, and generally Page 96 →stepped up the already intense ideological war against the Soviet Union. These developments threatened to turn the Cold War into a global cataclysm. I felt it essential to make this issue a research and teaching priority. I had marched in numerous anti-nuke demonstrations, the most memorable was joining a million or so people in New York City on a balmy June day in 1982, along with my two brothers and young nephew Frank, behind Janet Wasko and other friends carrying the Union for Democratic Communications banner. It was the only time we three brothers and my one nephew marched together in protest.
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Figure 6. My brothers Joe (third from left) and Anthony (peeking out behind my shoulder) and my nephew Frank (holding the peace sign) joined me and UDC colleagues at a peace March in New York in 1982.

Inspired by the critical work on the subject by Herbert Schiller and papers produced and edited by Tony Oettinger on military C3I (Command, Control, Communication, and Intelligence), I had written about military communication, including material on its control over the electromagnetic spectrum, in Pushbutton Fantasies. Now I needed to write about the threat of nuclear war. In the early to mid-1980s, I would Page 97 →publish a series of papers, book chapters, and encyclopedia entries that examined the nuclear issue from several different angles, including media, computer technology, culture, and ideology. Thankfully, Kingston was also home to Canada’s Royal Military College, whose library provided enormously valuable material.

I was especially interested in Reagan’s proposed Strategic Defense Initiative, dubbed Star Wars, an idea triggered after candidate Reagan toured a Defense Department war room and learned what most Americans already knew—the country had no defense against nuclear weapons except for the threat of all-out war. A debate raged about whether such a defense could be mounted—would it work? My response was that it was already working by satisfying the unending appetite of the military industrial complex for profit and control, as well as by providing false but ideologically satisfying comfort for Americans worried about a coming cataclysm. Popular versions of my research appeared in Le Monde Diplomatique and put me in contact with Les Levidow, the editor of Radical Science Journal (later known as Science as Culture) where I published a number of articles and joined the editorial board. This interest in the military and communication technology would reemerge from time to time throughout my career. However, a series of developments in my new country led me to refocus my attention to labor and to communication policy.

Today in Canada neoliberalism has eroded some of the social safety net and diminished public services. By comparison with trade unions in the United States, labor in Canada remains strong but it is no longer considered a key policy participant, nor is organized labor any longer a major recipient of research funding. Things were different when we arrived in 1984 and it saddens me to observe this erosion today. However, it is also important to recognize that not many years ago Canada served as a model of pluralism and social democracy, particularly for a country whose major trading partner was the world center of neoliberalism and all that it stood for.

Having established a relationship with Fred Pomeroy, the president of the primary union representing telecommunications workers, before arriving in Canada, I renewed our friendship soon after crossing the border and was immediately asked to help the union by preparing a Page 98 →report for an economic summit called by a newly elected federal government, led by the Progressive Conservative Party which had won a majority for the first time since 1958. Despite this turn to the right, the government did not take away the seat at the policy planning table that Canadian trade unions had fiercely fought for and won. One outcome of the summit, partly a result of reports that I and others tabled, was a formal recognition of concern about the extent and pace of technological change in the workplace. Putting its money behind the rhetoric, the new government provided major funding to trade unions to study the issue. Working with Patricia Blackstaff, an activist assistant to the communication workers’ president Fred Pomeroy, my Queen’s colleague Elia Zureik and I put together a proposal to produce the first analysis of how computer communication was impacting telephone operators and technicians across Canada. Soon after submitting our proposal, the federal Department of Labor let the union and us know that the Technology Impact Research Fund would underwrite our project. Within a year of my immigration to Canada, I was asked to represent workers at a major government economic event and then given funds by that same Conservative government to lead a study on how technological change was affecting the union and its rank-and-file workers. It was a remarkable start in my new country, one that I had no reason to imagine would be possible in the country of my birth.

Elia and I organized a team of graduate students and together we carried out the plan. We began with a review of the existing research for which we had to cast a wide net because not much had been done. We then proceeded with in-depth interviews with leaders among the technical and operator services employees, followed it with focused group sessions with representative members, and finished with a survey of a randomly selected national cohort of all workers the union represented. We also had discussions with company executives and supervisors who provided an opportunity to observe employees at work. At the time, the industry was in a state of upheaval with technologies rushing in to create opportunities for automation and surveillance, at a time when government was retreating from regulations intended to protect consumers and workers.

As they made abundantly clear to us, the mainly female cohort of telephone operators and directory assistance workers were particularly Page 99 →angry. They were angry at the telecommunications companies for eliminating jobs, for stepping up surveillance, and for generally running what many perceived to be electronic sweatshops. They were also angry with their union for doing little about these problems, blaming the men at the top who, they believed, favored the mainly male technicians and repair workers. Completing the study proved challenging as we worked through a fierce winter during which our survey students trudged through blizzards on the prairies to meet with workers in scattered small towns. In addition, Elia and I faced angry workers and their hostile supervisors whose work was also under deepening surveillance.

Once the research was completed, we produced a draft that we shared with the union. Since it included concerns raised about how well union leadership dealt with automation, surveillance, and structural sexism, we were asked to make modifications. However, because Patricia Blackstaff, the president’s assistant, shared these concerns and was herself a good negotiator, changes were cosmetic, not substantive. Along with a dozen or so additional studies from unionized workers across Canadian industries, our findings were made public. As well, we shared our work in public lectures and published in academic journals. Combined with research on the history of the telephone service in Canada, which I worked on with my colleague and department head Robert Pike, I was able to paint a picture of what changes in telephony meant for both workers and consumers. It was enormously gratifying to carry out systematic research that directly mattered to Canadians and to those affected by the shift into what was euphemistically called the “information society.”
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Figure 7. Speaking at a convention of the Communications and Electrical Workers of Canada in 1987. The union would eventually become part of Unifor, Canada’s largest private-sector trade union.

Thanks to the Reagan administration’s hostility to the United Nations, I was also able to take on a policy project with significant international dimensions. In 1984 the White House chose to leave the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), a specialized agency that bills itself as promoting world peace and security through international cooperation in education, the arts, sciences, and culture. It is arguably best known for its World Heritage Sites program “to encourage the identification, protection and preservation of cultural and natural heritage around the world considered to be of outstanding value to humanity.” The U.S. took this action because thePage 100 → Page 101 →administration viewed the agency as mismanaged, corrupt, and used primarily to advance the interests of the Soviet Union. The decision would cost the UN agency some of its budget, but those remaining, including Canada, would continue to provide financial and management assistance. However, while supportive of UNESCO’s activities, Canada, like the rest of the world, did not rely on the agency for vital functions. Rather, Canada and other nations were primarily concerned that the U.S. decision would lead to more withdrawals, especially from the International Telecommunication Union, a specialized UN agency with genuine operational responsibilities in international communication. Specifically, the ITU set technical standards to ensure the proper functioning of global communication networks, including the use of a vital but scarce resource—the electromagnetic spectrum. A U.S. exit from the ITU, which had been around since the first telegraph networks, would leave the global telecommunication system in disarray at a time when cross-border communication, especially data communication, was accelerating. Some of Reagan’s advisors hoped that by putting an end to the ITU American companies would fill the void.

Although the White House had yet to publicly threaten such action, the Canadian government decided it needed to make a strong case for the ITU to help ward off the potential for American withdrawal. At that time, Canada was widely recognized as a world leader in communication and information policy, primarily resulting from research and policy intervention by the federal Ministry of Communications, the CRTC, and the Science Council of Canada in areas such as data protection, privacy, and promoting the right to communicate. The communications ministry took responsibility for protecting the ITU by contacting John Meisel at Queen’s to inquire about producing a study of the UN agency’s importance to Canada and the world. John recommended me and, because I felt strongly about supporting the UN in my area of expertise, I agreed to produce a report with recommendations. Working with Mary Louise McAllister, a doctoral student in political studies, we chronicled the agency’s history and documented its strategic value to Canada and the world, especially in this time of explosive growth in networks, in demands made on the radio spectrum, and in the context of national efforts to step back from regulating electronic communication. Page 102 →The ministry was pleased with the report and eventually invited me to spend a year on secondment from Queen’s to continue my work in the field with a small group responsible for issues the report raised.

Before that happened, I continued my research and activism in the United States. One of the more interesting projects involved the Marxist scholar Bertell Ollman, whose work on alienation was applauded by international scholars. He gained a reputation for popularizing Marx’s ideas by creating the board game “Class Struggle.” Intent on publicizing the work of Marxist academics across the landscape of ideas, Ollman developed a three-volume series which invited scholars to write chapter-length summaries of critical thinking and research in their field. Although I was working in more policy-oriented research at the time, I took a break from this to produce the piece for Ollman because it enabled me to showcase the work of critical scholars in media and communication technology research.2

My interest in reaching a wider audience also inclined me to take two trips to the U.S. West Coast. In the state of Washington, I had the opportunity to join well-known journalist Daniel Schorr and the head of the National Association of Broadcasters, Erwin Krasnow, to give the annual Edward R. Murrow lectures. Speaking to the largest audiences I had ever addressed in two venues at opposite sides of the state and bouncing around in the clouds in a tiny plane between mountain peaks to get from one site to another were both thrilling and terrifying experiences. Later, it was Santa Cruz, California, whose spectacular campus I still vividly recall, where I spoke on the militarization of computer technology. The U.S. armed services were experimenting with artificial intelligence, and I felt the need to fire my own shot across the bow because of the potential for automated warfare to result in almost unimaginable catastrophe. Later I would write about the talk given by a Naval officer at the conference who explored the consequences of an AI-enabled flight cockpit trying to figure out what the command “get those f**king Russians” actually means. Herb Schiller, who was also speaking at the conference, and I shared a laugh and a groan at the deeper significance of this ghoulish joke.

In addition to the growth of research in critical communication, artists and filmmakers expanded their horizons in this area. In 1984 Page 103 →I appeared in an installation at the Whitney Museum in New York City which focused attention on critical problems—surveillance, privacy, access and control over information—that were emerging in societies increasingly dependent on digital information. To document these issues, I appeared on a television screen giving a speech that explained the problems and how to address them. However, for the video of my lecture to continue on the screen, a museum visitor had to pedal a bicycle that powered the television. It was one of many early attempts to explain communication issues in a visually interesting form.

In another example, I took center stage for a satirical video in the Paper Tiger Television series developed by the video artist and activist DeeDee Halleck. Halleck’s project was responsible for 330 videos that illuminated critical problems in the changing media landscape and pointed to opportunities for activists to create democratic alternatives to capitalist media. Leading critical media scholars, such as Herbert Schiller, reached a remarkably large audience in the United States and then worldwide through Paper Tiger’s creative use of satellite television. Schiller’s reading of The New York Times on an artfully constructed subway car remains a classic in video criticism. My own contribution was a satire of the increasingly popular genre of home shopping channels. “Vinny Goes Home Shopping” mocked this trend with my sad imitation of the huckster pitchman (not my natural style!) and by imagining the extremes such programming might take in the future, some of which are now mainstays of the many home shopping networks. One unanticipated problem occurred when in my mom’s apartment, our young daughter Madeline watched her dad on the live broadcast of the program over a public access channel in New York City where we shot the video. Fearing that I was stuck in Grandma Rose’s television set and might never come out, Madeline required both hugs and a careful explanation before her dad’s return from the shoot convinced her that he was indeed safe.

During this time, I continued working on projects with Janet Wasko, who had moved west from Temple and ultimately found a permanent academic home at the University of Oregon. We exchanged visits over the years and would meet at UDC and IAMCR conferences. Our primary work together remained the Critical Communication Review, the Page 104 →third volume of which appeared in 1985. Popular Culture and Media Events addressed the intersection of popular and commodity culture by examining its history, the growth of big events such as the Olympic Games, the Academy Award ceremony, rock concerts, and blockbuster films, and the struggles that arose in and around them. Susan Davis, Michael Real, Graham Murdock, Jeanne Allen, and numerous other scholar activists provided a strong foundation for building a research program in critical cultural studies that also took political economy seriously.

My trips to the West Coast, especially to California, introduced me to a climate and a coastline I immediately loved. I was especially drawn to the San Diego area with its old beach towns north of the city—La Jolla, Del Mar, Solana Beach, Encinitas, and on up the coast to Oceanside. Herb and Anita Schiller, a research librarian at the University of California San Diego and a pioneering feminist and activist critic of corporate control over information, lived in La Jolla and visits with both were highlights of any trip. I was so drawn to the area that it later became the chosen location for our family’s winter vacations. My “California Dreaming,” along with images of the New England I loved, would often spirit my soul to a better place in difficult times. They would also get me into trouble when I needed to remain in the present, even if in less appealing places.

Dreaming aside, I enjoyed working at Queen’s very much. More than anywhere else I had worked, it did not treat critical, even Marxist, scholars like the pariahs they were south of the border. Moreover, Elia Zureik and I, along with John Meisel, Bill Nichols, Laureen Snider, and Robert Pike, among others, built a new cross-disciplinary network at the university that we would formalize in an institute we called Studies in Communication and Information Technology. We produced a working paper series that featured the research of Queen’s scholars and outside guests who also presented their work at a regular seminar series. Our organization was modeled after a similar one at Queen’s, run by the well-known scholar Colin Leys, who, along with Grant Amyot, Karen Dubinsky, Roberta Hamilton, and others, focused on critical research on neocolonialism and international affairs. In fact, one of the most memorable of our sessions featured Dallas Smythe, who spoke before a joint event sponsored by both organizations on the myth of the state. Page 105 →Dallas, who was deep into the antiwar movement at the time, came to our home for a memorable dinner along with retired General Leonard V. Johnson, who was a leader in Generals for Peace, an organization of career military leaders who had become peace activists to warn the civilian world about the threat of nuclear war.

As a new Canadian, I felt the importance of working on projects that advanced the state of critical communication research in my adopted country. To that end, I joined with English and French colleagues to build up the fledgling scholarly association in the field, the Canadian Communication Association, and to put the country’s only communication journal on a sound footing. Three Montreal scholars—Annie Méar at the Université de Montréal, Gertrude Robinson from McGill University, and Gail Valaskakis at Concordia University—worked especially hard to make this happen. It did not take long after my arrival in Canada to understand what was meant by “two solitudes,” but it also did not take long to learn that people could work together across the Anglo-Francophone divide. These were all committed scholars who knew the importance of building an infrastructure for what in Canada was the young discipline of communication studies. While advancing the Association did not create problems for us, the journal was a challenge because it was literally owned by a professor in Saskatchewan who was not the easiest to deal with and certainly not a friend to critical studies. But after a while the Canadian Journal of Communication would find over the years several good academic homes. Gail was the first Indigenous academic I got to know. Born to Chippewa and Dutch American parents on a reserve in Wisconsin, she was educated at an “Indian” school in the U.S. before moving to Canada to pursue a PhD at McGill University. After completing her dissertation on communication in Canada’s Far North, Valaskakis served as head of the Communication Department and eventually a dean at Concordia. She was a much-revered leader in research and activism on behalf of Indigenous Canadians.

With Reagan in the White House and Thatcher at Number 10, pressure grew for what came to be called neoliberalism, a concept that is difficult to define because the term liberal tends to be associated with government support for social programs. Opposed to this, neoliberalism is a political philosophy based on the belief that private market forces Page 106 →provide the best governance at the local, national, and international levels. To carry out neoliberalism, governments shift spending from social programs to support for business and the military. Neoliberal politicians also call for diminishing or abolishing government regulation of business, and in general promote expanding the private sector at the expense of the public sphere. This is done because neoliberals believe that capitalist markets are more efficient and effective than governments and that private business leaders are more capable of ruling than are elected government officials.

We call it neoliberalism as distinct from classical liberalism which, in its pure form, argued that all governance should flow from the private marketplace because it best registered the wants and needs of the general population. While it understood the need for the state to provide for the national defense and for essential infrastructure, classical liberalism held that all major societal decisions should mirror and support private market decisions. Neoliberalism arose from the ashes of failed experiments with classical liberal or laissez-faire governance which resulted in frequent economic recessions and depressions. It became increasingly clear to leaders that governments needed to expand their role in economic policy and planning to smooth over market volatility and coordinate policies across national borders in an increasingly global economy. Otherwise, big market swings, including severe economic downturns, would give rise to social unrest that could endanger the capitalist system. Under neoliberalism, markets would still shape policy but with the guidance of government leaders who would focus both on assisting in the creation of markets and on providing for the national defense. They would devote much less attention to the social safety net. The policy of “benign neglect” which arose as the Nixon administration’s civil rights policy now became the approach of governments across the Western world when it came to helping those in need.

Neoliberalism also grew in response to a perceived threat from socialism which claimed that the economic arena would best operate through government leadership, decision-making, and planning. Proponents of socialism, especially in places like the former USSR, but also in Asia, Africa, and Latin America in the 1950s and 1960s, disagreed. They maintained that population growth increased the complexity of national Page 107 →economies, and, as evidenced especially in the Great Depression of the 1930s and in World War II, required public control over markets, long-term planning, and coordination among nations. In fact, one of the reasons for massive U.S. investment in communication and information technology in the 1950s came from recognizing that, beginning in the USSR, proponents of socialism paid increasing attention to advances in this area which, they claimed, would make possible economic planning on a national and even global scale.

Threatened by the surge in support for various forms of socialism, including in parts of once staunchly capitalist Europe, the leaders of corporate capitalism, with the assistance of the state and its military, sought to crush the socialist alternative and install neoliberal capitalism. Neoliberalism grew with the fall of the Soviet Union and the growth of private markets in China. Enticed by the prospect of low-cost foreign labor, as well as by advances in transportation (especially the global expansion of container shipping) and communication, Western capitalists, with the assistance of government leaders, set out to build a global economy whose supply chains would link all regions of the world in one market. The belief that a neoliberal global economy requires sophisticated digital technologies led to a massive drive to defeat all national attempts to put communication and information systems under public control.

Initially, for Canada, that meant the turn to “free trade” with the United States and eventually with Mexico. Free trade was a gloss on unifying the North American economy to provide one model for global neoliberalism. I was deeply concerned that this effort to build a state-directed deregulated, privatized, and fully commercial global political economy would undermine decades of progressive reform in vital areas like health care, the environment, education, and social welfare programs, all of which had achieved some success in lifting people out of poverty. This prompted my involvement with social democrats and trade unionists who called for fair trade, not free trade. I was particularly active in the fight to keep culture, media, and telecommunications out of any liberalized trade regime. My work included media stories for general publications and academic research that provided a detailed analysis of proposed trade agreements with the United States. I also worked with Canadian trade unions which united to protect jobs in Canada and with social movement groups that Page 108 →fought to preserve Canada’s control over its cultural institutions. We met with some success, as the government backed off on its more contentious proposals to open the cultural marketplace to American companies. Nevertheless, the final agreement was an ongoing source of contention on both sides of the border, including throughout the term of President Donald Trump when the entire deal was revisited.

My work attracted media attention that meant making difficult personal and political decisions. The member of Parliament for my riding, Flora MacDonald, had been John Meisel’s office secretary at Queen’s. She was a widely admired and genuinely progressive Progressive Conservative or “Red Tory,” as such people were called in Canada. She rose quickly to become Minister of Communications and, like other ministers, was responsible for defending the government’s proposed trade agreement with the U.S. In addition, given her specific communication portfolio, she spoke out against those of us who claimed the agreement was a threat to Canadian culture. I challenged her view openly in an op-ed piece in the local newspaper, fully recognizing that it might have repercussions for my relationship with Meisel and with government policy bodies. As it turned out, it did not. Once again, just like speaking out in favor of Marxist theory at the university or, in this case, in opposition to a minister who was close to the person most responsible for my job, political difference was tolerated to a degree I had not at all experienced in the U.S.

There was a larger political problem with resistance to neoliberalism. Given the weakness of social democracy nationally and internationally, opponents like me were put in the position of defending a nationalism that was both progressive, when it meant supporting Canada’s social welfare infrastructure, but also regressive because it was also associated with support for large private monopolies like Bell Canada. Adding to the problem, the unions I worked with understandably tended to defend these monopolies because they provided jobs for their members. This issue was not new for critical scholars in Canada and would be another tightrope walk to manage over the years.

Not all governing bodies supported the neoliberal turn, something I would learn when I was contacted by the Congressional Office of Technology Assessment (OTA), a branch of the U.S. government Page 109 →charged with doing research and recommending policies on the social impacts of technology. Founded in 1972, the OTA had rarely assessed communication technology, in part because the area was so politicized that its overseers in Congress could not agree on terms of reference. That changed in 1986 when OTA was given the authority to carry out a broad assessment of the media landscape in America. My friend Dan Schiller and I joined a panel of about a dozen or so experts including academics like us, who were commissioned to prepare reports, and representatives of major stakeholders from business, labor, and public interest organizations involved in the sector. Our inclusion and that of labor and public interest groups suggested that OTA was interested in exploring alternatives to the neoliberal consensus. That proved to be the case as its book-length final report Critical Connections: Communication for the Future (1990) identified, if cautiously, the fundamental right to communicate, the need to manage communication in the public interest, and the responsibility to protect both access to information and the privacy of users. It was an extraordinary experience to meet regularly with participants, exchange ideas, and assist in the production of a final report that did not have to conform to the right-wing principles of the Reagan administration. The team, led by Linda Garcia, who would go on to a professorship at Georgetown, did a great job of calling attention to neglected issues. Unfortunately, it may have been too good a job as Republicans attacked the report and, as soon as they took control of the House in 1994, the Republican majority eliminated OTA. It was a sad ending to the 22-year-old agency, evidence that there was no willingness to even consider alternatives to the establishment consensus. But it also left me grateful and more deeply appreciative that things were done a bit differently in my adopted country.

As the saying goes, life happens when you are busy making plans. Our plans were set. We liked living in Kingston and we both enjoyed our jobs. The kids were in an excellent day care and the public schools looked good. After two years in an admittedly nice little house, but in the student ghetto rightfully celebrated and attacked as “party central,” it was time to find a better home. We soon located a lovely place with enough room and a big back yard in a more peaceful neighborhood. Our offer was accepted pending the sale of our current home. Eventually Page 110 →we received an offer and got ready for a move. Then life happened. The prospective purchaser was rejected for a mortgage, the market dried up, and I asked Cathy, after a nice tax return arrived, whether she would like to keep the house on the market or go to Paris and spend our unanticipated bounty. I need not have asked. Soon we were off to a city we both loved for a week at the infamous “Beat Hotel,” once the favorite of Allen Ginsberg, William Burroughs, Gregory Corso, Jack Kerouac, and other beat writers. The trip addressed none of the plans we had earlier made but neither of us cared. For us then, as now, the fun of life took precedence over even our best thought out plans.

All remained status quo for another year until it was time to decide about a sabbatical. France looked increasingly shaky as UNESCO was experiencing budget issues. I checked in with John Meisel, who advised about an opportunity in Ottawa with the Ministry of Communications and gave me the name of the person responsible for international spectrum issues, Edward DuCharme. In short order, I was offered a year’s residency, sabbatical salary top up, and moving expenses. My experience at OTP/NTIA taught me the value of such a post, but that left open what Cathy would do. She decided to take a leave from her intense work at The Kingston Whig-Standard and contacted Stuart Adam, who directed the Journalism program at Carleton University in Ottawa, to inquire about teaching a course. He responded by suggesting she apply for an open tenure track position. After we both gulped over the implications, she applied and was soon offered a position. We gulped again.

Cathy had her first byline in a daily newspaper at seventeen and worked in journalism both part- and full-time since 1970. The prospect of teaching journalism at a good university in what was widely recognized as the best J-school in the country was more than enticing. She wanted the job, and I urged her to take it. She took a leave from The Kingston Whig-Standard to try it for a year, and we would figure out the commuting details later. In June 1987, after renting a home at #3 Lakeview Terrace, down the street from an historic canal and around the corner from a lake, we headed up to Ottawa. Rosemary, ever the nature lover, said a wistful good-bye to the one flower, a rose, that grew in our front yard. Little did any of us know that we were heading to our forever home, right next door to the one we rented.





Page 111 →Chapter 7.

RETHINKING POLITICAL ECONOMY


This is like dancing on one leg when the essence lies in recognizing connections, meanings, and associations in every direction.

Paul Ehrenfest1 



We moved to Ottawa in the spring of 1987 and it did not take long for me to feel that it was unlike anything I knew in the U.S. Summers felt like beautiful extensions of an American spring with day after day of sunny skies, cool temperatures, and wildflowers everywhere. In the winter I learned what cold really meant when a stretch of days during which the temperature sunk to −30 degrees Fahrenheit made breathing feel like sucking in bits of fiber glass. Impressed as I was with how Ottawans embraced the summer, their relish for winter was, for this New Yorker, downright other-worldly. I did my best to join in, but it was a struggle.

In summer, Cathy took me out on the Ottawa River in a little Sunfish sailboat on which I sat with jittery nerves. Nothing on Mulberry Street prepared me for this. Winter was more daunting. Our rented house was down the street from the Rideau Canal, which traversed a hundred miles to Kingston. Built a century ago to protect the movement of people and goods from a potential American seizure of the St. Lawrence waterway, the Canal froze over in winter with the Ottawa stretch groomed to create the world’s longest skateway. Cathy was a natural on the ice and our children took to it easily, but a week had to pass before I would even open the box of skates Cathy kindly gave me for Christmas. And when I did, it took me a while to give up the chair I used to keep me upright on skates. While Cathy and the girls zipped by, I could be found trudging along with new Canadians from Africa and the Caribbean (and a dear friend from New Zealand who referred to skating as “a unique form of Page 112 →torture”). It was a bit easier for me to remain upright on cross-country skis (I valued my bones too much to try downhill) but I could often be found trying to get up with skis crossed under my sore frame. Cultural differences also presented challenges. The New Yorker in me could not help feeling perplexed when I observed people waiting on a frigid street corner because a Don’t Walk sign flashed, even when there were no cars visible. And why did they apologize so much? Words like “sorry” and phrases like “bit of a” grated at first, but I eventually adjusted and even began to use them myself. I still jay-walk, you won’t hear me say “eh,” and to this day people still pick up my New York “accent” (though I have mastered the pronunciation of “substitution”).

Ottawa felt more like living in Canada than it did anytime during my three years in Kingston. The latter is a border town with easy access to the U.S. just across from Lake Ontario. In fact, it was this accessibility that caused Queen Victoria to move the Canadian capital from Kingston to Ottawa in 1857. After a lovely summer exploring our new city and the surrounding area with the family, Cathy and I went to our respective new offices in September. My start was marked by an embarrassingly funny incident involving Rosemary who was heading off to first grade. As is often the case, journalists assigned a story look for help from friends in the business. When one of Cathy’s former reporting colleagues was asked to cover a first day at school story for Ottawa’s major daily, she asked Cathy if she and a photographer could follow our Rosemary. All agreed that it would be fun and the next day’s paper featured a lovely photo of our daughter and a delightful story describing her introduction to school, from hopping on the bus to coming home. Unfortunately for me, the most talked about part of the story concerned her dad who prepared lunches for the family. Rosemary was upbeat about her first day except for the lunch because her father forgot to pack her Fruit Rollups for dessert and snacks. My introduction to Ottawa readers was as the forgetful father, something we still joke about.

Soon after moving to Ottawa, I started work at the federal Department of Communications with my days filled by three projects. It was a great opportunity to learn about communication policymaking in Canada, although outside of the small group I worked with in international spectrum management, meeting key participants was more difficult than it was in the United States. Dallas Smythe gave me a heads-up about this, Page 113 →warning that Canadian civil servants followed their British counterparts in keeping mum about even the most trivial matters that might create a stir. I would learn over the years that this was true throughout the bureaucracy and extended to government protection of its documents. Not only were U.S. civil servants more open to those who paid their salaries, contrary to what many Americans maintain, U.S. government documents have tended to be easier to obtain and use. In Canada, unlike the U.S., less is made public and documents available are subject to a government copyright which requires payment of a licensing fee to publish. One of the scholars I later worked with at Carleton University was threatened with legal action for trying to produce a handbook of relevant government documents in journalism without first purchasing the right to use them. It was not until the government of Pierre Trudeau introduced and reached sufficient agreement from the provinces that Canada got a constitutional Charter of Rights and Freedoms, in 1982. Canada certainly had nothing like the U.S. First Amendment. Moreover, the rights protected in that Charter can be overturned by virtue of a “Notwithstanding” clause that provincial governments have used on several occasions.

Despite such impediments, my location in an office of spectrum managers was very welcoming and supportive. My supervisor, Ed DuCharme, made it a point to include me in policy meetings and liked to build bridges to the academic world, as he had done when I was commissioned to report on the value of International Telecommunication Union (ITU) membership for Canada. Along with expanding my first-hand knowledge of policymaking in Canada, I worked mainly on two book projects that would result in The Pay-per Society (1989) and, with Janet Wasko, the co-edited volume The Political Economy of Information (1988).

Settling into my new city, I attracted the attention of one of the country’s independent publishers, Garamond, a Toronto-based promoter of critical academic books. Along with Black Rose in Montreal, which specialized in popular anarchist-leaning work, Garamond provided a vital outlet for professors who challenged the mainstream.

Ideas for an entirely new book had not yet crystalized in my mind, but I thought it would be good to revise and update several of my recent articles under the unifying theme of the “pay-per society,” a response to the then popular view that computer communication would soon bring about a paperless society. The reality was that as the new technology Page 114 →made it possible to do more things and since most business and government activity still involved massive record-keeping, mountains of paper grew taller. What stood out for me was the ability of the new technology to deepen and extend capitalism through the capacity to measure and monitor transactions and to package and repackage information commodities in a myriad of new forms. Hence, the pay-per society where users paid by the video, paid by the minute of telephone use, and advertisers paid by the number of eyeballs fixed on a commercial. More broadly, the growth in digital technology was enabling a massive expansion in commodification and in social control. Following a chapter that examined the growth of critical perspectives in North American communication studies, I traced these ideas through a series of interconnected chapters on politics and policy, labor and the workplace, and the military, especially the ongoing threat of nuclear war that the new technology made increasingly possible. The book came out in 1989. As a result of this work, I began to settle on the need for a deeper exploration of political economy as one vital way to think about developments in communication alongside a perspective that focused on culture.

During this time, Janet Wasko and I continued to work together promoting critical research, this time in response to a request from the University of Wisconsin Press which, noting the expansion of critical communication, invited us to edit a general series of books that resulted in Studies in Communication and Society. The project included a book edited by Rita Atwood and Emile McAnany that featured a collection (Communication and Latin American Society, 1986) covering twenty-five years of critical communication research in Latin America. In addition, we published Technologies of Control: The New Interactive Media for the Home (1988), by a young Canadian scholar, Kevin Wilson, which focused on how new information technologies were transforming the household. Finally, Janet and I worked on our own co-edited book, The Political Economy of Information, which, while paying explicit attention to political economy, shifted our focus to issues of commodification and control over data and information.

Our book brought together the work of scholars and activists who wrote about what information means in a capitalist world economy increasingly driven by computer communication. Theoretical chapters Page 115 →examined how to think about information. Dan Schiller led off with a chapter that summarized the conceptual argument that he would pursue for his 1996 book Theorizing Communication. The duo of Kevin Robins and Frank Webster helped to develop critical information studies in the UK. Their chapter on what they called “cybernetic capitalism” is echoed in much of the research on what would come to be called “digital capitalism.” Benjamin Bates, then a young scholar at Texas Tech, theorized information from a more traditional neoclassical economic perspective. This was followed by focused contributions on caste and class from Terry Curtis, on communication competence by a founding figure in the Union for Democratic Communications, Oscar Gandy, and on U.S. government information policy by the public interest lawyer and specialist on intellectual property, Donna Demac. In one of the rare times that they teamed up to co-author, Herbert and Anita Schiller wrote about libraries and the shrinking public informational sphere. Another foundational scholar in critical communication research, Eileen Meehan, contributed a chapter from her research on what was increasingly becoming the lucrative business of cable television.

Our group of critical communication scholars at Queen’s included a remarkable business school professor, Norman Macintosh, who developed a radical perspective on the field of accounting. In essence, he wondered about what it meant to be a “bookkeeper for capitalism” and how to “account for unequal exchange.” Norman put me in touch with a group working on these themes at universities in the New York area and we were pleased to have Tony Tinker, Cheryl Lehman, and Marilyn Neimark contribute a chapter from their work in the burgeoning field of radical accounting studies. In the course of my work in Canada, I was struck by the number of computer scientists who were also activists around information technology issues. Andrew Clement, a professor at the University of Toronto, was one of the leading voices. We were very pleased to have his chapter on control and surveillance in the workplace.

The book concluded with three international chapters starting with the German activist/scholar Jörg Becker who wrote one of the first analyses of IT in the home workplace. At an academic conference in Hawaii, I had met the radical political scientist Gerald Sussman, who worked at Emerson College in Boston. Gerry had also lived and worked in Asia Page 116 →and was becoming a leading scholar on the politics of the region. In addition to our overlapping interest in critical scholarship and activism, we were long-suffering fans of losing baseball teams, a fact that helped keep alive our friendship despite the many miles that separated us. Gerry wrote a piece on the privatization of communication systems in Asia. Finally, a young scholar whom Dan Schiller and I taught at Temple, Eileen Mahoney, contributed a chapter from her dissertation research on information policy formation in an international organization.2

I was enormously proud of this book. In addition to demonstrating, once again, what was an extraordinary partnership with Janet Wasko, it was wonderful to document the growth of critical communication scholarship, particularly as it expanded into political science, library and information studies, and even the typically conservative field of accounting. Unfortunately, but predictably, our series with Wisconsin did not last much longer. Over time, conservative voices in the communication program at the university called out the series for its radical themes and, despite the success of the books, managed to convince the powers that be at the university to end it. Never people to slow down in the face of rejection, Janet and I would continue to collaborate. She led the way in another edited collection, which Garamond was happy to publish, the 1992 book Democratic Communications in the Information Age. A year later, in 1993, we would co-edit a book with a former student of Dallas Smythe’s, Manjunath Pendakur. He would go on to play a leading role in building critical communication programs in the U.S., as a dean at Southern Illinois University and at Florida Atlantic. In Canada, he headed a program on information and media studies at the University of Western Ontario (now Western University). Our book, Illuminating the Blindspots (1993), paid scholarly tribute to Dallas Smythe. I will return to these books shortly but first it is important to explain my transition from Queen’s to Carleton University and how a conference encounter led to what is arguably my most important book, The Political Economy of Communication: Rethinking and Renewal (1996, 2009).

In the fall of 1988, my year at the federal communications department ended. With the family settled in Ottawa, I began my commuting relationship with Queen’s. It went well until, in January, it did not. A combination of the Canadian winter and illness striking two senior faculty left me in a difficult and, at times, dangerous position. My drive to work Page 117 →included a stretch of highway notorious for sudden blizzards and whiteout conditions. I promised myself and my family that I would commute by train in winter, but it was always easier to get in my car and drive, especially when skies were sunny. Unfortunately, driving conditions could deteriorate quickly, as they did one Friday afternoon. The day was already eventful because both my department head and another senior colleague had to be hospitalized and I was called on to manage things in their absence. On the drive home, a storm hit, and I found myself nervously motoring on a major highway with negligible visibility and with night arriving quickly. After several close calls, I made it home, thankful to be alive and determined to avoid putting myself in this position again.

Cathy was enjoying her new work as a professor of journalism, the children were settling into Ottawa, and Cathy’s parents were nearby. It made little sense to uproot the family and bring them back to Kingston. I arranged to meet with Eileen Saunders, the head of the Mass Communication program at Carleton, to discuss the possibility of a position. Soon thereafter I was offered a tenured professorship and decided to move on once again. There were positives and negatives about both places, but ultimately the prospect of working in the same university with Cathy and of having the family in one city that we had come to like over the years, easily tipped the balance. I regretted leaving friends and a Queen’s and Kingston community I had grown to love, but I stoically prepared for yet another path. We celebrated with a winter trip to San Diego that included a stopover in Los Angeles to visit with our Temple friend and colleague Jeanne Allen. She had bought our home in Philadelphia, had visited us in Kingston and was on leave in L.A. to work on a research project. Jeanne led the family on a memorable tour of Disneyland where we enjoyed a full day, complete with critiques from the adults, which my children managed to endure.

During my final year at Queen’s, Janet Wasko invited me out to the University of Oregon, where I gave a talk and enjoyed a good visit that would set me out on the road to a book about the political economy of communication. With a focus on settling into my new country, I did not have much time to attend IAMCR conferences, where Janet had been active for years. During my visit, she explained that the political economy section needed leadership and inquired about my interest. IAMCR, and especially that section, was a home for critical scholars, Page 118 →especially from Europe and Latin America. It was time for me to return and I agreed to organize a program for the section over the next few years, starting with a 1990 meeting in what was then Yugoslavia.

[image: Close-up at an angle, three of the leading figures in the political economy of communication are attentively listening to an unseen speaker. A white-haired Smythe is in the middle, Nordenstreng to his right, Schiller to his left.]
Figure 8. Three of the founding figures in the political economy of communication: from left to right, Kaarle Nordenstreng, Dallas Smythe, and Herbert Schiller.

Page 119 →The country was in turmoil as the regions began to clamor for independence. In Slovenia, where the conference was located, activists were particularly vociferous and that heightened local interest in our event, as well as a bit of tension. We were warned that the secret police would be around the Lake Bled conference site and that our phones might be monitored. Not to be deterred, I agreed when a local television station asked if I would speak on media concentration and democracy. When I did so, I was not aware that an old friend from Harvard, Rudolf Rizman, would be watching the broadcast. Rudi and I were grad students together and he had risen to become president of the University of Ljubljana. Vociferous in my televised comments on the dangers of censorship and commercialism, I did wonder a bit if there would be repercussions. That became more real for me when, after passing through security at the airport in Ljubljana for the trip home, I heard my name called over a loudspeaker, followed quickly by the appearance of a uniformed security guard who escorted me out of the departure room and back through security. I felt like I did when Canadian customs officials found marijuana under the back seat of my poorly cleaned rental car when I was trying to cross the border and organize my family’s move to Canada. That feeling lasted for just a minute or so after which I spotted Rudi, who took the time to find my departure schedule and come to the airport just to say hello and thank me for the television appearance. We embraced and I was relieved that I would indeed be getting home that day to see Cathy and the kids.

My reunion with Rudi was not the most important result of that conference. One evening Colin Sparks, an editor for the well-regarded journal Media, Culture and Society as well as for a Sage book series, contacted me to ask about my interest in a project. On a walk around lovely Lake Bled, he provided the details. Sage was interested in producing a general text on the political economy of communication with the goal of a concise overview that might take six months to write and appear within a year. The idea interested me and, having already written on the subject, I was confident in my ability to deliver what I believed was a much-needed book in the short time allotted. Little did I know at the time that my six-month project would not appear for six years, that it would fill double the intended pages, and would become central to my professional identity.

Page 120 →At Queen’s I learned from the start that not only were Canadian institutions more receptive than their American counterparts to critical perspectives, they would also fund research that advanced these perspectives. Because funding was so readily available from the labor and communication ministries, I did not yet need to consider applying for academic funding through the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council (SSHRC), the primary government source of support for scholarly research. However, Queen’s was not as proactive as Carleton. After I made the move, I learned that in addition to providing me with seed funding at hiring, Carleton had a strong support mechanism for helping faculty obtain grants. I cannot emphasize enough just how important it was to my research and my productivity to find in SSHRC a government organization receptive to funding requests from critical scholars, that generously rewarded successful applicants, that respected the independence of a rigorous peer review process, and that protected the freedom of successful applicants to pursue ideas. For over two decades, starting with a successful application to study the political economy of communication and continuing until I retired from university life, I received strong funding. In addition, I was able to observe first-hand as a reviewer and as a member and chair of adjudication committees, just how well peer review worked. The system had its flaws, primarily the lack of time available to discuss and assess proposals. Nevertheless, it worked well and in both English and French. As I will discuss later, the addition of a government-funded Canada Research Chairs program in 2000, which rewarded productive scholars, including both senior researchers like me as well as promising junior scholars, markedly strengthened Canadian research.

Soon after receiving the SSHRC grant to research the political economy of communication, I hired two assistants, one of whom worked with me to review published research in political economy and in the political economy of communication. The other gathered available data on the state of the communication industry worldwide. Advanced student training was central to the SSHRC grant system and I was happy when one of these students, Aurora Wallace, went on to a position in the program at New York University, which the well-known critical thinker Neil Postman had founded. As I continued to read deeply into Page 121 →the literature, I concluded that I needed to scrap my initial plan of producing a basic text that mapped the field. More needed to be done.

At the time, research in the political economy of communication contained bits and pieces of theory that addressed specific problems like media concentration and media imperialism. These were issues that absolutely needed to be addressed but it was also imperative to provide a foundation for a broader critical understanding of these and many other issues in the field. At the time, there was no explicit formulation that drew from current developments in theory across a range of fields to provide a rigorous conceptual grounding that lived up to the aspirations and contributions of founding figures in political economy, including Karl Marx and Adam Smith. Before there were disciplines like economics, political science, and sociology, political economy offered a broad transdisciplinary perspective that I was determined to resurrect and apply to the emerging field of communication studies. I ignored the contract deadline. This book would take as long as it needed. My review of the literature became a long march through the disciplines, emphasizing classical political economy, economics, contemporary philosophy, especially attempts to rethink Marxist philosophy, and the social sciences, especially sociology and geography, which built on my earlier work on contemporary neo-Marxist perspectives.

This research was assisted by another benefit of the SSHRC grant—the opportunity to meet and formally interview key figures in critical communication studies. From the start I wanted this to be a collective project, even though I knew the results would be my responsibility. The grant paid for travel to the UK for interviews with Graham Murdock, Peter Golding, James Halloran, and Nicholas Garnham. It also enabled trips to the West Coast where I spoke with Janet Wasko, Dallas Smythe, and Herbert Schiller. Finally, I visited Tom Guback at the University of Illinois. In taped interviews ranging from two hours to, in the case of Dallas Smythe, two days, I collected information on their lives and especially on their thoughts about critical political economy. These discussions were enormously beneficial to the project because they provided opportunities to read between the lines of their published work and added valuable context to the institutional and research histories of the field. Later I would share drafts of the book with the group at Page 122 →various stages for their information and comment. I also gave talks at their institutions to share ideas with their colleagues and students. As a result of this work, I was able to write a history of the field, identify the important research, and chart its spread in North America, Europe, and throughout less developed regions of the world.

As beneficial as were literature reviews and interviews for mapping the field, I realized early on that the project would not succeed to my satisfaction unless I found my own voice and used it to rethink the field. Doing this involved a great deal of self-examination to establish a clear approach to central issues, such as how to define political economy, determine its key characteristics, and assess how to use them to analyze problems in communication studies. One of the more important books that guided me in this process was Philip Resnick and Richard Wolff’s Knowledge and Class: A Marxian Critique of Political Economy (1987). It helped me to work through a general approach because, more than most of what I read in the field, the book demonstrated with great skill how to avoid essentialism in critical thinking, or the tendency to reduce reality to one essential element. This has bedeviled intellectual life in the West ever since Aristotle gave us the Prime Mover. To support determinism and essentialism is, as the great physicist Paul Ehrenfest said, “like dancing on one leg.”

I have often been asked about my reasoning concerning specific elements in this revisioning of political economy and its application to communication. At the risk of taking readers down a conceptual rabbit hole, I will take the next few pages to revisit my responses.

There can no single definition to capture a field; no single characteristic to describe it; no element, neither materialism nor culture, to which everything else can be reduced; no single process that determines how a society works; in fact, no causal determination at all. Instead, I concluded, we have starting or entry points that derive from what we know and experience. These begin the process of understanding a field—whether an individual, a collective, a society, a culture, or some other object of analysis. A political economic analysis begins with how the political and the economic interact to help shape a society, but they are not elements to which all can be reduced. They do not cause a society to develop in a particular way, rather, to use the technical terms I have Page 123 →found most useful, the political and the economic mutually constitute one another and together contribute to the mutual constitution of society.

To say that A causes B is at best a simplification, at worst a distortion of reality because A is made up of many elements, as is B, and that it is more accurate to state that elements of A interact with elements of B in the process of mutual constitution. In reality, they co-constitute and, in the process, may create a C, itself made up of many elements that interact to extend the process of mutual constitution, whether of a person or a society. The specific form this takes depends on the relative balance of power between the elements that make up both A and B. Furthermore, to say that A and B correlate is even more deeply problematic because things that have little to do with one another may still vary in similar ways. Indeed, it is one of the fallacies of correlation to insist that the elements that comprise it necessarily have any relationship at all. That is why I chose the term mutual constitution within a social field of power to best describe the process by which the constructs we call people, organizations, institutions, and entire societies work on one another to produce something new or to maintain stability. Finally, I thought it essential to place in the foreground a realist epistemology, a characteristic under attack from some thinkers. Rather than join with those arguing that reality is limited to that which is measurable or that it exists only in language, I started by taking a strong realist position that what we know as reality is made up of the mutual constitution of both the material and the immaterial world or, more broadly understood, by the mutual constitution of labor and language.

How then to build a realist political economy that is also non-essentialist? I start with definitions that acknowledge these ideas and seek to elevate the field to its early transdisciplinary status. Hence, one way of looking at political economy is to see it as the study of the social relations, particularly the power relations, that mutually constitute the production, distribution, and consumption of resources. In my primary field, these are communication resources. This specific definition is now widely used but it is certainly not the only one. There is a more general way to conceptualize the field as the study of control and survival in social life with the former referring to what we would typically call the political Page 124 →function and the latter to the economic. There are other possible ways of defining the field, but these comprise a spectrum from narrow to broad that encompasses a range of legitimate ways to think about political economy as a transdisciplinary enterprise.

The first or narrow definition incorporates the requirement that political economy starts with social relations but emphasizes power or, simply put, the ability to get what you want despite efforts to prevent you from doing so. The second, which grew out of conversations with Dallas Smythe, marks political economy as among the most general of transdisciplinary social sciences but is nevertheless specific enough to identify key social functions. Although I have not always advised that when faced with an either/or situation it is best to choose both, erring on the side of multiplicity has tended to fit my nature. This is not always the wisest choice in both personal and professional life, but it has suited me well over the years. In keeping with that view, rather than find satisfaction in a single or even in multiple definitions, I turned to the multiplicity of characteristics that are just as important for understanding the field. In my revisioning of political economy, it came down to four major distinguishing features that especially describe how it departs from what, in the work of the so-called neo-classical school, came to be called economics.

These include a concern for history which examines the origin and development of whole systems like capitalism and specific processes like the commodification of everyday life. As a broad approach to social life and in response to approaches that concentrate on the individual, even to the point of denying the existence of society, political economy focuses on the social totality or the sum of the relationships that make up a social field. Moreover, in keeping with the writing of early political economists as diverse as Adam Smith and Karl Marx, political economy accepts the necessity of a moral philosophical standpoint which embraces moral and ethical stances as central to social life, including the life of the theorist. Finally, the call to activism or what is called praxis, the unity of theory and action, is fundamental to the remit of the political economist. Praxis has ranged widely over the political spectrum in the history of the field. Rather than prescribe a particular form of activism, I felt that political economy should reject the view that the work of a scholar Page 125 →can and should separate research from social intervention. Instead, it is important for scholars to embrace the essential activism of their work by recognizing that their ideas impact society just as does their involvement in social, political, and cultural life.

The ambitious breadth of this approach to political economy extended to a mapping of its schools of thought. Rather than limit myself to those perspectives with which I identify and use, it was important to examine the full spectrum, from the various Marxist and neo-Marxist ways of seeing at one end to conservative and libertarian approaches at the other end. In between, there are varieties of institutional, environmental, feminist, and neo-conservative political economies. Having mapped the field, I turned next to the task of rethinking it. This began with philosophical issues, specifically to ontology and dialectics. The former took me to the starting point of how to conceptualize the current political economy of communication. Almost all work in the field had focused on structural or institutional issues having to do with identifying key participants, primarily the power of big corporations and the role of the state. I would do this too but with what I saw as an improvement on current representation by offering a spatial map of the participants in the new electronic services arena (as it increasingly came to be called). However, my starting point would not be structures but a set of processes that would best describe it beginning with commodification and followed by spatialization and structuration. Setting aside essentialism, which would reduce everything to commodification, I described these processes which, while not exhaustive, provide significant explanatory power.

I turned next to the dialectic to describe the contradictory activity taking place within each process. Commodification turns things valued for their use into marketable commodities valued for what they can earn in the marketplace. Spatialization is the process of extension into material and virtual spaces, whether these are institutions like the business corporation or settlements like cities. Structuration is the process of constructing social relations such as social classes, races, ethnic and gender identities. Within each process there are forces that challenge the process and that provoke resistance. For example, the process of commodification creates serious environmental and climate problems. Page 126 →These provoke resistance that aims to slow commodification and construct alternatives. The interaction between the advance of a process and resistance to it constitutes the working of the dialectic. The same takes place in spatialization as cities, for example, face their limits and summon opposition and alternatives. As well, we find the dialectic in structuration as the concentration of wealth in one increasingly small class leads to serious social problems, to class conflict, resistance, and, at times, social upheavals.

Revisioning political economy as a major transdisciplinary approach to communication without creating another master theory to which all others can be reduced led me to explore relationships with transdisciplines on its borders. These included cultural studies and public choice theory, both of which experienced a significant surge in interest in the 1990s (and several Nobel Prizes in economics for the latter). Both encompass a wide terrain with the former constructed from the entry point of culture or the social construction of meaning and the latter from the economics of individual choice. Having burned a few bridges along the way, I decided that this was not a useful approach to understanding or changing the world and instead I used The Political Economy of Communication (1996, 2009) to take steps toward demonstrating how to build bridges. In particular, this meant showing how each of these intellectual movements—political economy, cultural studies, and public choice theory—might contribute to one another. The goal was to replace intellectual warfare with building a healthier place for intellectual exchange that might also create opportunities for social change. In future work, especially my 2004 book The Digital Sublime, I used concepts like storytelling, mythmaking, and the sublime, to demonstrate what building bridges between political economy and cultural studies meant in practice and why it was important for critical scholars to do so.

The first half of the 1990s was very busy with much of my working time taken up with The Political Economy of Communication. Janet Wasko and I continued our partnership in two book projects, both of which she led. Democratic Communications in the Information Age (1992) focused on how to think about democracy at a time when it was increasingly under attack around the world. Little did we know that this was the start of authoritarian populist assaults that would expand Page 127 →into the next century. The book was produced during the first Iraq War and Janet’s introduction related the rise of high-tech warfare to the decline in democratic governance. The first part addressed how to think about democracy, particularly democratic and community communication, concepts that came into vogue as critical scholars began to rethink resistance at the local level. The remainder of the book was a world tour of progressive struggles to gain some measure of control over the new information technologies that were rapidly transforming workplaces and homes. Oppositional movements led by trade unions and other social movements, from Quebec to Malaysia, highlighted the challenges that faced those who sought to apply public control over old and new media. We returned to Ablex for this project but also enlisted Garamond, which had published The Pay-per Society (1989), to produce a Canadian edition.

Janet and I were encouraged by Manjunath Pendakur, by this time a professor at Northwestern University, to organize a collection to honor Dallas Smythe as a founding figure in the political economy of communication. We were overjoyed with the enthusiastic response to our invitations to contribute, which made Illuminating the Blindspots a collection to remember. As the list of contributors demonstrated, the field that Smythe began to develop in the 1950s had grown to include multiple generations of scholars from everywhere in the world. We were also pleased that we could all gather at a conference in Chicago to present the yet to be published manuscript to Dallas and to hear his thoughts, just one year before he passed away.

Over these years I continued my political work over issues of war and peace, neocolonialism, and the prospects for radical change. This included the growing efforts to end apartheid in South Africa. Before leaving Queen’s, I worked with students who fought to have the university’s endowment funds pulled from investing in companies that chose to do business in South Africa. Freed from prison as the dark days of apartheid began to recede, Nelson Mandela paid a visit to Ottawa partly to thank the Canadian people and their government for their support. Cathy and I took our nine-year-old Rosemary and seven-year-old Madeline to join the crowd greeting Mandela on his arrival at the airport.It was one of our more memorable family outings, and we celebrated by Page 128 →setting a place at our dinner table that night for this great leader, leading us to talk about what we would say if he were joining us for supper.

Little did I know at the time, but in 1993 I would have the honor of travelling to Johannesburg at the invitation of the African National Congress to join a group of local leaders and international experts to advise on the development of new communication legislation as the country transitioned from authoritarian White rule to a pluralist democracy. I proudly took that occasion to identify critical flaws in the current transition, led by the U.S., to replace the public interest with a singular reliance on market forces. Encouraging prospective policy makers to develop a genuine system of democratic communication, I drew from the research published by a growing progressive community of scholars and policy activists. The seriousness of the occasion was driven home to me from the start, when the van that met me at the airport in Johannesburg was swept for explosive devices and the area checked for snipers by a security officer carrying an automatic rifle. It was also brought painfully home when, at the closing event, hosted by a major bank, I noticed executives from major multinational businesses eager to turn apartheid into neocolonialism.

I continued to serve as head of the IAMCR section on political economy, most memorably at a 1991 conference held in Istanbul, a few months after the end of the first Gulf War, in the quiet time between the war’s end and the return of regular daily life in Istanbul and other countries in the region. The theme was media coverage of the war from the perspective of scholars and journalists based all over the world. Few people came to the city at that time because of the war, so the conference attendees were the only guests at the hotel and the streets of Istanbul did not contain their usual overflow of people. Cathy and I went together (thanks to the kindness of her parents who looked after their grandchildren) and between visits to the Blue Mosque and Hagia Sophia, we attended sessions filled with research on the global mobilization of American propaganda in defense of the invasion and the efforts of critical scholars to get out the truth.

We both had sabbatical leaves for the 1993–94 academic year and, after setting aside “California Dreaming” that would have taken the family to San Diego, we decided on Cambridge, Massachusetts. Cathy Page 129 →had chosen to pursue a PhD and use of the Harvard libraries would be enormously beneficial. I renewed my relationship with my old mentor Tony Oettinger, who kindly offered a research position and an office that would provide Cathy and me with free use of libraries and the other facilities we needed. Thanks to the help of our local friend Gerry Sussman, we were able to rent a home in the town of Lexington with a miles-long bike path accessible from our back yard. The family made good use of it and the local public schools gave our children a taste of American public education in a wealthy suburban community.

At Harvard, I completed work on the chapters for the political economy book that addressed the three processes that served as the engines of my story, and I also discarded many pages of tables and charts. Reviewing this work, it struck me that more needed to be done on the process of spatialization, and so I made it the object of my research for Tony’s program. This including a theoretical piece on the relationship between new technology, material space, and virtual space, focusing on the growing “End of Geography” literature. My interest in geography and in labor also took me to San Antonio, Texas, where, thanks once again to Tony’s connections and to SSHRC, I was able to examine first-hand a financial services corporation that had the distinction of being regularly voted the best American company to work for. Remarkably as well, it was run by retired military officers in a building resembling the Pentagon but located in a leafy suburb with deer roaming outside its glass walls.

When the year was up, Tony asked if I would continue my relationship with Harvard and carry out the occasional piece of research for the program. I could not pass up this invitation, in part because Tony’s networks alone were extremely valuable. For example, on one visit to the program, Tony asked if I would like to discuss my research with one of his associates. The associate turned out to be Arno Penzias, a physicist who in 1978 was awarded the Nobel Prize in Physics for the discovery, with Robert Wilson, of the microwave cosmic background radiation. This work gave additional credibility to the Big Bang theory of the universe’s creation. Penzias and I had a wonderful conversation on the relationship of physics to sociology and geography, including work on time-space distanciation. Meetings like this were common occurrences in Tony’s program.

Page 130 →At the same time, having renewed my friendship with my dear friend Fred Sperounis, who had risen to vice-president at what was now the University of Massachusetts at Lowell, I was offered a consulting job to explore the feasibility of a communication studies program. Although I felt okay about returning to Canada, it was good to know that I was not closing the door on promising opportunities in the United States.

Throughout this time, I also continued to work on behalf of Canadian labor organizations, primarily the Communications, Energy, and Paperworkers Union of Canada (CEP), which represented the bulk of telephone workers. In addition to speaking at union conferences, one of which I organized soon after taking up my position at Carleton, I wrote testimony in cases involving domestic and international deregulation. Protecting jobs in the face of technological change and neoliberalism was not easy but I appreciated the opportunity to fight for worker rights. At the very least, it was important to make clear to those joining the new world order that there were significant negative consequences for the lives of working people.

Toward the end of this period two developments would take me into new phases in my work. Soon after The Political Economy of Communication appeared I received a note from a scholar in Taiwan informing me that he would be translating it into Mandarin. That development opened a door to Asia that would take me to Malaysia, Singapore, Taiwan, and numerous times to China. Around this time, I began to give more thought to the cultural significance of the digital world, particularly to the onrush of hyperbole that filled new media discourse. In “tall tales” reminiscent of the myths I studied many years earlier in classical Greek and Latin classes, gurus like Bill Gates spoke glowingly about a technologically driven future marked by “friction-free capitalism.” Others welcomed “The End of History.” The digital sublime had arrived.





Page 131 →Chapter 8.

BUILDING A BRIDGE TO THE DIGITAL SUBLIME


In the end, ceasing to be children, we all become magicians without magic, exposed conjurers, with only our simple humanity to get us through.

Salman Rushdie1



In the latter years of the 1990s, I was puzzled by debates between political economists and cultural studies scholars, even as I participated in a few of them. That is because, like most sociologists, whatever their specialty, I believed in the intimate connections between political, economic, social, and cultural life. I ended The Political Economy of Communication by calling for building bridges between political economy and cultural studies. Over the next seven years, I worked on a particular version of this perspective centered on the arrival of the internet and the concept of the sublime, which had a long history in studies of culture and society.

With my book on political economy published, I began to think about my next research project. That got me started on an obsession that had occupied me from time to time since my youth, when I began to keep a record of my life. It was not until 1996, however, that I became fastidious about a daily journal, writing something each day without fail since June 8 of that year. Some 1.2 million words later, I keep at it, with both the pleasure and the pain that accompany most obsessions. This written record, from childhood scribblings to the searchable digital file I have maintained each day since 1996, has been invaluable in writing this book and more generally has aided my daily life as events begin to fade from memory.

On the first day of my digital record, June 8, 1996, to be exact, I identified the titles of three projects that I might pursue in the coming Page 132 →years: Commodity and Myth in Cyberspace, Place Matters: A Media History of New York, and Labor in the Information Industries. In numerous variations, they have occupied my research agenda for the past twenty-five years beginning with the first projected book, which led to The Digital Sublime (2004).

From my high school days when classical Greek, especially the Homeric epics, and Latin, primarily Ovid’s Metamorphosis, introduced me to the world of mythology, I have taken a strong interest in the field. Undoubtedly, I could go further back to a childhood that Roman Catholicism filled with stories of worlds beyond the human, worlds filled with featured angels, miracles, a god who became human and returned to the godhead, a virgin birth, and, most powerfully, the promise of eternal life.

I began to see the link that connected myth to the world of media, communication, and information technology when, as a doctoral student in 1971, I worked for Daniel Bell on a project that encompassed studies of the future and especially predictions about technology. Even then, many years before the arrival of the personal computer and the internet, visions of a “wired society,” “electronic democracy,” and a “computer revolution” led many writers to gleefully conjure a near utopia driven by digital technology. Of course, there were also more sober accounts as well as writing that bordered on the dystopian, but what struck me most powerfully was how technology could fire the imagination and ignite stories about better days and a better world ahead. From that time on, I would address the cultural myths, fantasies, and euphemisms that accompanied so much of the discussion about communication technology. I wrote about pushbutton fantasies as well as about myths surrounding telecommunications policy, free trade, and deregulation. I did that because my sociological training taught me to see both the material and the cultural dimensions of life. Moreover, that training insisted on viewing the cultural in the material and the material in the cultural.

Drawing on John Gardner’s classic book of criticism On Moral Fiction (1978), I began The Digital Sublime with my own take on the ancient myth of Thor in which the Norse god convinced a mortal, who sought the secret of life, to rip out one of his eyes, only to learn that the Page 133 →secret of life is to see vigilantly with both eyes. As a sociologist, I understood that political economy and cultural analysis were two necessary ways of seeing and that together they created powerful visions of the world. The decision to be made was not which of the two was correct but rather which would be the starting point for an analysis of the social totality. Having completed my project on the political economy of communication, which suggested how to build a bridge to cultural studies, I decided to walk across that bridge and begin my next project with culture as the starting point.

Specifically, I began with a fresh analysis of myth, shifting from the contemporary definition of the concept as falsehood and replacing it with the classic vision of myth as a story that transcends truth. Unlike science, the value of myth is determined not by whether it is true or false but rather by whether it is living or dead. Myths are valued when they continue to sustain a community. To assess the myth of Thor, for example, by determining whether there is an actual secret of life is beside the point. Its value is based on whether people still tell the story of Thor either to teach a lesson or simply to entertain. Similarly, the myth of a computer revolution in which we all, as the former director of the famed MIT Media Lab put it, “become digital,” is not judged empirically but mythically. Does the myth continue to generate interest and sustain enthusiasm, or does it shrink into the banality of everyday life?

Finding the most useful descriptive concepts is important, but so too is understanding their limitations. Myth was an especially useful idea to comprehend the hyperbole surrounding much of the discourse about computer communication in the late 1990s and early 2000s. It captured well the early rumblings of today’s “post-truth” times, when stories, valued for their enthusiastic support rather than their veracity, increasingly shape public discourse. Much of this tendency actually dates to the early days of the digital world when gurus like Bill Gates predicted that information technology would eliminate the need for government intervention by creating what he called “friction-free capitalism.” Today, facing the existential crises of climate change, global pandemics, nuclear war, and deepening social inequality, it is easy to dismiss such myths, if not mock them. However, to fully comprehend their significance and power at the time, I needed to reach beyond the concept of myth because Page 134 →the term is too loaded by its association with falsehood. It is also too all-encompassing to understand the specific resonance of stories that promised genuine revolutions, transformations in human life, and the potential to live forever. To see them as myths is accurate but insufficient. To better capture their meaning and significance, I turned to the concept of the sublime.

I learned that the sublime has a long history, at least two millennia, primarily in writing that tried to explain the state of transcendent wonder arising from extraordinary experiences. Once limited to an association with the religious and spiritual worlds, the sublime grew to encompass the natural world, and, more recently, technology. As Leo Marx and David Nye have described it, whether standing in awe at a holy shrine, marveling at the Grand Canyon, or communicating at a distance for the first time, one experiences the sublime as a powerful feeling of transcending the banality of everyday life and entering a world of boundless possibility. Marx and Nye provided a foundation for thinking about the technological sublime and considerable progress was made in the communication arena. Drawing on Carolyn Marvin’s writing about the telegraph, Michèle Martin’s work on the telephone, and Susan Douglas’s research on radio broadcasting, I decided to apply the sublime to the digital world.

As a sociologist interested in building a bridge from political economy to culture, I needed to examine the digital sublime not as a myth to be busted but as an experience to be understood. To accomplish this, I probed library archives that charted a history of the sublime in popular cultural depictions of communication, as Marvin wrote, “when old technologies were new.” I examined the work of leading enthusiasts for the digital world like Bill Gates, the founder of Microsoft, Nicholas Negroponte who ran the MIT Media Lab and called on people to set aside the analog world and become digital, and the scientist Ray Kurzweil who expected we would inevitably, perhaps soon, achieve a degree of immortality by merging consciousness with digital technology in what he called “the singularity.” The sublime had found a new home, propelling a series of forecasts about major ruptures in time, space, and social relations. Most of these were manifested in a proliferation of “end of” stories. I chose to focus on three broad interconnected Page 135 →narratives that defined the discursive contours of the digital world but differed from traditional end-times tales about the apocalypse to come. Specifically, The End of History, The End of Geography, and The End of Politics embodied upheavals that, with the arrival of cyberspace, as it was frequently called at the time, would bring about a much better world, if not utopia.

With history’s end, Francis Fukuyama told us, the world would be awash in liberal democracy. Capitalism might not be entirely “friction-free,” but it would be benign and without genuine contenders to upset a peaceful world. Computer communication would also enable the death of distance, or The End of Geography, as David Mitchell and others reminded us. The ability to be anywhere at any time, at least digitally, would once and for all conquer space, accelerate productivity, diminish poverty, and usher in greater global harmony. Finally, while digital technology would not abolish government, it would fundamentally shift the state from its coercive surveillance function to that of managing the free choices of individuals. The End of Politics even had its own Magna Carta, a document produced by gurus Esther Dyson, George Gilder, George Keyworth, and Alvin Toffler. Formally known as Cyberspace and the American Dream: A Magna Carta for the Knowledge Age, this 1994 document announced a world where freedom and harmony would replace repression and conflict.2

It was a strange time. The effusive optimism that sublime visions of technology brought to the world on the eve of the millennium feels very distant now. Perhaps even quaint. There seemed to be as many “end of” stories as there were cities and towns around the world rebranding themselves with the idea of being a central node of the new and exciting digital world. From Silicon Alley in New York to Silicon Glen in Scotland, from Silicon Gulf in the Philippines to Silicon Lagoon in Nigeria, a Silicon Valley mania was sweeping the world.

Epic visions have material consequences. To fill out this picture, I decided to walk back across the bridge linking cultural analysis to political economy and examine the material consequences of the digital sublime. That required a look at how the myths of cyberspace became powerful marketing tools for companies promoting the sale of digital technologies and services. Moreover, it meant analyzing the close Page 136 →fit between the technological sublime and a neoliberal world where reluctant regulators enabled five companies—Google, Apple, Facebook, Amazon, and Microsoft—to use their power in the unfettered marketplace. These dominant firms built powerful monopolies and became the richest companies in the history of the modern world. Privatization, deregulation, and commercialization, all powered by technologies that can quantify everything—space, time, people, and things—would turn the digital sublime into the market sublime. The Political Economy of Communication and The Digital Sublime demonstrated that political economy and culture are mutually constituted, that together they shape technology and the social relations of power in the world.

After completing The Digital Sublime, I worked on several projects related to the book. In one paper I made explicit the need to “see vigilantly with both eyes.” Called “The Two Marxes: Bridging the Political Economy/Technology and Culture Divide,” it addressed the gap between these two perspectives in communication studies as a debate between Karl Marx and the historian Leo Marx. Political economy, the paper maintained, developed in part from the materialist conception of Karl Marx, which viewed technology as dynamic but banal. Karl’s work ultimately gave rise to a materialist or political economic tradition in media studies that took up the role of communication technology in class domination, exploitation, contradiction, struggle, and resistance. Leo developed an approach that focused on the sublime nature of technology. His work, especially The Machine in the Garden (1964), demonstrated how each wave of technology carried with it the promise to transcend the banalities of everyday life. Leo, on the one hand, viewed the sublime as a genuine experience of meaningful transcendence rather than what materialists concluded was false consciousness. Whereas Karl provided structural explanations that drew from a philosophical anthropology based in praxis, Leo offered cultural explanations based on a vocabulary rooted in aesthetics. A full understanding of communication technology required both and in this and subsequent work, especially the second edition of The Political Economy of Communication, I suggested ways to bridge their differences.

I have fond memories of writing The Digital Sublime because the project was very much a family affair. Our daughter Rosemary Mosco, Page 137 →a student at McGill University, needed a summer job so I hired her. Fully aware that nepotism was more of an issue than when my father arranged summer jobs for my brother and me, I paid Rosemary out of my own pocket. She helped with the research by spending a summer in the library stacks gathering material on the history of technology. Rosemary filled several notebooks with wonderful material drawn from period magazines and other work that documented public responses to the telegraph, telephone, radio, and television, when these old technologies were new. She also read an entire early draft of the manuscript. Our daughter Madeline Mosco, then at Carleton University studying myth and history in a humanities program, gave me encouragement and specific advice, leading me to experience one of the great joys of parenthood—carrying on stimulating discussions with the person you used to rock to sleep reading Goodnight Moon.3 It was Madeline who helped rekindle my interest in myth, gifting me a copy of the Epic of Gilgamesh and encouraging me to see the mythic significance of television shows like The Simpsons (1989–). Finally, hours of conversations with Cathy, my partner in life and, soon after writing this book, in research as well, made the often-tedious process of writing, much more interesting and often sublime.

An especially gratifying outcome of the book arrived a year after publication when The Digital Sublime was awarded the 2005 Olson prize for the outstanding book of the year in the field of rhetoric and cultural theory. Having been honored for my research in political economy, it was good to be recognized by peers working in the cultural studies tradition. Once again, research grants from SSHRC paid for assistants and travel, including opportunities to promote critical communication in Asia with research and speaking trips to Malaysia and Beijing. Malaysia caught my eye because its government was constructing one of the first high-tech cities in what it called the Multimedia Super Corridor to house technology research facilities and government administrative offices specializing in online services. Collaborating with a graduate student, Steve Jackson, who went on to a professorship in communication at Cornell, we published a critical assessment of the project that would serve as a model for our future work in the field of urban technology studies. In addition, working with Derek Foster, a doctoral student in the new PhD Page 138 →program in communication studies at Carleton, we published on the mythic connections between technology and politics. Derek would also go on to a professorship in communication at Canada’s Brock University.

In 2002 I took my first trip to China, leading off a conference in Beijing with a paper that deepened my work on myth and, in keeping with the conference theme, applied it to the concept of globalization. With the arrival of the dot-com bust, there were numerous threats to the concept of an integrated world market, but it was important to point out that the story of globalization was sustained by its mythic power. I later learned that when the conference proceedings appeared in Mandarin, my paper was left out. A Chinese colleague informed me that it was likely rejected by censors who did not wish to publish challenges to one of the country’s ideological lynchpins. In addition to meeting scholars from China, I was especially happy to see a strong presence from Western scholars in critical communication, including Kaarle Nordenstreng, Janet Wasko, Dan Schiller, John Downing, and others. We were all deeply grateful to Yuezhi Zhao, a professor at Simon Fraser University in the Vancouver area, who organized Western participation at the conference.

Carleton was very supportive of my research. Not only was the university invaluable in helping me to win research grants, it also promoted my research throughout the university and beyond. One of my earliest presentations on the digital sublime came when Carleton awarded me the university’s major research prize which called for a public lecture. Rather than speak on the familiar topic of political economy, I took the opportunity to try out making culture a starting point by giving an address on the internet as myth. Later, when I began to pursue seriously the relationship of technology to cities, particularly the development of so-called technopoles, Carleton supported my course New York.com, for which I was given a teaching award. I had planned to write a book about the city of my birth which had developed its own technopole called Silicon Alley, but when two airplanes struck the towers of the World Trade Center a short walk from where I grew up, I felt compelled to conclude The Digital Sublime with a chapter on the city, the attacks, and the dot-com bust. It was one of those occasions when the political became personal.

The seeds for the chapter “From Ground Zero to Cyberspace and Back Again” were sown nearly fifty years earlier when my father took Page 139 →my brother Joe and me on Sunday walks from Mulberry Street down through the quiet canyons of Wall Street past what would one day become the World Trade Center on our way to Battery Park to watch the ships sail out to sea. The walk down Broadway, the smells and sights of the sea (that intoxicated generations of New Yorkers like Herman Melville), the occasional visit to Trinity and St. Paul’s Churches with their old burial grounds, all resonated with myth, magic, and the sublime. As an adult, I would return again and again. Once, with Cathy and our young daughters, we wandered down to the World Financial Center to view an exhibit of animatronic dinosaurs that inspired an article “Dinosaurs Alive!” on political economy and technology. On another occasion, we all spent a weekend at a hotel just across the street from the Twin Towers to be near the ferry for a trip to visit my mother, who was in a nursing home on Staten Island. It proved to be a memorable occasion first because of how terrifying it was to spend three days next to these immense buildings. Later, it became most memorable because it would be the last time I would see my mother and my children their remaining grandmother.

Years later I would return with Cathy and another time with Madeline to line up outside St. Paul’s to view the ruins at Ground Zero. I remember looking up with Madeline at a makeshift memorial outside of St. Paul’s containing photos, letters, and memorabilia of Ground Zero’s victims, including a photo and the New York Yankees baseball cap of my cousin Joseph DiPilato who grew up in the Mulberry Street tenement next to ours. Joe, an electrician, died while practicing his craft in the south tower on that fateful day. Just a short time earlier, my sister Bernadette watched the plane that would strike the north tower fly by her 41st story window in the U.S. Government building on Broadway before hearing the crash that began her own terrifying flight to safety. With these thoughts in mind, I wrote about Ground Zero and cyberspace, particularly about the myth, the magic, and the politics of my neighborhood, lower Manhattan. It was there that business and government leaders gave birth to the myth of a post-industrial society, enshrined it in two “purifying” towers, and then felt compelled to recreate the myth and the space in a “Freedom Tower” that once contained the pure dust of those towers. Almost two decades later I would build on this writing when my Page 140 →research interest turned to new myths surrounding the emergence of “smart” cities.

The Digital Sublime also took me back to Harvard where, on a memorable day to honor my Harvard mentor Tony Oettinger, I spoke about the honoree’s first book Run, Computer, Run, which, with great prescience (it was written in 1969!), chronicled the myths surrounding computer-assisted education. It was the last time I would see Tony. He and my other graduate school mentor, Daniel Bell, were in their own ways consummate New Yorkers—smart, driven, argumentative, and generous.

Even as I pursued culture as a starting point for understanding technology and political economy, I continued to carry out political economic analyses, most substantially in a 2001 collection Continental Order? Integrating North America for Cybercapitalism, co-edited with Dan Schiller. Dan and I had been meeting over the years since we left Temple University. I tried unsuccessfully to entice him and his partner Susan Davis, a folklore and cultural studies scholar, to leave the U.S. and take positions at Carleton. The university understood their talents and their value to help build a new PhD program. Dan and I settled on meetups at conferences or visits when I was on the West Coast, where we would walk the beach or head into the park at Torrey Pines in La Jolla to discuss the state of the world and potential joint projects. The trade liberalization program that had begun with the U.S.-Canada agreement was expanding in a disturbing way to include Mexico. Not satisfied to shift manufacturing jobs to China, multinational corporations eyed the southern neighbor as a source of cheap labor closer to the U.S. and Canada which would complete the deindustrialization of the two nations. Having successfully attacked trade unions, especially in the U.S., companies now proceeded to eliminate the jobs of the mainly non-unionized work force.

Continental Order? was our response to these developments. Specifically, it examined the growing pressure to integrate the United States, Canada, and Mexico in a liberalized trade regime and the consequences for workers, for media, and for culture. To carry out the project we enlisted experts on trade, technology, the media, and culture who could speak to the impact within each specific country and across North Page 141 →America. These included Richard DuBoff, Enrique E. Sánchez-Ruiz, Mari Castañeda, Vanda Rideout, Andrew Reddick and others. It was a special delight to include a political economy piece from my partner Catherine McKercher, who wrote about the implications of neoliberalism for print media in Canada and Mexico. It foreshadowed a time fast approaching when we would be partners not only in life but in research as well. As it turns out, the contributors were correct to worry about the wider significance of what appeared to supporters to be an economic arrangement that would guarantee continental prosperity. The first quarter of the twenty-first century dealt a powerful blow to the trade optimists, with the hollowing out of entire industries, real estate cataclysms, banking system collapses, all of which gave rise to right-wing populist reaction embodied in the political rise of Donald Trump. As Dan and I put it in our introduction, “At stake is the transition to a global economy, the balance of uneven development therein, the fate of national and public service principles, and the possible emergence of new countervailing forces that seek to resist the unfettered self-expansion of transnational capital.”4

During these years, I continued to work with civil society groups, especially Canada’s two major telecommunications workers unions: the Communications, Energy and Paperworkers Union, and the more militant Telecommunications Workers Union (TWU). Based in western Canada, the TWU was a legend in Canadian labor history. During one action against the major British Columbia telephone company, it responded to a breakdown in negotiations by occupying the major telephone exchange building in Vancouver for five days, taking over the switchboards and demonstrating its ability to operate the system without management. When the police arrived, TWU members were removed from the building and corporate control was restored. Elaine Bernard, a Vancouver activist and friend, who went on to head Harvard’s Trade Union Program, has famously chronicled this action in her 1982 book The Long-Distance Feeling: A History of the Telecommunications Workers Union. The TWU was an independent union, unlike the CEP which was a member of Canada’s major labor federation. That was both a strength and a weakness of the TWU. As we would conclude years later when both unions were the subject of research that Cathy and I worked on, Page 142 →TWU independence enabled the union to freely pursue radical strategies, but it also had few comrades come to its aid when help was needed.

Over the years I developed a close relationship with the TWU’s research director Sid Shniad, who energized the union’s activism with his involvement in numerous social movements. To help inform and mobilize the Left, Sid produced one of the early digital newsletters, which some of us fondly called “the Daily Sid,” an aggregation of news stories and other items of interest which he sent out to a long list of faithful readers, including academics, trade unionists, peace, civil rights, environmental, and feminist activists. It evolved over the years, but in the 1990s the “Daily Sid” would arrive with a ding on our family computer around dinner time each night. Cathy, the kids, and I grew to expect the “Daily Sid” with all the news that did not fit the mainstream media. At Sid’s and the union’s request, I worked on several regulatory and policy reports that advanced the union’s cause before Canada’s communication regulator and its federal labor board.

In addition to working on behalf of unions, I consulted with Canadian government agencies, in particular with the new Department of Canadian Heritage and with the National Library and Archives, whose research department was understandably concerned about the future of libraries and the vast store of information for which it was responsible. My work for these federal agencies resulted in reports for the Heritage ministry concerning the social implications of what was perceived as a shift to a “knowledge-based economy and society.” Another report, for the National Library, completed with the assistance of Sandra Smeltzer, a doctoral student who would go on to a professorship at Western University in Canada, addressed access to information and the digital divide. I could not help but reflect on the difference between the country of my birth, which abolished the Office of Technology Assessment when it dared to address these issues, and my adopted country, which had multiple agencies take on these same problem areas and had the courage to hire critical scholars to carry out the research and make recommendations for action.

My move from Queen’s to Carleton had enormous benefits. Because I could walk to my office rather than have to drive for two hours, I was home when Rosemary and Madeline returned from school every day. Page 143 →When she was young, I could walk Madeline to the school bus and enjoyed the cunning she used to get me to take her to the nearby candy store after school. It also gave me the time to drive Rosemary to and from school when she attended a downtown high school. Carleton was supportive whenever a new grant cycle arrived, shepherding me through the bureaucratic process successfully from 1989 to 2003. It also supported my efforts to create a doctoral program in communication which breathed fresh life into our school and gave me the opportunity to supervise and work with great students, several of whom went on to become university professors. Since I had a good relationship with the sociology department and with one of the leading critical political economists in Canada, Wallace Clement, I was able to work with and co-supervise doctoral students in sociology, three of whom were my former Queen’s graduate students. Gerry Coulter, Vanda Rideout, and Andy Reddick moved to Carleton to work with me. Gerry and Vanda would go on to head sociology programs in Canada and Andy became a leading voice in the public interest and policy advocacy communities. Moreover, Carleton had one of the only master’s programs in North America that offered a political economy degree. This provided me with additional opportunities to work with critical graduate students like Steve Jackson. Most importantly, I loved the students. My undergraduate classes were a model of diversity, including many new Canadians from Africa, Asia, and the Caribbean. In addition, most of the graduate students were eager to pursue critical communication research.

Nevertheless, there were problems, some of which stemmed from the clash between my values and the pressures the university felt when neoliberalism hit hard at Canadian universities. Trade deals sent manufacturing jobs to low-wage nations, leading to the deindustrialization of Canada, as it did in the United States. The neoliberal consensus meant it mattered little what government was in power, although more conservative administrations rubbed salt in the wounds by cracking down on trade unions, cutting back on the social safety net, and privatizing whatever they could. Universities were inevitably forced to cut back and to develop closer ties to business. Several incidents disturbed me at Carleton, but two stand out. It was important for the journalism side of our school to keep a low student-teacher ratio because so much of Page 144 →the work involved close supervision of reporting and editing. Given cutbacks, that would be hard to do well. I saw the impact first-hand as Cathy’s teaching time grew longer. To address this, the school was told it would have to solicit private funds to support hiring new faculty. There was simply no money, the administration told us, to replace retiring faculty. As a result, the leadership of the Journalism Department decided, pragmatically, to seek money for a position in business journalism. As it turned out, and without my knowledge, the school and the administration reached a deal with the association representing Canada’s powerful tobacco companies to contribute to such a position. I learned about that just prior to a school meeting with the university president. Livid, I directly challenged the morality of this decision and made clear to the president and my colleagues that I would do what I could to stop it. Sadly, except for a few faculty, including Cathy, most of our colleagues refused to protest. I enlisted the support of the major anti-smoking lobbying group in Canada, which, along with other organizations, publicized this dreadful decision widely. As a result, although we could not stop the decision, we made sure to bring public attention to it. Of course, this did not endear me to the decision’s supporters in the university who hoped to proceed with little attention drawn to the source of the funds—although the tobacco companies did require the school to post a plaque recognizing the financial support of their companies.

The second major incident occurred when an Alberta newspaper, the Calgary Herald, recently purchased by a company owned by the outspoken conservative media mogul Conrad Black, sent recruiters to Carleton to hire journalism students in the midst of a newsroom strike. As it was elsewhere, the journalism business was in turmoil in Canada. Firms specializing in industries like telecommunications suddenly caught convergence fever and began buying up newspapers just as the digital world began to capture newspaper advertising revenue. Facing this squeeze, newspapers and their new owners started paring back professional staff. Once the newspaper where Cathy had worked in Kingston came under Black’s control, almost all senior editorial staff was fired. When Calgary’s major newspaper became part of the Black chain, workers faced cutbacks in staff and demands for pay cuts. Workers resisted and a strike ensued.

Page 145 →It is common practice for newspaper companies to visit journalism schools to recruit young reporters for internships and jobs. However, in the case of the Herald, management was looking for reporters to replace their striking workforce and Carleton’s J-school initially co-operated. Cathy and I spoke to colleagues and asked for an emergency faculty meeting, where we passed a resolution saying we did not want the Herald to come to the campus to recruit students who would, in fact, be strike breakers. When the president of the university learned what we had done, he overruled our vote, though he agreed to move the recruiting visit to a different part of the campus. I contacted trade unions and gave media interviews to get the word out that a newspaper would be recruiting strike breakers on our campus. Thanks to activists among graduate communication students, protesters with pickets marched in front of the building. A few students trickled in for interviews, far fewer than would normally be the case. Nevertheless, as in the case of the “tobacco chair” and a number of other incidents, I could see that Carleton’s senior administration was ready to set aside ethical considerations to raise money, support the business establishment, and expand the university.

By the mid-nineties, Cathy and I began to worry about our future in Canada. The decline of the Canadian economy and some of its treasured public institutions raised serious concerns. In 1993, the province of Ontario elected a majority social democratic government that brought the promise of progressive measures to deal with the need for affordable housing, improvements in health care, and financial help for families living in poverty. Instead, facing the crisis brought about by neoliberalism, the government failed on most every issue. Big cutbacks at universities led to hiring and salary freezes. In addition, the campaign for Quebec independence was heating up. The future of Canada was in greater doubt than it had been in many years. Always keen to explore new possibilities, sometimes without sufficient reflection on the potential consequences, I began to seriously pursue jobs in the United States. During my sabbatical at Harvard in 1993–94, I visited what had become the University of Massachusetts at Lowell on a few occasions, reacquainting myself with old friends and colleagues Levon Chorbajian and Fred Sperounis. The latter had risen to become a senior administrator, Page 146 →enabling him to develop programs and hire faculty who challenged the neoliberal consensus. Soon after returning to Canada, as I was putting the finishing touches on The Political Economy of Communication (1996), Fred hired me as a consultant to explore the development of a communication studies program at Lowell. During this time, I learned that Thomas Guback, a leading political economist of the film industry, a former student of Dallas Smythe, and a mentor to Janet Wasko and many other critical communication scholars, would soon retire from the University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign. The university was preparing to hire a senior political economist to replace Tom and, if interested, I would be a leading candidate. Each of these possibilities had a fundamental flaw that ultimately led us to say no.

In the case of Lowell, I was asked to apply for the position of dean of the college responsible for the humanities and social sciences. That would be the only way I could get what I genuinely wanted, which was a program in communication studies. I initially agreed and, following a lecture at Ohio State University, I flew to Boston. However, the closer I got to Boston, the less interested I became. I was an activist scholar, not an administrator. Thankfully, once I recognized this, I cancelled the interview and put an exclamation point on the experience by taking in a Boston Red Sox baseball game at Fenway Park instead. As for Illinois, the prospect of following in the footsteps of Dallas Smythe, Herbert Schiller, and Tom Guback and joining one of the leading communication programs in the world was enticing. Cathy and I were offered positions. However, Cathy was asked to give up tenure at Carleton and take a non-tenured position in a journalism program where, in her interviews, she faced outright hostility, most likely owing to petty academic politics. Initially, we accepted the offers and even returned with our children to look for housing. The visit was okay, but I realized that most of the benefit of the move would accrue to me. It was my dream job. Cathy would have to earn tenure and our teenage children would have to leave behind their friends and the city they had grown up in for a small university town in the Midwest. Weighed down by these concerns, I pulled the plug, wishing we had never accepted the offers in the first place. The only satisfaction came when first Robert McChesney and then Dan Schiller were hired in the Page 147 →program, assuring me that the political economy of communication would be in good hands for some time at the university.

These were also years when our family faced several personal tragedies. My brother Anthony, who kept me company as a baby when I worked on my Regis studies in the back room of our Mulberry Street tenement, lost his life to addiction. He had been in and out of rehabilitation facilities for many years. A cheerful, endearing young boy, with the most beautiful eyes and the widest smile, Anthony retained his sweetness even during the worst of his addiction, but could not free himself from his wretched demons. Cathy also lost her brother Bill who, like Anthony, was the youngest of four children. Born with Down Syndrome, Bill was institutionalized at age two and a half, in a facility that we later learned was deeply flawed. It embodied the worldwide failure of the institutions charged with treating people with intellectual disabilities. Both Anthony and Bill died well before they should have. Cathy’s mother died suddenly in January 1996, less than a year after Bill, and mine passed away some months after Anthony. In the late 1990s we reeled from one death after another, trying to help Rosemary and Madeline cope with too many losses. We all carried on as best we could, experiencing many dark days, even as we began to prepare for the time when we would be sending off our children to create lives of their own. Rosemary and Madeline were great joys and seeing them head to university filled us both with pride and with a deep sense of loss.

To revive its public higher education system, after years of decline, in 2000 the Canadian federal government decided to fund 2,000 or so senior and junior research chairs that might keep accomplished Canadian scholars from leaving the country and better entice some who had left to return home. Soon after the program was announced, the Sociology Department at Queen’s advertised for a senior Canada Research Chair in my field and encouraged me to apply. After much discussion with Cathy, we both recognized that it would probably be wise for me to return to Queen’s. The position came with reduced teaching and attractive research funding. With our children off at university, it would be much easier to commute, and we were determined to do it together. To help make this new life work, we replaced working together in the same school with a joint research project that would focus on Page 148 →our mutual interest in labor, trade unions, and social movements in the communication and information industries. Our research proposal to fund the project was successful, and we toasted our new life by dancing at a 2004 Union for Democratic Communications conference in St. Louis, at which I was presented with the Dallas Smythe Award for my contribution to the political economy of communication. All appeared well, until, one month later, Cathy faced the health challenge of her life.





Page 149 →Chapter 9.

LABOR DAYS AND SLEEPLESS NIGHTS


Power concedes nothing without a demand.

Fran Drescher1



When I returned to Queen’s in 2003 as Canada Research Chair in Communication and Society, I was in a quandary about what research direction to pursue. On the one hand, as I completed all the prepublication work on The Digital Sublime, it was clear that there was more work to be done in this area. In fact, as I walked along Lake Ontario just across the road from the Queen’s campus, I thought about a book, tentatively titled Shock and Awe, which would explore the importance of the sublime throughout society, not only as it arose from digital technology. Moreover, taking a cue from the televised devastation of the “shock and awe” war in Iraq, I thought it would provide an opportunity to explore the dark side of a condition whose transcendent qualities I had described in my earlier book. As a political economist, it was clear that the sublime was increasingly a manufactured product that could be used, for example by the military, to shift the ideological landscape. In 2007, Naomi Klein would demonstrate something along these lines in her powerful book The Shock Doctrine.

There was also unfinished business in an area I had written on from time to time over the previous twenty-plus years: labor and trade unions in the communication industry. Back in 1996 on the day I began the daily journal entries that continue to this day, I referred to a book on labor in the information industries as a likely project for the future. Subsequently, the dot-com crash had a significant impact on the technology sector. No longer was it viewed as the promised land for workers who had lost out in the neoliberal transformation of the manufacturing Page 150 →sector. What were the prospects for labor now that the lustre had worn off the tech industry? Big tech companies like Worldcom, Northern Telecom, and Global Crossing were crashing and the startups (remember Pets.com?), which had received extraordinary funding, were rapidly disappearing.

As is sometimes the case in making research decisions, personal considerations can take on an importance that often goes unrecognized. I was no longer working in the same department as Cathy, nor even in the same city. We had built a wonderful relationship and had grown closer through all of the bumps and bruises that inevitably come along from time to time. Our children were now out of the house and developing lives of their own. Cathy and I began to discuss the possibility of a joint research project in an area that we both cared about a great deal. The subject of her dissertation was how unions representing newspaper workers were transforming themselves to keep up with—and get ahead of—the digital technology that was taking over their work. Cathy was especially interested in what this meant for trade unions representing these media workers. We were both aware that “convergence” had become a buzzword across the communication industries as technology and corporate mergers began to break down the barriers separating newspapers, broadcasting, and other media and information sectors. Following this pattern, as Cathy had demonstrated in her 2002 book Newsworkers Unite, the unions that had represented employees in these sectors were also converging into multimedia organizations to make them stronger. Little was being done to assess the impact of these developments on workers and none of the convergence experts talked about labor convergence.

Convinced that this was an important set of issues to address and eager to see what it would be like to work together, we decided to give it a try. The more we thought it over and talked about it, the more sense it made. While we shared a perspective on how to think about these issues, our specialities lay in complementary areas. Cathy had extensive professional experience and now a research record in journalism and I specialized in digital technologies. Eventually, this led to our collaboration on a project that produced a series of case studies on trade union convergence in North America and then internationally. Once again, Page 151 →SSHRC funding over six years greatly assisted our project. It helped us to produce a special issue of the Canadian Journal of Communication (2006) devoted to labor, technology, and convergence as well as a series of books including Knowledge Workers in the Information Society (2007) and The Laboring of Communication (2008). Over the course of our labor project, Cathy and I made many wonderful connections with labor scholars and activists. Among the ones we most cherished was with Ursula Huws, the renowned feminist and labor scholar based in the UK where she directed a Europe-wide research project on digital labor and edited the journal Work Organisation, Labour and Globalisation. We teamed up with Ursula to edit a special issue of the journal, which also became the book Getting the Message: Communications Workers and Global Value Chains (2010). Our research funding also helped train numerous graduate students, many of whom would become part of a new generation of digital labor scholars.

Cathy and I presented our project design at the 2004 meeting of the Union for Democratic Communications in St. Louis where our dear friend, Manjunath Pendakur, presented me with the Dallas Smythe Award for my research in political economy. It was a special treat coming from Manjunath because he understood more than most Smythe’s role in the creation of the political economy of communication. Then, one month later, came the shock of a diagnosis none of us expected. Cathy had breast cancer. She would need surgery, chemotherapy, and radiation. Determined to pursue both her good health and our project, she insisted we go forward by hiring graduate students and carrying on the work. She was determined, as was I, to shrink, if not eliminate entirely, the labor blind spot in communication research. Under a cloud of fear, including two occasions when she was perilously close to dying, first from a dramatic drop in her white blood cell count and then from blood clots, she and I soldiered on. When her immune system collapsed, I remember looking at Cathy as she was wheeled into a hospital room and seriously wondering if she would be alive the next morning. With the benefit of a new immune boosting drug, Cathy survived and, when her strength returned, she resumed treatment. A few months later, when the clots threatened her life, I was in Swansea, Wales, helping Madeline get set up for her college year abroad. As a result, Cathy had to get herself Page 152 →to a hospital and phoned me from there. Once again, I wondered if this conversation would be our last. And once again, a good health care system brought her back to health.

The North American portion of our project, which occupied us for the first three years, involved in-depth studies of how unions responded to convergence in the media and information technology industries. We carefully chose a set of case studies starting with the Communications Workers of America (CWA), which had merged with the Newspaper Guild and represented employees at the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation, Canada’s national broadcaster. We documented how these Canadian workers benefited enormously from the CWA’s help with funding and publicity during a strike action. In her first career as a journalist, Cathy had been a member of the Newspaper Guild and the International Typographical Union (ITU), both of which had become part of the CWA. I knew the research director of the CWA and, when she was healthy enough, Cathy and I travelled to Washington for interviews at the union’s headquarters.

We wanted to examine a union that had successfully organized workers across the entirety of the communication production and distribution process. The obvious choice was a union I had worked with for two decades, the CWA’s counterpart in Canada, the Communications, Energy, and Paperworkers Union of Canada. The CEP was the first union to represent workers throughout the media production process, including lumber workers and paper producers, journalists and electronic media workers, as well as employees at Bell Canada, the major telecommunications company in Canada.

Television and film workers were also in upheaval with workers represented by unions that had sometimes fought and sometimes cooperated but had failed at several attempts to merge. These missed opportunities to bring together the Screen Actors Guild (SAG) and the American Federation of Television and Radio Artists (AFTRA) weakened workers in these industries. Given the close attention these unions received in both general and specialized media like Variety and the Hollywood Reporter, there was a strong record of their activities. Nevertheless, as was our practice over the years, Cathy and I interviewed key officials at both unions. I make a point of this because academics often accept the Page 153 →view that document evidence is sufficient material for a research project. As an experienced journalist, Cathy knew that interviews were essential. I had the benefit of recalling Tony Oettinger’s admonition, as I was getting to work on my doctoral dissertation, that I absolutely had to talk to central figures in the broadcasting industry before I could come to any conclusions about its history and current condition. Like many bookish academics, I tended to balk at the suggestion that I needed to talk to people in the field. Eventually, I learned my lesson. Whether it was to chronicle the history of the political economy of communication or the story of trade unions in the information industries, I concluded that gathering evidence through both formal and informal interviews is essential. In this case, Cathy and I headed to Los Angeles to meet with key union representatives to learn more about what had kept these unions apart and what were the prospects for a successful merger. We continued to follow this issue long after our project was over and were able to chronicle their eventual success in building one big television and film union in North America. This resulted in our final joint publication, a 2019 chapter in a book that honored the contribution of Janet Wasko to communication and film studies. To complete the story, when SAG-AFTRA went on strike in 2023 against the oligopoly that dominates the audio-visual industry in the streaming age, labor unity contributed mightily to major gains for its members.

In the final portion of this project, we studied workers in the North American technology sector. Comparatively older companies like Microsoft and Apple were quickly recovering from the dot-com bust and emerging out of the chaos were Amazon, Google, and Facebook respectively in e-commerce, search, and social media. There were no unions in these companies largely because they crushed any attempts to organize. However, through the research of Michelle Rodino-Colocino, we got wind of an interesting attempt to organize workers at Microsoft outside of the formal unionization process. Workers concerned about the labor situation at the giant software company began meeting informally and eventually established what came to be called a worker association, in this case the Washington Alliance of Technical Workers or WashTech. It was not a formal labor union but managed to bring together and serve workers at the company. We learned that the association had achieved Page 154 →some success, partly through an affiliation with the Communications Workers of America, by providing representation and benefits for the freelance workforce at the company. It also served as an information clearing house that alerted the Microsoft workforce about developments that the company kept from its employees, such as anticipated layoffs. Thanks again to the grants we received from SSHRC and the research funding provided by the Canada Research Chairs program, we were able to fund research on this portion of the project by a highly talented doctoral student at Queen’s, Enda Brophy. I had taught Enda at Carleton where he was an M.A. student and he joined me in 2003 when I moved to Queen’s. Enda made a study of WashTech one of the cases in his remarkable doctoral dissertation on information worker organizing in Canada, the U.S., and Italy. He has since gone on to a successful academic career at Simon Fraser University in British Columbia and is now a leading digital labor scholar.

Given technological convergence, the expansion of global supply chains, and the rise of large transnational businesses, we agreed that it was necessary to situate digital labor research in a global context. To that end, Cathy and I focused the second half of our project on the international labor movement. In addition to examining the political economy of global supply chains and the new international division of labor, especially labor organizing in non-Western countries, we paid particular attention to global labor organizations pursuing convergence. The idea was to identify important examples in distinct areas and assess their performance. These included the International Federation of Journalists, which brought together a diverse collection of workers within one media industry; the Union Network International, a new organization growing rapidly to meet the need for a worldwide body supporting the convergence of media labor across all the communication industries; and the International Labor Organization (ILO), the exemplar for how labor convergence operates within a United Nations organization.

At the same time, we aimed to go beyond formal labor organizations to study the emergence of new organizations in non-Western countries. To accomplish this, we hired a doctoral student, Andrew Stevens, who had a strong interest in call center labor in India. Our funding supported his field research, interviews, and document analysis on two Page 155 →labor federations in India. I followed up with field research, including interviews with labor organizations in Delhi. The first was a major participant in information technology-driven global supply chains, the New Trade Union Initiative (NTUI), which brought together some 300 trade unions representing more than 500,000 Indian workers. The second was the Union for IT Enabled Services (UNITES), which organized workers across the information and communication technology sectors and ran successful contract drives with one of the many outsourcing firms in India, as well as with an international call center in Hyderabad. We focused on these organizations because they represented new efforts to transcend traditional political party-oriented trade unionism in India. Furthermore, they each responded with different approaches to convergence in the knowledge sector—NTUI organized across industries, whereas UNITES focused on the information technology sector. Finally, each had relationships with the three international organizations mentioned above, particularly in attempts to build global labor networks to meet the challenge of outsourced communication and knowledge labor. Our project examined this new burst of trade union activity in India and assessed how it faced the challenges of convergence. Andrew did brilliant work under very difficult circumstances. Shortly after arriving in Mumbai for field work on technology workers in that city, militants from Pakistan attacked a luxury hotel near where Andrew was staying, and we were not able to contact him for a few fretful days. Thankfully, we eventually learned that he was safe and able to complete field work and his dissertation on call center organizing. Our work resulted in a joint journal article. After completing his degree, Andrew published a book on his research, Call Centers and the Global Division of Labor (2014), took a position, which he continues to hold, at the University of Regina in Canada, and was elected to a seat on the Regina city council, where he advocates for labor rights.

Our team’s studies in this area ran from 2004 to 2011 and, while covering a vast spatial and thematic terrain, featured several key points. First, we adopted a broad definition of knowledge labor to include all those who are involved in the chain of producing and distributing information products and services. This is important analytically because it recognizes that information is significant in all knowledge labor, not Page 156 →just among those who directly produce content for the cultural sector. Workers in a Taiwanese chip fabrication factory are knowledge workers alongside those who write on the devices driven by those chips. It is also of considerable political significance because insisting on distinctions between creative, cultural, and industrial or line workers implicitly promotes a stratified workplace and makes building large, powerful worker organizations more difficult. Academics working on information society issues tend to see both their era and their role as special. This leads some to reject the continuities in capitalism and their own position as workers alongside others who sell their labor in the marketplace.

We also established that it is essential to credit knowledge workers with agency and not just see them as defenseless in the face of a tsunami of technological change and corporate power. Creating unions, worker associations, or other forms of worker mobilization demonstrates the capacity of workers, to paraphrase Marx, to make their own history, even if under conditions that are not of their own making. Furthermore, we showed that trade unions which came together in this rapidly converging industry were more successful at organizing, better at collective bargaining, and stronger in political activism than those going it alone. Admittedly, labor convergence also involved the risk to a union of losing its identity, a particular danger for those that came out of a radical tradition. In addition, while traditional trade unions have an important role to play in the knowledge and information industries, it is crucial for scholars to examine the growth of all types of worker associations. Decades of attacks from corporations and governments have made it hard for workers to organize formal unions. For many employees, especially in the technology sector, worker associations are the only alternative to complete capitulation. They also represent a potential first step to full unionization. Today’s technology landscape does not just include Big Tech, it also encompasses unions at Amazon as well as worker associations that team up with traditional unions and with global federations, like the Union Network International, to pursue the long struggle for worker rights around the world, including in China. The latter provided me with a fruitful opportunity in later years to expand my digital labor research horizon. From the vantage point of 2023, it is deeply gratifying to observe the growth of successful organizing drives and, Page 157 →in industries as diverse as automobiles, entertainment, and high tech, successful strike actions. Additionally, more Americans now think positively about trade unions than in many years.

During these years I also published several theoretical accounts on the political economy of communication, focusing on new developments in the field a decade or so after my 1996 book appeared. This led to a quandary about whether to produce a new edition. I had little interest in making cosmetic revisions. That struck me as both a waste of my time and unfair to readers who should not have to pay for the promise of a new edition that features little more than a few updates. For an undergraduate course on economics, I was required to purchase the latest edition of the standard text, Paul Samuelson’s Economics (1948) which was slightly modified each year to yield fresh classroom adoptions. Aside from its many shortcomings rooted in ideological devotion to neoclassical models that demoted issues like corporate concentration and the many critiques of capitalist exploitation to the status of deviant cases, the book used its position as the dominant text in the United States to generate revenues for its publisher and for Samuelson over the course of nineteen editions. Nevertheless, despite my reservations, and sparked by a general desire to explore new areas, I recognized that the political economy of communication had grown over the decade and readers would be interested to learn of new developments in the field. A second edition would also provide an opportunity to incorporate responses to the original. Especially after hearing from colleagues and former students who asked about a new edition, I decided to explore the possibility.

I remained uncertain about the project until March 2005 when I met in London with Julia Hall, a senior editor at the publishing house Sage, to discuss an altogether different project. Academic life contains more discarded than completed projects and I was there to talk about one that did not come to pass, in part because she was receptive to a second edition of my 1996 book. In London with Cathy and our daughter Madeline, who was continuing her study abroad program at Swansea University in Wales, we were feeling festive. We had met up with Madeline in Swansea, visited the town and headed to London for an activist holiday. In addition to visiting the usual tourist sites, including walks through London’s gardens overflowing with spring daffodils, we celebrated Cathy’s recovery Page 158 →from cancer treatment. Because she had been in the midst of chemotherapy when Madeline and I first came to Swansea at the start of her study year, Cathy’s primary memory of that first trip was taking herself to an Ottawa hospital when blood clots threatened her life. Now she was with us and could join hundreds of thousands of protesters rallying in Trafalgar Square against the war in Iraq on a day when it seemed that all the world was in the streets demanding an end to the Bush-Blair war. It was during that trip that I met up with Julia to discuss the idea of co-editing a critical research methods handbook with Peter Golding. Having edited numerous books over the years, the project attracted me more for the opportunity to work with Peter, one of the leading proponents of a class analysis of communication media, than with what Sage expected of its handbooks. When I turned the conversation over to a second edition of my political economy book, Julia expressed a strong interest.

[image: In the midst of a dense anti-war protest crowd in London, Vincent Mosco’s right shoulder lightly touches Catherine McKercher. Their daughter Madeline, with long dark hair, leans in from her right. All three are seated and wear shaded spectacles on a bright day.]
Figure 9. Participating in protests is often a family affair. At this major anti-war demonstration in London in 2005, I was joined by Cathy, whose hair was growing in post-chemotherapy, and Madeline, who was studying in Wales that year.

Page 159 →The book project with Peter did not work out but I remained in a quandary because of another such project. As her energy returned, Cathy and I began to discuss a major publishing undertaking that would give our labor research and the work of other labor communication scholars greater visibility. Soon after her treatment was completed, Cathy and I travelled to the University of Colorado when a dear friend and colleague Bella Mody invited me out to give the opening lecture, on global labor convergence, in a series supported by a chair position she had recently received. It was lovely to spend time with her and another friend and colleague Andrew Calabrese. Because Andrew edited a series with the publisher Roman and Littlefield featuring work in critical communication, we discussed the possibility of including work from our research in his series. We traded ideas and ultimately focused on the potential for two books, one co-edited and the other co-authored. He liked the idea and soon I faced the thought of taking on contracts for three book deals. My quandary was short-lived, as I came to realize that I wanted to take it all on—two books on labor in the information society and a new edition of The Political Economy of Communication. I am indebted to Andrew for his contribution to critical communication and for his support at a time when there was uncertainty about the extent to which Cathy and I could meet our goals.

During this time, I slowly gathered material for the second edition of The Political Economy of Communication, greatly aided by the research assistance of David Lavin, who had been one of my first undergraduate students at Queen’s when I returned in 2003 and was now working on a master’s degree. I must admit to being especially fond of local Kingston students, particularly those coming from the working class. My first graduate student at Queen’s, Gerald Coulter, whom I had taught in 1985, was a first-generation university grad from the rural outskirts of Kingston. He would follow me when I returned to Carleton to complete the PhD and eventually became a professor and Sociology Department head at a Quebec university. I asked David, who had carefully studied the first edition, to head to the library and download print updates of articles that I would need for every chapter in the book and to annotate each relevant work. Eventually, I would wade through boxes of this valuable material which greatly enriched the second edition.

Page 160 →I was determined to make the book more accessible without sacrificing what I felt was an ongoing need to theorize the field. To do this, I started the book with an overview that summarized my argument and expanded the number of chapters which were also shortened to make them a bit more digestible. I began with an analytical approach in two chapters that defined political economy and mapped schools of thought. Three historical chapters followed to introduce the political economy of communication and bring it up to date. The third of these was especially important because it described the state of the field since the first edition appeared. This brand-new chapter focused on five key developments that emerged over the decade or so since the first edition: the globalization of the field, the application of a political economy approach to the history of communication, new standpoints of resistance especially coming from the feminist and labor movements, the incorporation of new digital media into the political economy of communication, and the integration of political economy research and political activism. I then provided updates to theoretical chapters that had appeared in the initial volume covering commodification, spatialization, and structuration. A concluding chapter stressed the relationship between the political economy approach and those on its borders, particularly cultural studies.

I completed much of the writing while on a winter-semester sabbatical in 2008. My paradise was Del Mar, a small beach town north of San Diego. I had visited for the first time in 1979, at the invitation of Herb Schiller to give a seminar in his program at the University of California San Diego. I was put up at an ordinary hotel in a spectacular location—a cliff overlooking the Pacific. Little did I know then that the memory of overlooking the sea would lull me to sleep through many a cold Ottawa winter’s night and, more importantly, that I would return many times to that spot over the next thirty years. That included the winter of 2008 when I returned to that same hotel, remodeled over the years, but with the same inspiring vista. I planned to spend three months in a hotel room reviewing the copy-edited version of our book The Laboring of Communication and completing a draft of a revised second edition of my political economy book. Our special issue of the Page 161 →Canadian Journal of Communication and Knowledge Workers in the Information Society had appeared and our friend, the journalist and doctoral student Carrie Buchanan, had done an excellent job of copy editing both labor books. I had written some of the first edition of the political economy text back in 1995 in that same hotel and repeated the process thirteen years later.

Perhaps I should have reflected more thoroughly on my high school reading of the Odyssey and especially the story of the seductions of Calypso, whose paradise destroyed the hero’s crew and would have gotten him too, were it not for help from the gods. The seductions of my Del Mar paradise not only made it hard to concentrate. They also led me to question why I needed to work at all. I had the ocean, an endless beach, a cliff made for long runs, and a rarely occupied jacuzzi in front of my hotel room where I could soak my way through novel after novel. Should I not just drop the second edition, review the copy edits of our labor book, and get back to Calypso? I debated to the brink of depression and floated the idea of dropping the Sage book to my editor Mila Steele. She came to my mental rescue, as she had done before, by demonstrating her understanding and offering a plan that my overly rigid mind had not contemplated. Why not, she suggested, delay completion for a few months, pursue the writing at a more leisurely pace, and spend more time enjoying the southern California sunshine. Grateful for the advice, I exhaled in relief at the new arrangement.

More evidence that paradise is often less than it promises arrived soon thereafter, during a visit from Cathy and Dan Schiller. On our walk into town, a lovely main street ending in restaurants with views of the sea, I looked left into a small branch bank and noticed a man pointing a gun at the head of a terrified bank manager working away after the bank closed for the day. I shouted “Run!” to my companions and we flew up to our dinner spot and warily spied the sidewalk as I phoned the police to report the crime. We then proceeded to ease the tension with three margaritas each. Later that evening an investigator got in touch to ask for a more detailed description and informed me that I might be asked to return to San Diego to testify. The promise of Page 162 →a free trip back to paradise hastened my affirmative reply. Happily for the residents of Del Mar, the robber was captured the very next day when he tried to hold up another bank, but unhappily for me, I was not invited back for the trial. Over that winter, more peaceful visits from Cathy, family, and friends, as well as a conference in Texas during which Lawrence Grossberg and I made tipsy toasts to the eternal friendship of political economy and cultural studies, I completed my planned work.

There were many examples of how critical communication studies and especially political economy were growing during this period. The IAMCR section on political economy had expanded and was also preparing its own journal which would debut in 2013. In addition, Janet Wasko, Graham Murdock, and Helena Sousa edited The Handbook of the Political Economy of Communications (2011) which brought together the work of leading scholars from the United States, Canada, Latin America, Europe, and Australia. The Union for Democratic Communications continued to hold conferences and developed its own journal, Democratic Communiqué.

I was particularly struck by the spread of the approach throughout Asia, something I experienced first-hand then and continue to do so today. During this time, I gave lectures on the book in Beijing, Shanghai, and Taipei. It was especially moving to speak in Beijing’s Great Hall of the People at the 2007 Beijing Forum where life’s contradiction—or, if you will, the strange workings of the dialectic—became readily apparent. There I was, in the main hall of the Communist government, the house of Mao and his successor, speaking on the need to promote media democracy and was received with a level of enthusiasm that I doubt I would have encountered from a similar lecture in the United States. Political economy lectures in India and a semester in Singapore, where I held the Shaw Foundation Visiting Professorship at Nanyang Technological University, gave me the opportunity to introduce political economy to more students and researchers. Chinese translations of the new edition of my political economy book and of The Digital Sublime further expanded their reach.

Thanks to the translation of the first edition of my political economy book by a scholar at a university in Taiwan, my work made its way to Page 163 →China where it reached a young Professor Cao Jin at Fudan University in Shanghai. After reading it, Cao Jin contacted me and we began a professional relationship that has lasted to this day. At one point, after a lovely boat ride with her and Cathy on West Lake in Hangzhou City, she broached the prospect of putting together an annual summer school and a regular series of co-edited English language books that would bring the work of critical Western communication scholars to China. Owing to her determination and skill at working with a variety of people, from scholars like Graham Murdock and me, to government bureaucrats and the ever-vigilant Communist Party, our summer school and book proposals succeeded. Finally, Cao Jin and I shared the training of Jianhua Yao, a student who worked with her on his master’s degree at Fudan and joined me at Queen’s, where I supervised his PhD. Jianhua produced a remarkable dissertation that addressed the transformation of China’s publishing industry, its impact on the workforce, and what workers have done to improve their conditions and maintain professional standards. Owing to his excellent work Jianhua is now a senior professor and a leading figure in the study of digital labor in China at Fudan University in Shanghai.

I continued to carry out policy research on behalf of Canadian communication workers’ unions during this time. My interest in the issue of workplace surveillance gave rise to a piece of quantitative content analysis that helped unions engaged in collective bargaining on the issue across Canada. This benefited enormously from a collaboration with Simon Kiss, who was a graduate student in political science at Queen’s. He and I got wind of an online database that included most of the contracts negotiated by Canadian unions. Since workplace surveillance had become a significant issue in Canada, as it had elsewhere, we thought it would be interesting to do a quantitative content analysis to determine the extent to which unions were able to get language limiting surveillance into their collective agreements. We found that fewer than expected contracts addressed surveillance and that most were in those negotiated by public sector unions. As part of the project, Simon and I produced model contract language that we shared with Canadian unions including my own faculty union at Queen’s where I served on the Executive.

Page 164 →After completing my first term as Canada Research Chair at Queen’s, I decided to seek a renewal, as well as take a turn at the headship of my department. Once again, I drafted extensive academic plans for the next six years, only to have another tragedy overturn them.





Page 165 →Chapter 10.

MARX IS BACK


Sometimes, in writing, you have to give up control, take a Zen attitude, and go where you’re being led, which is often right back to where you came from.

Zadie Smith1



I began 2010 by taking a greater role at Queen’s University. I generally supported the Canada Research Chairs program because any additional assistance to a beleaguered higher education system was welcome. However, there were two big issues with the program that concerned me. First, there was a significant gender divide favoring men for these positions, which is only now being remedied. The other was the creation of a two-tiered professoriate that favored CRCs by excusing them of most teaching and administrative responsibilities. I understood both issues and tried to do what I could to support more women CRCs, particularly by writing strong evaluation letters. I also took on more teaching and administrative work than did most chairs. In 2009, while working on my own chair renewal application, I contemplated taking on the presidency of the faculty union at Queen’s and the headship of my department. In 2010, when the good news of my chair renewal arrived, I agreed to lead my sociology colleagues. On the expectation that I would be spending more time in Kingston, Cathy and I rented a lovely, spacious apartment overlooking Lake Ontario and began a double commute, so that we could be together either in Kingston or Ottawa as often as possible. As we prepared for a new set of challenges, little did I know that this would be my final year in a formal academic position.

Unable to function well without a clear research and publication plan, I was contacted by a publisher asking about my interest in writing a book about the relevance of Marx’s work for the field of communication Page 166 →studies. The worldwide economic collapse of 2008 had renewed interest in his work, even in the mainstream media, which remarkably took up pages explaining why the German scholar’s message on capitalism, exploitation, and struggle was finding a receptive audience. I agreed to do so, completed a book proposal, and soon signed a contract. I ultimately decided that taking on the union presidency in a bargaining year, along with the headship and a new book project, would be too much, so I dropped that idea but remained on the union executive.

The opportunity to explore Marx’s significance for communication studies was exciting. It took me back to that formative course Hisham Sharabi taught on European intellectual history at Georgetown and the epiphany I experienced on reading Marx’s The German Ideology (1845/46) for the first time. It also led me to reflect on a seminar paper I wrote for Daniel Bell on the complexities of Marx’s perspective on religion and to the chapter I contributed on Marx and communication for Bertell Ollman’s The Left Academy (1986). It would be a return to some of my most important intellectual encounters.

As all of this came together, Cathy and I received a phone call from our daughter Rosemary who had just completed a summer position with the National Parks Service in Washington, D.C. and was settling into her new apartment in the Boston area. We assumed she would be asking for career advice. We were wrong. She had found a lump in her breast. We suspected a benign cyst. After all, 29-year-olds don’t get breast cancer, do they? It turns out, they do, and she did. The morning I learned the shocking news is seared in my memory. Rosemary phoned the Kingston apartment and gave Cathy the sad news. I was in my office when Cathy phoned, and was utterly shaken. I staggered for a few long minutes and then told the departmental administrators that I would be leaving for Boston immediately to be with Rosemary. Thankfully, Cathy was waiting for me in our Kingston apartment where we met, embraced, phoned Rosemary, and, when we dried our tears, drove to the airport in Ottawa where we boarded a flight to Boston. With no direct flights, we had a stopover in Toronto where we would clear U.S. Customs and Border Protection and fly on to Boston. There, as bad luck would have it, I encountered the worst Customs officer I had ever faced. In answer to the standard question about why we were traveling, I explained that we Page 167 →were going to see our daughter who had just received a cancer diagnosis. Without raising an eyebrow, he checked my U.S. passport, as required, and then asked to see my Canadian one (I am a dual citizen and carry both). Never had I been asked to do this and, coming at this stressful time, it was, to say the least, puzzling. When I asked why he needed to see that passport, the officer replied curtly that Canadians often hide their travel to “axis of evil” countries in their Canadian passports. He knew that I was visiting my daughter who suffered terrible news. He had no right to ask for the Canadian document. Nevertheless, I complied, tucking away in my memory bank yet another reason why I left the United States to make Canada my country of choice.

On our arrival, after hugs and tears with Rosemary and her partner, she took Cathy and me aside and asked us to promise that, in the event of her death, we would remain together. There was no doubt we would, but she did not want the stress of her passing to overcome us and our relationship. Rosemary survived several surgeries, chemotherapy, radiation, and several years of drug therapy. We owe a great deal to her partner who did everything from reading the latest scientific papers to arranging to have her care transferred to an oncologist who specialized in young women’s breast cancer at the Dana Farber Cancer Institute. Cathy was also a hero. She had a sabbatical leave that fall 2010 term and spent much of it helping Rosemary and her partner as well as taking care of her father, who was dying of prostate cancer back in Ottawa. After returning to work in the winter term, Cathy juggled her teaching commitments in Ottawa with trips to Boston and Kingston. I had to remain in Kingston to head my department but the impact of this terrible blow, especially after already having been at Cathy’s side for her cancer treatment, convinced me that I should leave my formal academic career. I announced my retirement in February 2011 effective that July.

That first year after Rosemary’s diagnosis was profoundly stressful. We knew that the survival rate for young women with severe cancers was not great and we sweated out numerous surgeries and other close calls. Rosemary, like her mother, was strong and, with little drama, determined to carry on with her life. The gloom was temporarily set aside during a wonderful 2010 Christmas family celebration at Rosemary’s home to toast the holiday and share in the joy of her engagement to be married. Page 168 →Rosemary’s partner turned a behind-the-scenes group tour at the New England Aquarium in Boston into an engagement party, complete with a ring which Rosemary was coaxed to find in a snake tank—a nod to her love of reptiles. The new year brought more hope amidst the trauma and eventually a wedding under a tent in the Berkshire Mountains. As if there was not enough drama that year already, the ceremony began as a hurricane blasted through the region and carried on through the next day. Staff at the mountaintop retreat understandably fled to their homes but left us with a well-stocked kitchen and the run of the place for as long as we wished. A potential disaster turned into an extended celebration, including improvised nature tours led by Rosemary and her friends.

My final year at Queen’s was a roller coaster ride. There were people in my department I had known since I first arrived at the university in 1984, including the Marx scholar Rob Beamish, the feminist activist Roberta Hamilton, and the criminologist Vince Sacco, with whom I shared many laughs over the years about what it was like to be Italian in one of “waspiest” universities on the continent. Sharing my news was not easy. It was especially hard to tell Bob Pike, the man who hired me back in 1984, and Elia Zureik, my research partner for our project on workers and new technologies.

Frankly, I felt like I spent the year walking through a thick fog. My darkest fear, that cancer would eventually leave me without a partner and both of my daughters, made it hard to concentrate. Again and again, I tried to start the book on Marx and the media but, for the first time in a long time, words refused to come. I visited Boston as often as I could and kept a promised commitment to give a talk in Shanghai, a place that usually revived my spirit. Faculty and students were deeply appreciative, and the city provided an altogether different world that allowed me to escape from whatever problems I needed to confront back home. That was not the case this time. I scheduled the trip on dates that would not conflict with Rosemary’s next surgery, but the surgery was rescheduled at the last minute for the day before I was to lecture. As a result, I spent a sleepless night in a Shanghai hotel refreshing my email awaiting word from Cathy, who was with Rosemary for the operation. It was as if everything was out of sync.

Page 169 →In my final year at Queen’s, I prepared for life as an independent writer by developing an alternative to the plan for a project on Marx. For a start, I hired four graduate students to investigate different aspects of Marx’s work. I also made my way through writing by and about him, particularly his work as a journalist for the New York Tribune, later known as the Herald Tribune. Following on this theme of Marx and knowledge labor I paid special attention to the notebooks known as the Grundrisse (1857). I also could not help but follow the remarkable growth in mainstream media articles on the surge in popularity of the German intellectual and activist.

Reluctantly, I concluded that in the short run, at least, a book about Marx and the media was completely out of the question. Though I struggled to pull my thoughts together, I realized I lacked anything close to the intellectual and emotional energy necessary to produce a manuscript. Reluctantly, I backed out of the book deal. But I did want to continue to take advantage of the growth in popular and scholarly interest in the work of Marx. I concluded that the best way to proceed was to find an interested partner. The work of a young scholar, Christian Fuchs, based at Uppsala University in Sweden, caught my eye after I read his research on the importance of Marx for understanding the digital world. In addition to writing on the subject, Fuchs produced an online scholarly journal, tripleC, that featured important work on critical communication. I sat on the journal board, liked what I saw of his work as both a scholar and an editor, and approached him about producing an issue of the journal on the theme of Marx and the media. Christian agreed and, after considering whether to invite articles or put out a general call, we decided on the latter and were overwhelmed by the response.

Submissions arrived from all over the world. They included work by leading activists and critical communication scholars, including senior professors, such as the American Gerald Sussman who wrote about propaganda, and junior academics, like the Canadian Nicole Cohen, who addressed the struggles of freelance journalists. One of the benefits of an online journal is that there is no limitation on the number of pages. Nevertheless, after months of reading and editing submissions, we rejected some and asked for revisions from others. In total, we published twenty-nine articles including our introduction and my original Page 170 →contribution “Marx is Back, But Which One? On Knowledge Labor and Media Practice.” We grouped the work into four broad categories, beginning with the role of media in capital accumulation. We then turned to the critique of ideology, to alternative methodologies for the study of media, and finished with a group of articles on struggles over the development of socialist media.

My written contribution focused on three themes: explaining the resurgence of interest in Marx, assessing the relevance of his work for understanding knowledge labor in the information society, and examining the experience of Marx as a practical knowledge worker, primarily in the years he spent as a working journalist. There is nothing like a global economic crisis to trigger a surge of interest in Marx’s work. That was the case in the Great Depression of the 1930s and it returned when the Great Recession of 2008 saw the collapse of the financial and real estate industries across the Western world. The difference between the two periods is that after the fall of the Soviet Union, it became less threatening than it was in the 1930s to talk about the relevance of Marx’s writing.

I then asked to which of the many shades of Marx’s writing communication scholars should pay closest attention. The easy answer was, and still is, the entire corpus, from the early work on consciousness, ideology, and culture, which has informed critical cultural studies, through to his later work on the structure and dynamics of capitalism, the contribution that provides a foundation for the political economy of communication. I insisted, however, that there was, and still is, a special need for communication scholars to focus on work that does not neatly fit into either of these two broad categories, namely, his thinking on immaterial labor contained in the Grundrisse and his contribution to professional journalism. The Grundrisse provides important insights into the significance of knowledge or immaterial labor. His journalism, including his relationships with newspaper publishers, editors, and censors, offers evidence of how Marx thought about and practiced the work of a knowledge laborer. They are each intrinsic elements of what I have called the laboring of communication.

The project with Fuchs was successful for reasons that extend beyond the important contributions that our many participants made to the Page 171 →relevance of Marx’s work for communication scholars. It is to his great credit that Christian made two elements central to the development of the journal tripleC, online publication, which reduced costs, and publication under a Creative Commons license, which enabled widespread electronic distribution. I am grateful that he extended the latter to the Critical Digital and Social Media Studies series that publishes this memoir, thereby enabling me to share it at no charge by providing interested readers with an e-book. But it was the substance, however easily distributed, that drew the interest of established publishers and scholars interested in translations. The result was the publication of revised versions of the journal articles, plus some new additions, in two books that appeared in 2015 as part of a series on critical research in sociology for the publisher Brill. Marx and the Political Economy of the Media, and Marx in the Age of Digital Capitalism were both translated into Mandarin and the second volume into Farsi. A group of critical scholars published a Turkish edition of the original journal articles. Coming after difficult personal times, the Marx project was enormously gratifying and uplifting. It erased some of the guilt I was feeling about not completing my own book on Marx and the media. It also encouraged me to continue the pattern of post-retirement partnerships.

Cathy and I liked to joke about how our dear friend and colleague Cao Jin from Fudan University was never shy about asking us to join her in a variety of endeavors. A visit to Shanghai to give a single talk (mine) and a short paper on a conference panel (Cathy’s) once turned into a multi-city speaking tour for both of us. Later, when Cathy was working on a different research project or helping one or another family member, I would go over alone and find myself suddenly zipping across the country on a bullet train to lecture in western China. When in 2011 Cao Jin contacted me about putting together an edited book of critical work by Western scholars, I considered it a good opportunity to introduce more of China’s students and scholars to Western critical communication research. It was also a potentially exhausting enterprise, particularly at a time when my emotional energy was lower than I would have liked. As a result, I enlisted a colleague and friend from the University of Ottawa, Leslie Regan Shade, to join us in working on the book. Leslie, who became a senior professor at the University of Toronto, was both Page 172 →hard working and well connected to vast networks of information technology and feminist scholars. Thanks to Leslie’s hard work and Cao Jin’s remarkable skill at acquiring a publisher who quickly produced a paperbound edition, the project succeeded beyond our expectations. The book circulated widely in China and gave valuable exposure to the work of young Western scholars who addressed growing class, gender, and racial divides and the challenges to democracy and privacy brought about by social media. Describing the rise of social movements in the West that arose around these issues held powerful lessons for readers in China.

Once again, I owe the ability to formally give up my academic position to trade unionism. Without the benefit-rich contracts Cathy’s union at Carleton and mine at Queen’s had fought for over the years, it would not be possible for this 62-year-old to retire and continue to live comfortably. Because of our strong unions, I was able to leave with an excellent pension as well as supplementary medical and dental insurance, which topped up the already excellent public health system available to all Canadians. Thanks to these benefits, Cathy was able to retire when she was ready three years later. All of this enabled us to spend more time with our children and, eventually, our grandchildren. It also enabled us to spend more time on activism including, in 2011, participating together in the Occupy Wall Street encampment in lower Manhattan.

As I contemplated what would be next in this new time in my life, I continued to receive invitations to write articles and book chapters. In the past, I would choose to accept or reject based on current commitments. I now took a different approach. Wanting to feel that I was still working and let others know that my mind was still in the game, even if I did not maintain my university position, I accepted most invitations as long as I could choose a co-author. There was an additional benefit. Such projects allowed me to maintain working ties with former graduate students I had supervised and help them build their professional profiles.

While finishing her dissertation on the digital humanities movement, my Queen’s student Andrea Hunter, now a professor at Concordia University in Montreal, agreed to co-author a chapter on virtual dystopias that I was invited to contribute for the Oxford Handbook of Virtuality (2014). I was particularly interested in the project because of a Page 173 →longstanding substantive interest in utopia, one that I have begun to pursue systematically in recent years. It also provided a first cut at the theme of virtual and augmented reality, the much hyped and much criticized metaverse, a subject that I have also now given special attention. The chapter was important conceptually because it gave Andrea and me an opportunity to explore the “other side” of the sublime, a concept whose positive vision of transcendence occupied The Digital Sublime. As writers from Kant to Edmund Burke and on down through the years have insisted, the sublime also encompasses strong feelings of powerlessness in the face of transcendent dangers. The Grand Canyon is sublime but so too is the atomic bomb, which taps deeply into visions of dystopia.

Dystopia is compelling, we concluded, because images of ghoulishness and strife are ways of dealing with mortality and the presence of evil in the world. The terror these invoke make real and imaginable the great unknown that is death. Dystopia offers a type of sublime transcendence that allows people to face all forms of horror, without actually having to experience them. Nevertheless, the relationship between virtual dystopia and reality is complex and porous as the two realms intermingle and inform each other. We explored these themes through three cases in popular culture, beginning with the novel Mona Lisa Overdrive, William Gibson’s 1988 perceptive preview of cyberspace, which played on the relationships between virtual and real bodies. Next, we took up Christopher Nolan’s 2010 film Inception which produced a Russian doll of dreams nested within dreams. Finally, we ventured into the world of gaming, where World of Warcraft has given two decades of players the experience of socially sustained virtuality, as teams of combatants meet in cyberspace to fight off virtual enemies.

There was a visceral pleasure in writing this chapter, as there has been in other explorations of the cultural world. It is a feeling that I do not typically find in my work on political economy. Pleasure from the latter comes from a feeling of understanding, however partially, the big structural story and the grand processes that slowly move the tectonic plates of society. The attraction of the cultural is to make contact with what Raymond Williams referred to as the “structure of feeling” that is evoked by a rich understanding of how people make meaning within or opposed to the dominant political economy.

Page 174 →My next partnered project was a chapter on the rise of a political economy approach to the media in the UK. For this I enlisted my former student Enda Brophy, who was a professor at Simon Fraser University in British Columbia. Enda has a deep understanding of the political economy tradition as well as the range of critiques it has faced. When Philip Bounds and David Berry invited me to write a chapter for their book British Marxism and Cultural Studies (2016), Enda was an obvious choice for co-author. We wrote about how, alongside the cultural studies turn that emerged in the UK during the 1970s, a political economy perspective grew from the work of Peter Golding, Graham Murdock, Nicholas Garnham, James Curran, Colin Sparks, and other British scholars. They examined and critiqued the growing concentration of power in private media and the decline of the BBC and other media that once maintained a vibrant public sphere in the country. Their work detailed how a liberal-pluralist vision of the mediascape was losing out to the more extreme belief, neoliberalism, which insisted that the private market, not public regulation, was the most efficient means to produce and distribute media resources. Their approach explained this development and helped to create public alternatives to the neoliberal world view led by the Rupert Murdoch empire and other private corporations that increasingly dominated UK media.

Over the years, it has not been unusual for my work to be included as the alternative to the dominant theme of a book. In the case of the chapter with Enda, our contribution was the exception to the book’s focus on cultural studies. I have not always accepted such invitations because they sometimes feel like little more than tokenism. As with most decisions about whether to take on an invited writing request, weighing the benefit of reaching an audience against that feeling takes considerable reflection. I typically side with the former but not always.

In my final collaboration in this period, instead of the alternative to a cultural studies theme, I was asked to write a book chapter on political economy as the counterpoint to a set of chapters on the economics of the internet. A former student and then professor at York University in Toronto, Patricia Mazepa, came immediately to mind when Johannes Bauer and Michael Latzer inquired about my interest in writing a political economy piece for their Handbook on the Economics of the Internet Page 175 →(2016). Pat was deeply interested in political economic theory and especially in social class analysis. While a student at Carleton, Pat was also a leading activist on the campus.

Pat understood, like few other students, the richness of Michael Denning’s The Cultural Front (1998), which chronicled the rise of progressive cultural resistance to unbridled capitalism in the mid-twentieth century. Pat wrote a brilliant dissertation on the cultural front in Canada, with particular attention to the political economy of Canada’s contested public sphere comprised of institutions like the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation. Drawing on archival material, she also described challenges to the “official” public sphere emanating from socialist, immigrant, and other alternative cultural formations. We had also earlier co-written a journal article on the development of a high-tech district in the city of Ottawa and its consequences for social policy.

Our chapter for this Handbook applied a political economic perspective to understand the internet or what was then called Web 2.0, to distinguish the social media web from the early days of the internet when email and texting were the primary forms of online communication. Since the dot-com bust of the early 2000s, five companies had come to dominate the internet, the so-called GAFAM or Google (now Alphabet), Apple, Facebook (now Meta), Amazon, and Microsoft. These took the lead in making the internet a world of online commodification, turning every transaction into a marketable product through the sale of data, through digital advertising, and by marketing information about users. As a result, the GAFAM became the most valuable companies in the history of capitalism. Along with the rise of massive government surveillance and an expanding digital divide, the internet, we maintained, had failed in its promise to advance participatory democracy. Even the highly touted computer-assisted Arab Spring had turned into a digital winter. Pat and I were pleased to provide a critical alternative to the mainly mainstream economic analyses that filled the collection. In addition, just as I had felt energized by revisiting my intellectual roots in the work of Marx, I found it exhilarating to return to my foundation in the study of new technologies.

Meanwhile, I continued to supervise the doctoral students I took on before retirement and promised to work with through to completion. Page 176 →Some of the old routines continued to occupy my time. There were letters of reference for students and colleagues, reviews of submissions to academic journals, assessments of book proposals and manuscripts, and requests for book endorsements. But the only time I would meet new students was in the brief encounters that occasional lecturing provided. This was especially the case in China, where Cao Jin’s proposal for an annual summer school based in Shanghai was accepted. With a good pension and gold-plated benefits, I had few regrets. I would miss dear colleagues and friends at Queen’s but not the two-hour commute from Ottawa. Retirement would give me more time to spend with my family and plenty of opportunities to promote critical communication research and activism.





Page 177 →Chapter 11.

THE INTERNET OF EVERYTHING


A just machine to make big decisions …

We’ll be eternally free yes and eternally young

Donald Fagen, “I.G.Y. (What a Beautiful World)”1



By the start of 2012, bits of normality began to return to our family. At Christmas, Rosemary and Madeline, along with their partners, joined us for a traditional snowy December holiday in Ottawa. Rosemary’s natural complexion and hair were returning, and Madeline was enjoying life in my hometown of New York. At the same time, there were adjustments to make. Although I had numerous sabbaticals and research leaves over the years, there was always a university, colleagues, and students to provide a professional and intellectual home. Now, at age 63, I would no longer have that home. It was time to absorb the reality of full retirement from the university world. It had been forty years since I began teaching, most of which had me preparing lectures over the summer, introducing myself to a fresh batch of students in September, marking papers in December and beginning it all again in January. The seasons of the academic year would no longer matter in my life. The primary remaining focus to my professional life was research and it helped sustain me in this transitional time. We had come a long way since the world of new technology was led by cable television and communication satellites and I was getting ready to take on the next wave. It was something I would embrace once the fog of personal issues lifted, as it slowly did when 2013 approached. Nevertheless, there were setbacks.

It is not unusual for the side-effects of cancer treatment to linger. Cathy’s immune system seems to have been so shaken by all the drugs she took to boost her immune system and treat her cancer in 2004 and Page 178 →2005 that a simple hepatitis-B shot in 2008 set her body at war with itself. We had intended to travel to Singapore early in 2009 where I would lecture for a semester. Instead, we worriedly marked time between 9-1-1 calls, paramedics injecting EpiPens, and waits in a hospital emergency room, hoping that all of this would pass. It did. And so did the most critical times for Rosemary, when my brave daughter who, like her mom, just wanted her life back, completed multiple surgeries, chemotherapy, and radiation. Eventually, both got their lives back. Cathy returned to teaching and research and Rosemary to her writing career, to her environmental activism, and to long hikes in the woods in search of birds, reptiles, and amphibians. We all rejoiced when in 2013 her sister Madeline was married at Caneel Bay in the Virgin Islands, a place where the sky competed with the sea for the prize of most spectacular. There was something fitting about going from Rosemary’s 2011 wedding as a hurricane battered our mountaintop retreat to 2013 when on a warm, sunlit day we gathered with friends and family at a placid tropical bay to toast Madeline’s. Everyone there felt like we were celebrating more than a wedding. It was a time to appreciate that we were alive, together, and once again able to breathe.

Of course, there was no shaking the fear that cancer might return. As my former Queen’s colleague Cathy Krull once told me: “You learn to live from scan to scan.” We still do, but without as much of the dense fog that clouded my family’s lives for years. Eventually, I began to think about new projects that I could work on by myself and perhaps get back to writing books. It is not that working with co-authors was a problem. Quite the contrary. From my earliest work with Janet Wasko, Elia Zureik, Robert Pike, and Dan Schiller to my numerous collaborations with Cathy and Cao Jin in recent years, it was always a good experience.

[image: Smiling broadly, Janet Wasko appears taller to the right of the author, as they pose for the camera in front of a distant mountainous landscape rising upwards even higher behind him. Below and behind them is a small section of the Great Wall of China.]
Figure 10. Janet Wasko and I, shown here at the Great Wall of China, have enjoyed many years of fruitful collaboration and always look forward to seeing each other at meetings.

I had also enjoyed working with student co-authors because they were without fail conscientious and genuine co-authors. Beginning with Andrew Herman in the 1970s, Mary Louise McAllister and Clarence Lochhead in the 1980s, Vanda Rideout, Andrew Reddick, and Steve Jackson in the 1990s, Patricia Mazepa, Simon Kiss, David Lavin, and Andrew Stevens in the 2000s, and on to the students I worked with in retirement, including Enda Brophy and Ian Nagy. Co-authoring with students has been a great experience as well as mutually beneficial.

Page 179 →Nevertheless, my most satisfying times were spent completing single-authored books. Who knows why? Perhaps it was ego, perhaps it was because I spent my graduate education among faculty at Harvard who valued writing single-authored books over publishing multi-authored articles in academic journals. Right or wrong, from graduate school on, I believed that the book was the gold standard in the academic realm, and I tended to feel most fulfilled professionally when I had a book project on the go. My final pre-retirement book, the second edition of The Political Economy of Communication, was published in 2009, and, although a thorough revision, it was based on an earlier work. The Laboring of Communication, which appeared in 2008 was a joy to write but that was primarily because I wrote it with Cathy. I would have to go back to 2004 and The Digital Sublime to find my last new single-authored work. I was getting itchy to produce another. Then a radio broadcast guided me to a topic that enabled me to scratch the itch.

Page 180 →I began to come across articles on what was increasingly called “cloud computing,” a term used to describe a system that stored information and software in distant data centers that relieved the need to maintain local storage in facilities on site and on individual computers. Companies and governments were finding it convenient and cost-efficient to move their data “to the cloud.” They were also beginning to automate decision-making by using new data analysis capabilities to create algorithms. Thanks to this systemic shift in computer technology, big data analytics had arrived, and I began to seriously consider my next book, which would become a trilogy on the digital world. The Cloud, as it was being called, would serve as the starting point.

Since the subjects of my books are often examinations of the next wave of new communication technologies or the ones lying just over the horizon, I have been questioned about whether there is a tendency to technological determinism in my work. This is a fair question to ask of any analysis that begins with a new technological formation like cloud computing, but my answer is always an emphatic “No.” There is a clear distinction between the concepts of determinism and of a starting point. The former implies causality and tends to essentialism, both of which I have resisted taking on in sociological analysis. A starting point is merely an acknowledgement that all discourse begins somewhere. It is a way of calling attention to a new development without indicating that a technological innovation is necessarily generative or conclusive—certainly not something to which all other forces can be reduced. Whether it is the technology that made possible cable television, email, or cloud computing, these are all instruments or starting points to enter the discussion of a social field. I chose cloud computing and big data analytics because they provided good ways to begin thinking about the transition taking place in the social relations of computer communication. The Cloud could thereby be viewed as a platform, both in the technological sense, for the services which the hardware and software enable, and also in the conceptual sense, as part of a field for observing social change.

Over the years I have been struck by the hyperbole that tends to accompany the arrival of a new technology or technical system. My preference is to treat riffs on yet another computer revolution as myths Page 181 →that fill a need for storytelling, and which provide marketing strategies to win over hearts and open wallets. Nevertheless, as is also often the case, there appeared to be genuine substance to some of the claims made about cloud computing, particularly when accompanied by the growing capacity to analyze data in the Cloud and use the analysis to automate decision-making in algorithms.

My initial inclination was strengthened when, one Sunday afternoon, while cleaning up our kitchen after a meal and listening to radio, as was my habit while doing chores, I happened on an interesting broadcast that led me to stop what I was doing and focus on the story. It told the tale of a fourteenth-century anonymous monastery manuscript whose popularity was growing among a wide swath of both deeply religious as well as deeply secular people. Called The Cloud of Unknowing, it was written by a senior monk to provide training for novitiates. The title was a reference to the cloud of mundane information that one needs to transcend in order to find God. Until, the book insists, the reader escapes this cloud and learns to ignore the trivial bits of information that get in the way of genuine wisdom, there is little hope of developing a spiritual life.

I was surprised to hear of the book’s resilience over the centuries and particularly to learn that it became popular among atheists and agnostics, now including the many such people who fill positions in the technology world. Unusual for a book promoted in the Christian world, The Cloud of Unknowing clearly owed a great deal to Eastern traditions, including Buddhism and Hinduism. This theme interested me, but I was especially taken by the metaphor of the cloud used to raise questions about what constitutes a meaningful life. Searching further, it was not hard to conclude that clouds have served as a useful image for thousands of years, including in my own experience. I thought about Aristophanes’ play The Clouds, one of the best satires I read in high school, about David Mitchell’s novel Cloud Atlas (2004), a pre-metaverse time-space bender, and about Joni Mitchell’s Clouds (1969), her anthem to life’s mysteries. These are just a few among the many iconic treatments of what happens, as Mitchell sang, “when clouds get in our way.”

Thoughts like these deepened and extended my initial inclination to write a straightforward political economy of cloud computing. In my estimation, a genuinely successful book is a stretching exercise Page 182 →containing a core theme that moves in one or more directions. This movement broadens the significance of the theme and expands the reader’s understanding and imagination. It takes the dominant view of a concept and recasts it so that it is not just an explanation within the bounds of widely accepted knowledge. It also aims to recapture a discursive terrain and perhaps even repurpose it for more critical ends. In short, books, including academic ones, are as often acts of the imagination as they are of the intellect. In my 2014 To the Cloud: Big Data in a Turbulent World, I sought to recast the central core of cloud computing in historical and cultural directions. I knew I had a book project when all three components—political economic, historical, and cultural—took on enough clarity in my mind and in my imagination.

At the heart of my argument was the centralization of computer communication in a handful of cloud computing companies led by Amazon and Microsoft, that presided over the top tier of the tech power structure and quickly captured market share in cloud computing. Companies like these were building cloud data centers all over the world, enabling them to profit by selling data storage and services derived from data analysis. To carry out these business functions required deepening surveillance which the centralization of information in the Cloud greatly facilitated. The Cloud and big data analytics also provided governments with the tools to expand mass surveillance, build algorithms to automate control, and otherwise insinuate the state into what Michel Foucault referred to as the capillary level of social management. To capture these developments, I relied on the terms surveillance capitalism and the surveillance state to identify how business and government were making mass surveillance an integral part of carrying out their essential functions. Capitalism and the capitalist state enabled cloud computing and this powerful new tool helped make possible surveillance capitalism and the surveillance state.

There was nothing inevitable about these developments. What came to be called the Cloud was more generically a computer utility, a socially shared facility to store, process, and distribute data for a small community or an entire society. To illustrate this, I began the book with a history of several different attempts to develop computer utilities in the Page 183 →West, the Soviet Union, and in Chile under the social democratic government of Salvador Allende.

In 1966 Douglas Parkhill, a Canadian government researcher wrote The Challenge of the Computer Utility, describing how to bring the power of information technology to everyone. Parkhill foresaw the arrival of cloud computing and envisioned the link between this form of information storage and provision and the public utility form of resource management that had worked to deliver water and electrical power. Similarly, the American J. C. R. Licklider, a primary source behind the Arpanet, the Defense Department’s precursor to the internet, anticipated the Cloud with his vision of a universal system made up of a handful of computers provisioning the world with data and software. Still another computer pioneer, John McCarthy, imagined public utility networks built on the model of computer service bureaus that provided centralized IT services for subscribing customers.

Meanwhile, in the Soviet Union, the computer utility idea moved forward rapidly until it abruptly ended. In 1962 the Chairman of the USSR’s Academy Council on Cybernetics made the importance of the marriage between computers and economic planning absolutely clear when he announced that communism would be built by using what he called “cybernetic machines.” With these words, the Soviet computer utility was born. A network of computer centers across the vast expanse of the USSR would gather a continuous stream of data from shops, factories, and offices. Planners would use the data to assess the success or failure of policies and to plan, in the minutest detail, future economic activity. This was a blueprint for state-directed cloud computing in the service of central economic planning. U.S. intelligence services, already worried about the growth of Soviet military might, feared what might result. As it turned out, not much. Computing power sufficient to run a national economy spanning the Soviet Union was years in the future. Moreover, the country’s own military feared encroachments on its power and funding by social planners and worked against the project. Finally, entrenched distribution networks that privileged interpersonal relationships resisted impersonal computer models.

The nation of Chile had its own flirtation with computer-assisted planning of a slightly different sort. With the assistance of American Page 184 →computer experts Stafford Beer, Norbert Wiener, and other first-generation cybernetics enthusiasts, the country experimented with computer-assisted economic planning. With what came to be called Project Cybersyn, the government of Salvador Allende embarked on a program to build a computer communications network that would help run the nation’s economy. I had written about this project decades earlier in Pushbutton Fantasies but could now link it to debates about cloud computing. Like the Soviet system, it would process and display information on economic activity in real time. But unlike the USSR’s system, Cybersyn would use the information to help workers and local managers participate by providing information and making decisions. The goal was to get workers involved in the development of production models, in the design and implementation of technology, and in economic management locally and nationally. Limited computer resources and the fall of the Allende government in a U.S.-assisted military coup ended Project Cybersyn. However, it remained important for a history of cloud computing because the experiment demonstrated that the story of the Cloud contains a significant chapter from outside the United States, the Soviet Union, and other centers of world power. Project Cybersyn was proposed and designed primarily by engineers and planners in what was then called a Third World country, in the minds of some a backward nation that should have been concentrating on mining copper for transnational corporations instead of experimenting with computer-assisted planning. It was consciously proposed as an alternative to standard models of economic development on offer from the United States and the Soviet Union because it sought a balance between centralized and decentralized control, and between the overall needs of a firm and the autonomy of its component parts.

I chose these historical examples because they posed questions that needed to be raised, but which were ignored by cloud computing enthusiasts. How is it possible to create computer systems that bring about equity and efficiency through centralization without sacrificing local autonomy? How can data analytics facilitate democracy without overwhelming it? Can computing be used to advance national development without giving up civil liberties, a free and open media, and individual autonomy? These examples helped to stretch the concept of Page 185 →cloud computing by embedding it within social forces and opportunities that resist the tendency to assume that the technology will necessarily develop in a business context to maximize profit. They demonstrate that there are genuine alternatives especially if the goal is to advance equity, democracy, and social justice.

Taking history seriously can broaden the vision of technology but so too does taking discourse seriously. This means examining the concept of the Cloud as a multifaceted cultural construct. To that end I devoted the final section of the book to a consideration of how, in many different historical contexts, the cloud has been featured in writing, performance, and art. This would serve as a counterpoint to the very banal origin of the term “cloud” in cloud computing, which arose from the engineering diagrams that displayed the links between key nodes in telecommunications networks as stereotypical clouds. For example, Aristophanes’ play The Clouds satirizes Socrates as a combination huckster and pedant, manipulating information for his own ends, only to be chastised by the all-seeing cloud chorus. The anonymous author of the admittedly didactic The Cloud of Unknowing challenges the reader to transcend a world overwhelmed by information to reach genuine knowledge that draws on the imagination. For David Mitchell, who works the same territory but in the form of the novel (Cloud Atlas), the cloud that counts is drawn from a rich pool of subjectivity, including emotional intelligence, that is sensitive to the risk of reducing consciousness, character, and spirit to a few notable data points. The quantified self makes about as much sense as does an atlas of clouds.

Perhaps because clouds can literally obscure what science can conclude about climate change, they have become prominent features in art as visions that challenge the imagination. Prominent examples include Andy Warhol’s Silver Clouds (1966), which I visited on exhibition at the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York City when I was researching the book. Similarly, there is Tomás Saraceno’s Cloud City (2012), an assemblage of reflective modular cloud figures which sat atop the roof of the Met at the same time, encouraging people to climb through and see their own images changing in the shifting clouds. Saraceno has continued to produce his clouds of the imagination in other venues that extend Warhol’s work as ways of knowing and Page 186 →experiencing the world outside the narrow confines of the clouds that surveillance capitalism continues to create. His work echoes the power of René Magritte’s famous work The Empire of Light (1954), a painting that features the bright blue of a daytime sky filled with puffy white clouds that oversee a row of houses which are, by contrast, in nighttime darkness. Something is awry in the clouds and on the ground. We call on Magritte to question the seeming harmony of cloud networks and on Saraceno to see ourselves in the reflecting glass of his cloud. Where are we in cloud computing?

Artists addressed this question directly by producing work about cloud computing. One leader in this approach is Tamiko Thiel whose Clouding Green (2012) displays what she calls a “massive, augmented reality cloud” over eight major Silicon Valley cloud computing providers to visually identify their impact on the world’s climate. These surreal representations depict differently colored clouds based on a 2012 Greenpeace cloud computing report “How Clean is Your Cloud?” In doing so, Thiel built a bridge across the divide between cloud computing and cloud culture with the goal of creating both art and environmental awareness. In the hands of this gifted artist, clouds of data come alive with the emotional resonance needed to energize an informed response to our climate challenge. This convergence of technology, art, and politics also leaves us with hope that what appear to be dark clouds forming on our collective horizon are far from inescapable.

To the Cloud benefited enormously from the growth of critical communication networks, including in China, where immediately after publication several publishers in that country bid for translation rights, which were ultimately won by Renmin University Press. Soon thereafter, publishers in Spain and in South Korea put out translated editions. The University of Colorado Professor of Communication Andrew Calabrese advised me on the choice of the book’s initial publisher, Paradigm, which was based in Colorado. Committed to producing critical scholarship, Paradigm’s staff, from its director to its excellent editors, could not have done a better job of correcting my mistakes and smoothing out my academic prose. Like many small presses, Paradigm eventually had to sell its entire operation to Routledge, but the transition was so seamless that I experienced no problems in the process.

Page 187 →During my research I visited Dan Schiller in New Mexico to ask his advice on the book and, as has been the case for many years, Dan was enormously helpful, advising me to include a full chapter on the marketing of the Cloud. This sent me off to explore how big companies like Microsoft and Salesforce were buying advertising space, including very expensive placements during the National Football League’s Super Bowl, as well as making full use of all social media outlets. Transgressive counter ads also sprung up to attack big Cloud companies for ignoring environmental and surveillance issues.

[image: Facing the camera in the foreground, the author, wearing a baseball cap and casual jacket, stands in front of Dan Schiller, who is wearing a white sun hat. Schiller’s stretched arms circle the author and Susan Douglas, to his right. Behind them is a large plain and low-lying hills of a New Mexico landscape and a clear sky with a few cumulus clouds.]
Figure 11. With two of my favorite friends and colleagues, Dan Schiller and Susan Davis, during a visit to Santa Fe, New Mexico, in 2012.

Inspired by the growing popularity of critical approaches, a host of graduate students in Canada, the UK, and China made a mark on the book by contributing thematic suggestions and references. A younger generation of scholars, including Christian Fuchs, Marisol Sandoval, Daniel Paré, Aliaa Dakroury, and Jianhua Yao, helped by providing me with lecture opportunities and informal advice. Books, even single-authored Page 188 →works like this and my next two, have always been collective enterprises and, from the U.S. to China, the expansion of critical communication networks greatly helped these projects. As I noted earlier, my books have also often been family affairs, and this was no exception. For research on To the Cloud, my son-in-law Derek Morton accompanied me on a visit to the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York City. An expert photographer, Derek captured the essence of both Andy Warhol’s and Tomás Saraceno’s installations featuring variations on the cloud theme. My daughter Madeline tracked down an infamous Microsoft advertisement featuring a mother who uses the company’s Windows Cloud service to tame her unruly family by turning family photos in which her kids act naturally into the kinds of lifeless images of perfectly presented children that mothers allegedly really want to preserve. The ad concludes with a satisfied mom pronouncing “Windows gives me the family nature never could.” My book dedications tend to go to family, from my grandparents to my grandchildren. In this case, I made an exception, choosing instead to dedicate it to my therapist Louise LaPlante, whose intelligence, skill, and empathy helped bring me back to writing books after the trauma of my daughter Rosemary’s cancer diagnosis silenced my keyboard. I did so to honor Louise and to encourage everyone to look after their mental health.

[image: The author, smiling broadly, stands beside a banner adorned with the image of an octopus and reading “Octopus Books. octopusbooks.ca.” To his right, Aliaa Dakroury, in a dark jacket and headscarf, smiles following a successful book launch.]
Figure 12. I didn’t always hold formal book launches but I particularly enjoyed this one at an independent bookstore in Ottawa in 2014. Aliaa Dakroury, a professor at St. Paul University, graciously agreed to be emcee.

The year To the Cloud appeared was also special because Cathy and I received an award for our research partnership. In 2014 the Association for Education in Journalism and Mass Communication honored us with the Professional Freedom and Responsibility Award for outstanding achievement in research and activism. The opportunity to work together on projects that mattered, particularly for workers in the communication and journalism industries, was reward itself. Nevertheless, the occasion to celebrate with friends, colleagues, and our daughter Rosemary, who came to the event, was a very special joy. It was also gratifying and humbling to be in the company of previous recipients, including I.F. Stone, Noam Chomsky, James Carey, Studs Terkel, Bill Moyers, Molly Ivins, Ben Bagdikian, Nina Totenberg, and Christopher Hitchens.

Cathy chose to retire in 2014. A few years my junior, Cathy held off because she enjoyed teaching journalism at Carleton. Not only was she Page 189 →responsible for producing generations of grateful students who filled the newsrooms at the CBC, the Globe and Mail, and the alternative media, she had co-authored with colleagues the major reporting textbook assigned in journalism classrooms across the country. Eventually Page 190 →she would ease her way into retirement on a plan that her union had negotiated permitting faculty to teach half time for three years at two-thirds pay and full benefits with a promise to retire when the three years were up.

Not long after To the Cloud appeared, I heard my friends in Shanghai inquiring about a translation and about lecturing on the book in China. That resulted in talks at the 2016 Fudan Summer School.
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Figure 13. Fudan University’s Summer School brought together scholars from inside and outside China. Graham Murdock and I were among those who participated with the dynamic Prof. Cao Jin at the 2016 session in Shanghai.

I also received an inquiry from the UK publisher Emerald inquiring about my interest in writing a more general primer on the state of the digital world. The company was developing a series that would feature short accessible books on current social issues. I decided to accept because it enabled me to address a fresh form of technological convergence, one that major companies and governments could use to solidify both surveillance capitalism and the surveillance state. To the Cloud intrigued me with the combination of a new, very material cloud under construction around the world. It also provided an opportunity to explore the public utility concept and address the material and cultural significance of the cloud metaphor. But to complete the picture Page 191 →of its significance, I needed to pull back the camera and take a wider-angle view of the digital world of which cloud computing was one piece. The result was my 2017 book Becoming Digital: Toward a Post-Internet Society.

The new configuration of the digital world comprised not only the Cloud and big data analytics. In addition, scholars and policy makers increasingly needed to account for the growth of the Internet of Things, which brought the processing power that heretofore was primarily embedded in separate computer devices to many more of the objects we encounter in everyday life. Thermostats, cars, doorbells, mattresses, light bulbs, toothbrushes, and a host of other devices quickly became “smart” in that many of them now came with processors that sensed, communicated, and self-adjusted based on modifiable software. Along with advances in wireless network speed and capacity, technological convergence had reached a new level of intelligent integration that provided individuals and organizations with expanded powers. I took on the book project to explore the significance of this development and, more importantly, to alert readers to several significant problems that this new configuration either created or deepened.

These problems began with the concentrated wealth and power of the quintet atop the digital world: Google (which became part of the holding company Alphabet after a corporate reorganization), Apple, Facebook (now Meta), Amazon, and Microsoft. I concluded that as these became the five most valuable companies in history, the only challenge to their power came from China where Alibaba, Baidu, Tencent, and Huawei were growing behind the Great Firewall of protection that restrictions on foreign entry provided. Concentration made it even more likely that commercial imperatives would drive the development of this new phase of the digital world and crowd out any alternatives, such as the requirement to serve the public interest.

Promoted with a discourse that put the term smart front and center, this new world of technology would also make possible so-called “smart weapons,” such as attack drones that wreaked havoc on both enemy combatants and civilians. These systems also required massive increases in power consumption which worsened the environmental consequences, especially for the problems of climate change and the disposal Page 192 →of e-waste. Moreover, the vast expansion of computer-equipped devices created more opportunities for surveillance, enabling companies to market information on users and governments to invade the privacy of citizens. It also greatly expanded the potential for hackers to attack individuals and entire communities whose commitment to “smart” systems put their energy, water, and communication infrastructures at risk. Absent significant changes in government policies which would amount to a major retreat from neoliberalism and the restoration of historic public interest protections for citizens, the digital world would do more to deepen, rather than overcome, the existential challenges the planet already faced.

Most writers agree that that there is an almost irresistible tendency to rewrite a book in the mind even long after it has been published. That is especially the case with books about current technologies because technical systems can evolve quickly. This is why I have found it important to focus on the social forces and relations that shape digital systems as well as on the principles needed to properly assess them. In the case of Becoming Digital, my post-publication concern was that I did not pay sufficient attention to a key moment in the development of computer communication, even though I had alluded to it years earlier in The Digital Sublime. In that book I described how electricity withdrew into the woodwork to become an even more powerful force by virtue of its ability to empower a full range of activities. Following on this principle, in 1988, while working for the legendary research lab Xerox PARC, the brilliant computer scientist and philosopher Mark Weiser predicted that computers would disappear into the metaphorical woodwork of everyday objects, a process he called “ubiquitous computing.”

A 2023 biography of Weiser had me wishing I had given more attention to his work and that of other PARC researchers because it provided a conceptual foundation for a core theme in Becoming Digital: the rise of the Internet of Things. Just as in the 1970s, when Xerox PARC researchers called for a shift in our thinking about computers as desktop objects that would replace massive mainframes, in the 1980s they began to think even more dramatically about the inevitable withdrawal of the computer from the desktop into a host of old and new devices including watches, coffee makers, microwave ovens, and copying machines. Weiser took Page 193 →up this call, including drawing on the work of the German philosopher Martin Heidegger who saw the walking cane as a transparent extension of a blind person’s hand. The computer, according to Weiser, would literally come to be similarly embodied and therefore serve as a tool that grows in power the more it withdraws as a material presence.

What makes Weiser’s contribution even more interesting, and which caused him to break with other founding figures in the digital world, such as Nicholas Negroponte and Alan Kay, was his commitment to developing ubiquitous computing as a public utility. This would enrich the human experience and expand democracy rather than become, as he later concluded, just another commercial product that relied on mass surveillance to market information about users. In this respect, had I to do it over again, I would have situated Weiser among a group of similarly remarkable pioneers, like Tim Berners-Lee, the person credited with leading the creation of the World Wide Web. Both aimed to develop public services that, much to their dismay, were used by companies and governments to expand commodification through surveillance. The lesson I took from Weiser and Berners-Lee’s work is that genius and a commitment to the greater good are important, but without political and economic power or the backing of mass movements it was, and remains, easy to co-opt their inventions for profit.

My final book in what became a trilogy, The Smart City in a Digital World, began and persisted in my mind from the very first entry in my daily digital journal. Dated June 8, 1996, it called for writing Place Matters: A Media History of New York. Every evening since that date, when I opened the journal file to add a reflection on my day, that entry stared back at me, serving as a reminder that there was more to do. The entry inspired a research project on the attempt to create a technology district in New York that came to be called Silicon Alley, an integral part of a wider transformation of the city that also brought severe cuts in social services and the privatization of public spaces. My smart cities book was a culmination of many years of pecking away at this research.

Once again, the growth of a critical tradition in communication and cultural studies, exemplified in the work of Toby Miller, provided an important research foundation. This also included the work of Herbert Schiller, a New Yorker by birth and spirit, whose visiting position at Page 194 →New York University helped with projects on the city’s transformation, most notably in the case of what was then the dominant telecommunications company in the United States, AT&T. In his 1989 book, Culture Inc., Schiller examined the precedent-setting case of the building in Manhattan that bore the company’s name. AT&T cut a deal with the city that enabled the firm to build higher than zoning regulations allowed, and in return the company set aside public space at the base of the structure that would be open to everyone. As one might guess, it turned out to be quite a restricted space, with private security guards scrutinizing visitors and tossing out homeless people. It was mainly filled with branded shops which made it more of a shopping mall than a park. The AT&T building became a model that developers would use to produce more rental space throughout the city. Schiller’s work led me to Sharon Zukin’s 1995 book The Cultures of Cities, in which the urban scholar and activist provided a critical historical dissection of the battles between capital and the public in New York. Similarly, Robert Fitch, in The Assassination of New York (1993), took on the struggles between big business and the city’s unionized workforce. Works like these had inspired a successful SSHRC grant application in 2010, one part of which took me to New York for field work and resulted in several publications that covered the demise of Silicon Alley and the tragic fate of the World Trade Center on and after 9/11.

Armed with this work, I returned to the building that Schiller described for a first-hand assessment of what happened to the pseudo-public space that the telephone company created after the Sony Corporation bought the building. I also took a close look at whether anything had changed down the street where IBM had cut a similar deal allowing it to build taller in return for providing public space. For me, this work was very special in part because it was personal—New York will always be my home, no matter what my current address says. It was also important to tell the story of how capital and privatization were undermining a city with a strong foundation in public institutions that served generations of poor and working-class people, like my extended family. I enjoyed this project so much that I developed a course called New York.com in which undergraduate students gave their own presentations on the political economy of the city with some travelling to New York to do their own fieldwork.

[image: A dense New York landscape photographed from the intersection of Mott and Mosco Streets. Buildings of several floors on the left are in shadow; a few trees half the height of those point to a clear and bright sky. The large building in the background is the Freedom Tower, built on the site of the former World Trade Center.]
Figure 14. The view from the top of Mosco Street, named after my father Frank, features the Freedom Tower, built in response to the destruction of the World Trade Center towers in 2001.

Page 195 →Page 196 →It took until 2017 to pull all this work together in a book on cities and technology, to explore my hometown and such preeminent observers as Jane Jacobs, Lewis Mumford, Ada Louise Huxtable, and contemporary critics. I felt especially compelled to warn urban activists about the massive campaign to sell “smart” technologies to cities in desperate need of human solutions to their many problems. Two major changes since that 1996 journal post and subsequent publications led me to restructure the central themes. The first was a shift in research on the subject. In earlier years the focus was on the concentration of high-tech firms in one area, a strategy that optimistic planners and politicians hoped would replicate the economic success of Silicon Valley and the area surrounding Boston known as the Route 128 Corridor. In an unpublished appendix that I thought about but did not include in The Digital Sublime, I listed 81 such districts, many of which adopted the Silicon moniker. In 2003, there were ten separate Silicon Prairies and five different Silicon Islands. I participated in this research trend with studies of what Manuel Castells called technopoles, including in Malaysia, New York, and Ottawa.

Over the next several years, however, research on cities and technology shifted to address how entire urban areas were making use of technologies like cloud computing, big data analytics, 5G telecommunications and, especially, the Internet of Things, to create what increasingly came to be called “smart cities.” It became less about the success or failure of an information technology district within a city and more about how to use technologies to power entire cities in new ways. Fundamentally this meant using the technological convergence that emerged from the wreckage of the dot-com catastrophe of the early 2000s to remake urban infrastructures, including transportation, energy provision, and communication.

This change in research, especially policy-relevant research, spread rapidly and pervasively. In short order, governments and businesses latched on to the smart city idea and proposals found takers everywhere, from Shanghai to San Francisco and from Toronto to Hyderabad. That led me to adjust my focus from a book about New York, the media, and information technology. On this point, it was especially gratifying to see that one of my former students, Aurora Wallace, a lead researcher on the first edition of my 1996 political economy book, had just written a book Page 197 →about the role of New York in the development of the mass media. Now a professor at New York University, Aurora’s Media Capital: Architecture and Communications in New York City (2012) documented how the media have continued to use the city as a space in which to inscribe and assert influence and power. Given the rapid diffusion of smart city policies and practices, I decided to shift from yet another book about New York to writing a primer on the general concept of the smart city along with a discussion of how it has been deployed around the world.

As has been my habit, I felt it was important to situate the concept historically as the latest iteration of a tendency within urban planning to enshrine a particular vision of the city that reacts to significant problems in the local and global political economy. I started with the Garden City movement which, over a century ago, sought to undo the damage of the industrial revolution by planning green towns and cities that gave rise to the modern suburb. Eschewing the sterility and isolation of this vision and refusing to set aside intensive urban development, the designer widely known as Le Corbusier led the Radiant City movement. It sought to adapt some of the green features of the Garden City to the towering skyscrapers required for a world with a growing population and complex economies. Partly in reaction to both the suburban Garden City and the towers of the Radiant City, the public intellectual Jane Jacobs made the case for the organic Urban Village. In her view, cities come alive for people when they featured low-rise buildings with storefronts at the base, sidewalks wide enough to stroll along and stop for a chat, and which allowed for a myriad of random interactions that fuel diversity and growth. Finally, there is the city led by the Creative Class, a term Richard Florida made popular when he convinced planners and politicians that the key to growth was to attract artists, writers, tech workers, and others in the cultural and informational economy. There were numerous other visions, but these were the most important in their time.

Although I am partial to the work of Jacobs, who based The Death and Life of Great American Cities on her New York City neighborhood near the one where I spent my childhood, my goal was to explore why each of these visions was both attractive as well as problematic. The Garden City returned the industrial working class to a greener Page 198 →life but was criticized for its sterility and for a tendency to sequester those with physical and mental challenges that appealed to eugenicists. Le Corbusier believed that towers and parks could exist side by side, but opponents insisted that skyscrapers would blot out promised sunshine and doom green spaces. The Urban Village of low-rise living and small shops is enormously appealing, but when put into practice it is easily overwhelmed by the power of private developers eager to build tall and cater to global brands. Jacobs’ own neighborhood was among those swallowed up. Finally, Richard Florida’s vision of a city led by the Creative Class promised cultural vitality but often delivered gentrification and the end of vibrant working-class neighborhoods.

The smart city vision primarily grew out of a technology-rich version of the Creative Class imaginary. It would use the powers of cloud computing, big data analytics, the Internet of Things, and super-fast telecommunications to deliver city-wide resources and make homes and businesses more efficient. I concluded early on that forms of governance were critical to determining the benefits and drawbacks of smart cities and so I used the concept as an organizing tool. Specifically, I grouped smart cities roughly into three categories comprised of state, private, and citizen governance. In my view, the latter, as evidenced in the city of Barcelona, would be able to deliver the most for those interested in using technology to help democratize urban areas. Nevertheless, I insisted, all smart cities were subject to serious problems, especially the threat to centralize power, expand mass surveillance, and the loss of vital services resulting from technological failure and destructive hacking.

When I was deep into the writing process, my Vancouver friend and labor activist, Sid Shniad, asked my advice on what he should tell progressive city council candidates about how to approach the issue of smart cities, which had taken on some prominence in an election year. I stopped work on the book for a few days and drafted what I termed “The Smart City Manifesto,” which identified and explained key principles for building genuinely smart cities:


	1.People, more than technology, make cities smart.

	2.Smart cities value public space.

	3.Smart cities share data with citizens.

	Page 199 →4.Smart cities defend privacy.

	5.Smart cities do not discriminate.

	6.Smart cities preserve the right to communicate.

	7.Smart cities protect the environment.

	8.The streets of smart cities are primarily for people, not cars.

	9.Smart cities deliver essential services to all who need them.


It is not unusual to have my response to an activist request find its way into my writing and so it was that the Manifesto became the last section of my book. I was also pleased to see it used by activists in other contexts, particularly in the struggle over Google’s attempt to buy prime property along Toronto’s waterfront to construct, through a subsidiary, its own version of a smart city. Since the company’s plans called for using the latest in surveillance technology, I joined those committed to stopping the project. Thanks to the mobilization of opponents especially concerned over the company’s interest in controlling governance of the property, Google backed away from the project.

Because the construction of these technology-dependent cities has become a global phenomenon, I have also felt compelled to speak out on projects in other parts of the world. I have given interviews on Saudi Arabia where the authoritarian ruler Mohammed bin Salman, who was accused in the murder of a journalist, is constructing what amounts to a surveillance city. I have also spoken about similar developments in China, which leads the world in building smart cities, primarily through my lectures in Shanghai. There were also opportunities, during this time of widespread interest in smart cities, to publish on the subject in popular science magazines such as BBC Science Focus. I was especially pleased to launch the book with friends, family—including my new grandson Colin—and former students at my neighborhood alternative bookstore in Ottawa. An added pleasure came from being introduced by Rawlson King, a progressive Ottawa city councilor, who I had taught and mentored at Carleton.

[image: Wearing a light-colored hoodie and baseball cap, the author and Catherine McKercher hold signs saying respectively “I [heart] science” and “Science Not / Pas Silence.” Other protesters mill around in front of the steps of the Gothic Revival-style Parliament building in Ottawa.]
Figure 15. In April, 2017, scientists and their supporters marched in cities around the world to protest the erosion of support for their work. Cathy and I joined the Ottawa branch of the march to show our solidarity.

Once again, I benefited enormously from the advice of former graduate students, several of whom became scholar activists. They kindly commented on the proposal for this book as well as on drafts. These included Patricia Mazepa, Ian Nagy, Alex Savulescu, and Sandra Page 200 →Smeltzer. I have discussed cities with the Vancouver scholar Ying-Fen Huang for many years and was grateful for her advice on this project, particularly on urban development in China. Manjunath Pendakur, my dear friend and colleague for over forty years, offered insights on information technology in India, which had launched its own nation-wide smart city movement that turned into a means to sell gentrification to that country’s growing middle class. Finally, I benefited from the advice of my childhood friend Lawrence Venturato, who regularly shared his thoughts about a changing New York City.

As has almost always been the case, the project drew from the experience and knowledge of family members. Few people know more about Disney than my daughter Madeline Mosco and her partner Derek Morton. Fun visits with them and our grandkids to “the happiest place on earth” often included conversations about Disney’s vision. Our Page 201 →discussions of the EPCOT theme park, considered by some to be the model smart city, helped me to understand the company’s significant impact on contemporary culture, politics, and urban planning. Through numerous conversations over many years, my daughter Rosemary, a science communicator and author, schooled me on the significance of climate change, an issue that is all too often ignored or mentioned only briefly in discussions of smart cities.

For this book, I owed a special debt of gratitude to Gabriele Balbi and Paolo Bori of the Università della Svizzera italiana in Lugano, Switzerland. The occasion of a doctoral dissertation examination led to very interesting discussions on the history of technology-enabled cities and on the role of the imaginary in the culture of technological change. Finally, the book was enriched by Paško Bilić of the Institute for Development and International Relations in Zagreb, Croatia, whose kind invitation to give a keynote address to a conference on Communication, Capitalism, and Social Change provided an opportunity to address some of the issues in this book.

During this time, I also continued my general work on critical communication in China, this time resulting in the publication of another edited book with Cao Jin, which featured Western perspectives on critical communication studies. I also accepted the invitation from a group of critical scholars in Brazil, led by Jacqueline Lima Dourado, to contribute to and help edit what became the book Political Economy of Journalism (2018). It gave scholars in the region the opportunity to present variations on a political economic approach to media in Latin America.

I celebrated my 70th birthday in 2018 with family, neighbors, friends, and former students, including one of my students from Shanghai who was visiting Ottawa and took the opportunity to produce a video of the occasion to share with students and scholars in China. It began a process of reflection on the past, especially on those who I hope will comprise a new generation of critical communication scholar activists. It also intensified thoughts about the future, as existential threats to the world from climate change, nuclear war, class divisions, and global pandemics gave rise to a new research interest: utopia.





Page 202 →Chapter 12.

PASSING THE TORCH AND HACKING UTOPIA


Another world is not only possible, she’s on her way … [on] a quiet day, … I can hear her breathing.

Arundhati Roy1



As the winter of 2019 approached, Cathy and I were in a good place. In September, she launched her book Shut Away: When Down Syndrome was a Life Sentence, which told the story of her brother Bill’s life including his time at home until age 2, when he was sent to an Ontario institution for the intellectually disabled, to his death at 38. It combined the personal narrative of what sending Bill away meant to Cathy, her family, and, above all, to Bill with the political story of how terribly Ontario’s institutions treated generations of people like him before they were eventually investigated and closed for good. The book was very well received and remains required reading for students training to work with people like Bill.

In October, with my Florida family joining in celebration, I had a launch party for The Smart City in a Digital World at an indie bookstore in my neighborhood that had become a treasured institution over the years. Soon thereafter I learned that the book would be translated into Chinese and, in a first for one of my books, into Hungarian as well. We would soon leave for Florida to spend three months with our wonderful family that now included two grandchildren, three-year-old Noelle and five-month-old Colin. Rosemary and her partner would join us in Florida for a family Christmas during which we joined thousands of protesters in Orlando to protest against gun violence.

[image: The author and Catherine McKercher flank their daughter Rosemary at a large demonstration in Florida. Text visible on the placards held by other protestors include “We need better mental health care for everyone,” “Stricter regulations on all gun sales. Higher purchasing age for all guns,” and “Moms demand action.”]
Figure 16. In the wake of the massacre of 17 students at a high school in Parkland, Florida, in 2018, Cathy, Rosemary, and I took part in the March for Our Lives Demonstration in Orlando to support calls for gun control.

In 2019, I was honored to be named a recipient of the annual C. Edwin Baker award for Outstanding Scholarship in Media, Markets, and Page 203 →Democracy by the International Communication Association (ICA). It was particularly special to me that I received it jointly with Jack Qiu, one of the leaders of a new generation of critical communication scholars. Finally, at the start of 2020, I began research for a book project on the resurgence of interest in utopia. A short time later, the world shut down.

News began to show up on my radar in January from friends in China. A strange virus had begun to spread and there was growing fear that it could not be easily treated or localized. Late in that month, reports of cases on the U.S. West Coast began to bring it all home. Rosemary’s partner, who tracked these developments carefully, grew worried. By February, we realized that it would not be long before what came to be called Covid-19 spread to the East Coast. The virus was rapidly becoming a dark cloud that hovered over our family as we did our best to enjoy Page 204 →time together, even as the number of cases mounted, including a shocking death toll. By March, as talk of border closings started to become policy, we knew that if we stayed on until April, as we had planned, we might not make it back to Canada for a long time. Like many others, we agonized, and finally, on March 10, we decided to leave, rebooking from mid-April to March 17. We hoped to have one more week with the grandkids, only to learn that waiting even a week might be too late.

Schools and businesses were closing, and the Canadian government called on citizens abroad to return home immediately. To facilitate intense screening, Canada was limiting to a handful the number of its airports that would accept returning international passengers. Soon that number would no longer include Ottawa. On March 13, we rebooked once again, this time to leave the next day. After a tearful good-bye, we gave each of the grandkids a stuffed animal to remember us, promised to return in a few months, and eventually made our way to a crowded Orlando airport where we were introduced to masks. Cathy and I were happy to make it home safely but deeply saddened that it increasingly felt like a prison from which we would not be sprung until a vaccine became available. That would take over a year. The few months we promised the family stretched out to 16 before we could reunite.

The long period marked by adjusting to Covid, living with it, and finally slowly emerging from the pandemic, was a lonely experience marked by days of fearful wondering about when and how hard it would hit us. I could only imagine how difficult it must have been for those less fortunate than us, especially for people who lived alone, who had to go into work, who lost loved ones, or who were not inclined or prepared for long periods of solitude. I could only imagine the horror of living in New York City where, as the days dragged on into April and May, makeshift morgues expanded in hospital parking lots and parks. We were terrified for our family—my sister and Cathy’s lived there with their husbands—who endured the constant fear of human contact and the steady stream of ambulance sirens. Cathy and I were relatively privileged. We had our own home, long stretches of open space for walking, the resources to pay for delivered goods, and as much solitude as we wished. Unlike others who required the spark of meetups with friends and social occasions, I preferred solitude and the time it provided to Page 205 →reflect on the past and the future. In essence, I wrote this chapter at that time in my head and am only now retrieving it.

It is both a conventional and unconventional way to wrap up this book. The conventional ending has me and my generation of scholar activists passing the torch to new generations of critical communication scholars, mainly our students but also younger colleagues who have enabled the growth of the field. Research and activism are collective enterprises and where only a handful of scholars once populated the field, critical scholarship has expanded in the number of practitioners and in its global reach. The unconventional ending describes a book I may or may not complete. For the past three years I have been collecting materials for a project about the idea of utopia and the radical rethinking of its form and substance that is currently underway. This is in part a response to the existential crises facing the world, but it is also the result of social movements that have expanded the boundaries of utopian thought and activity. Specifically, climate change, global pandemics, the renewed threat of nuclear war, and the growing concentration of the world’s wealth in a few hands, have led to a search for new utopian imaginaries that might inspire creativity and progressive social change. Much of the talk is about how artificial intelligence can bring about a utopia of techno-anarchism with technology replacing the social institutions that stifle individual creativity. Instead of dwelling on such new iterations of the digital sublime, I want to focus on alternative social imaginaries. These include visions of ecosocialism, Afrofuturism, radical feminism, and queer utopia. Whether or not I complete the project, I share these ideas in the hope that others will advance them. Books end; critical thinking and the activist imagination live on.

Let’s begin the conventional ending by reflecting on the past and taking stock of the present. When I began to work in critical communication studies fifty years ago, scholar activists in the field were rare. There was Dallas Smythe who, as the lead economist at the FCC, had worked to bring a critical perspective to government policy. He carried that critical perspective with him, as his heavily redacted FBI file informs us. Dallas taught the first course in the Political Economy of the Media at the University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign. He established Illinois as a center for critical communication scholarship, a tradition Page 206 →that his student Thomas Guback would continue for decades. There was Herbert Schiller, who had also taught at Illinois until he moved west to San Diego where he joined with critical scholars like Herbert Marcuse and became a leading political economist of communication. Over the years, the University of California San Diego, like Illinois, became one of the few places in the United States to study communication critically. There was less on offer from across the Atlantic—nothing to speak of on the continent and the only program in the UK was at the University of Leicester where James Halloran led a program of critical research that Peter Golding and Graham Murdock would later join.

It has been one of the joys of my life to observe and contribute to the vast expansion of critical communication scholarship and activism over the last five decades. Passing on the ideas, the research, and an awareness of the many scholarly and activist communities that pursue the critical tradition has been a strong motivating force for me and for many of my colleagues. We came of age when critical communication research was just beginning to become a significant force in academia. For me, observing new generations of scholars and activists expanding the field of critical communications eases some of the pains of aging. I have been fortunate to have supervised and otherwise helped many of them.

It took me a while to begin supervising because my early positions were in undergraduate-only programs. I also moved around a lot. That changed at Carleton when, with a joint appointment in the Sociology Department and in the cross-disciplinary graduate program in political economy, I began to take on graduate students, many of whom have gone on to academic and activist work. That picked up speed when I led the development of a PhD in Communication at Carleton, which had political economy as one of its specialties. Among the students were Patricia Mazepa who was both my assistant and co-author of a piece on the social consequences of developing a high-tech district in Ottawa. Pat accepted a position at York University in Toronto. Before retiring, Pat taught one of the foremost labor scholars and activists in Canada, Nicole Cohen, who is now a professor herself at the University of Toronto. I also worked with Sandra Smeltzer, who greatly assisted me in a report commissioned by the National Library of Canada on access to information and the future of libraries. Sandra has had a long Page 207 →career at Western University in London, Ontario. Sonja MacDonald was an invaluable assistant who went on to start a program in Hamilton, Ontario, that involves citizens in urban planning and community development. Taking a graduate degree in political economy, Steve Jackson, like Sandra, carried out field research in Malaysia and co-authored with me a piece on one of the first of the contemporary high-tech districts, Malaysia’s Multimedia Super Corridor. He went on to a position in the Communication program at Cornell University. Derek Foster was a student in the first cohort of our new PhD at Carleton when I hired him to help with research on politics and the digital sublime. This led to a co-authored article on cyber-enthusiasm and the myth of the end of politics. Derek is now a professor in the communication, popular culture, and film program at Brock University in Ontario. One of the most interesting students under my supervision at Carleton chose not to go on in academia. Chris Bodnar came from an academic family and did excellent work, including assisting Cathy as she was undergoing chemotherapy in the first phase of our labor project. But after completing the PhD, Chris decided to move in another direction, choosing to become an independent organic farmer in British Columbia. I have long felt that his and his family’s devotion to this work, and to the community of organic farmers they help to lead, is another important form of activism.

Not all of my Carleton Master’s students were from Canada. Alam Bhuiyan completed his degree and returned to his native Bangladesh, where he heads a communications program. American activist Rick Emrich now teaches at a university in Kazakhstan. Alex Savulescu immigrated with his family from Romania and went on to work in the Canadian federal government. Three Carleton students—Enda Brophy, Andrea Hunter, and Davina DesRoches—completed M.A. degrees at Carleton and then came to Queen’s University to do their PhDs when I returned there in the early 2000s.

In total I supervised five PhD candidates to completion in my eight years at Queen’s before retiring from the university. Each of these has gone on to earn tenure as professors, four in Canada and one in China. Enda Brophy focused on labor in the digital world with special attention to new forms of resistance by workers, trade unions, and worker associations in the U.S., Canada, and Italy. Along the way, he Page 208 →published in academic journals and in edited books, including Cathy’s and my Knowledge Workers in the Information Society. Enda has also constantly engaged in activism within and outside the university. He is today a tenured faculty member at Simon Fraser University and a leader among critical communication scholar activists internationally. It is particularly fitting that Enda carries on the tradition of Dallas Smythe, who once worked at Simon Fraser, by chairing an annual Dallas Smythe Lecture that brings a critical communication scholar to the campus.

Andrew Stevens also focused on labor research, specializing in international call center work in Canada and India. It was wonderful to have him co-author on the global dimension of my SSHRC-funded labor project, including publishing together on new forms of worker organization and resistance in India. Andrew wrote his own book on the subject, has been a professor at the University of Regina, and is an activist city councilor focusing on the working class and Indigenous communities in that prairie capital.

A former journalist with Canada’s national public broadcaster, Andrea Hunter had a strong interest in the relationship between science and the arts applied it to a political economy of the digital humanities movement, which promoted the application of computer technology to the liberal arts. Andrea and I worked together on a project that enabled me to take on the vast literature on utopia and dystopia for a co-authored chapter published in the Oxford Handbook of Virtuality. Today, Andrea anchors the critical journalism studies program as a tenured faculty member at Concordia University in Montreal.

I have treasured my long association and friendship with Professor Cao Jin of Fudan University, Shanghai. We have brought critical research by Western scholars to China through coedited books and she has also organized Chinese translations of several of my books. Along with Graham Murdock we have run a summer school in Shanghai for graduate students in China for a dozen years. She has demonstrated great courage in a country not known to support critical scholars. In addition to her strong interest in political economy, Cao Jin has carried out ethnographic research in China’s gay communities. We have introduced each other to critical scholars from our respective communities.

Page 209 →Along the way, Jin encouraged me to accept into the PhD sociology program at Queen’s a student whose M.A. in Public Administration she had supervised. It would be risky. His English language skills were not good and he had been slow to develop into a scholar. She felt he had great promise which was good enough for me. With her recommendation, I took Jianhua Yao under my wing. He spent the first year mastering his language skills and reading his way through the classics of sociology. It did not take long for me to realize that Jin was correct in her assessment. He worked harder than just about any student I have supervised. He also demonstrated some of Jin’s courage with his determination to study labor resistance to the transformation taking place in China’s publishing industry. In addition to examining the documentary record, Jianhua carried out interviews, some under highly stressful circumstances, in Shanghai. The result was an excellent dissertation that he turned into a single-authored book that still stands alone as the definitive account of an industry that had remained shrouded in secrecy. Jianhua returned to China a couple of years after receiving the degree and now holds a tenured position in communication at Fudan University, where he also serves as the dean of Communication and Journalism. When traveling to lecture in China was still open to me, he would look after me and serve as my translator, as he still does in my virtual lectures. It was with him in mind that I have quoted the writer Paul Auster, who once said that “great translators are the shadow heroes of literature.” Jianhua continues his excellent scholarship, including editing a series of books featuring the work of Western experts on digital labor, and he continues to teach the critical political economy of communication.

My final doctoral student, Davina DesRoches, arrived at Queen’s in 2009 after working with Dwayne Winseck, a political economist and critical policy scholar at Carleton. In our first meeting to discuss her interests in political economy and public culture, I suggested she look into the transformation of museums. After several conversations, she decided to make the topic her focus and we worked out a set of ethnographic case studies of museums established to feature working-class and immigrant culture. She developed an interesting labor angle that had her comparing the museums’ representation of workers with their own labor relations practices and policies. Davina worked hard Page 210 →to determine appropriate cases, ultimately focusing on three—the Tenement Museum in New York City, the Écomusée du Fier Monde in Montreal, and the People’s Palace in Glasgow. Thanks again to grants from the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council, she was able to carry out surveys and ethnographies on location at all three sites and completed an excellent dissertation that documented how, especially in the case of the Tenement Museum, each location fell short when it came to treating its own workers. In fact, while its exhibits celebrated the importance of trade unions in lifting the working class out of poverty, the Tenement Museum actively fought against union organizing among its own workers. She concluded by recommending how working-class heritage museums might improve their representations and treatment of their own workers. Keeping attuned to new developments in the “postmodern museum” should not mean mistreating museum workers.

When it came time for Davina to work full-time on her dissertation, I had already retired from Queen’s. As with my other students, I promised to continue working with her until she completed. Frankly I thought it fitting that the last of my doctoral students would have earned her degree in part by studying a museum devoted to the type of housing, the tenement, that was my childhood home. I had first taken Cathy and then, together with her, our children, to that same Tenement Museum to give them a sense of how I spent my childhood. Like my other doctoral students at Queen’s, Davina succeeded in her career search and works as a tenured faculty member in the Department of Sociology at the University of Winnipeg in Manitoba, teaching and writing about the political economy of cultural institutions.

The success of these students continues to fill me with joy. I am proud of their accomplishments as well as those of the many other students my critical communication friends and colleagues have taught and supervised over the years. Nevertheless, in some cases, the joy of my students’ success has ended in deep sadness. It is said that there is nothing worse for a parent than to outlive their own child. Cathy and I came perilously close to experiencing this with our Rosemary. It is also profoundly sad for a professor to have former students pass away, especially those who became good friends. Over twelve months from early 2016 to the start of 2017, I lost three former students who had built successful careers Page 211 →as critical communication scholars, teachers, administrators, and activists. Two of them were among the first I had supervised in Canada. Professor Vanda Rideout was a senior sociologist at the University of New Brunswick in Canada where she was an accomplished scholar, beloved by her students, and a leader among her colleagues. I supervised Vanda through completion of her M.A. and PhD degrees. She also served as a research assistant for the 1996 edition of The Political Economy of Communication and we published articles together. In addition to producing excellent work on labor and policy formation in the digital world, she was my dear friend. We spent many dinner parties trading “poor stories” and leaving it up to our dinner companions to determine who had the most challenging upbringing.

Professor Gerald Coulter was a senior sociologist at Bishop’s University in Quebec, where he was head of the department and a leader in cultural sociology, focusing on the work of Jean Baudrillard. As with Vanda, I had the pleasure of supervising Gerry’s M.A. thesis and doctoral dissertation. His sense of humor helped ease my transition from the United States to Canada in the mid-1980s and his commitment to strong scholarship led me to appreciate the excellence of graduate students in my adopted country. A baseball fan, like me, Gerry thanked me for my help and our friendship by giving me a Roger Clemens baseball card from the great pitcher’s rookie year. I think of Gerry whenever I look at it and the copies of his M.A. and PhD theses in my bookcase.

Professor Mahmoud Eid was a senior communication professor at the University of Ottawa. I taught Eid at Carleton University in the 1990s and, from the start, he impressed me with his knowledge of quantitative methodology and his commitment to address the major issues facing Muslim Canadians. The last time I saw Eid was in Ottawa at a 2013 St. Paul University conference where he and his partner, Professor Aliaa Dakroury, were happy to welcome Graham Murdock and me to speak about the state of critical communication in the context of globalization. He left behind a loving family, including his Aliaa, and a career that ended far too soon. I am deeply grateful for having taught and befriended these wonderful people.

Then, over a two-year period from 2022 to 2023, I lost three more former doctoral students. One was Ian Nagy, a dear friend who would Page 212 →go on to work on the horrific treatment of young Indigenous children that the Canadian government ripped from their families and sent to residential schools, where many suffered physical, emotional, and sexual abuse. Ian endured the stress of reviewing and redacting confidential files that ultimately determined compensation cases. Before the pandemic, we would meet up to talk about our work, Canadian politics. We often got together at Lansdowne Park to watch our pitiful Ottawa Redblacks lose yet another football game. Ian was an excellent adjunct professor at Carleton with lectures on media and conspiracy theories, the subject of his dissertation, that made him a popular instructor. Ian avoided the Covid virus but died from the consequences of the isolation and depression that this dreadful disease created.

Toward the end of 2022, I learned that Professor Nick Hardy, whose dissertation I helped supervise and who worked for me on research in Marxist theory, had passed away. Like Vanda Rideout, Nick was a professor of sociology at the University of New Brunswick. A critical social theorist, he was popular among students for the clarity with which he explained complex theoretical perspectives like his specialty, critical realism. And getting over the shock about Nick, I learned that Kirsten Kozolanka, had died. A former journalist and political staffer, she had been my student at Carleton and was a leader in the field of political communication in Canada. She was also Cathy’s colleague at the School of Journalism and Communication and a good friend. The only compensation for the deep sadness I felt at losing each of these wonderful people was knowing that they passed on their commitment to critical communication and cultural studies to the students they touched.

We have indeed come a long way from when the number of critical communication scholars could be counted on one hand or gathered in a seminar room as we were on that fateful “Three Mile Island” weekend in March 1979 at the University of Illinois. There are now too many for all to be mentioned. But at the risk of imposing a long list on the reader, it is important to provide this indication of how broadly the field has expanded over the years. Thinking of the following people fills me with confidence that critical communication studies is now a firmly established and growing field of study and activism: Victor Pickard at the University of Pennsylvania, Nick Dyer-Witheford at Western University, Shinjoung Page 213 →Yeo at Queen’s College, Nicole Cohen at the University of Toronto, Gabriele Balbi at Università della Svizzera italiana in Switzerland, Mari Castañeda at the University of Massachusetts Amherst, Dal Yong Jin at Simon Fraser University, Marisol Sandoval at the City University London, Ben Birkinbine at the University of Nevada, Reno, Jeffrey Blevins at the University of Cincinnati, Nadine Kozak at the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee, Christian Fuchs at Paderborn University, Richard Maxwell at Queen’s College, Maria Michalis at the University of Westminster, Mary Gray at Microsoft Research, Rafael Grohmann at the University of Toronto, Deepa Kumar at Rutgers University, Jyotsna Kapur at Southern Illinois, Cao Jin at Fudan University, Christopher Ali at the University of Virginia, Safiya Umoja Noble at UCLA, and Jack Qiu at Nanyang Technological University, Singapore.

Having completed the conventional portion of this final chapter, I turn now to my ongoing project about utopia which I began to envision, start writing in my head, and then produce chapter summaries in 2019. A combination of factors—existential challenges to the planet, the need for new imaginaries to foster fresh thinking, and the rise of alternatives to long dominant utopian narratives—provided ample inspiration. Overcome by the enormity of the project, I took a step back and embarked on a more manageable piece of research. Struck by all the talk about virtual reality and the metaverse, which had led Facebook’s Mark Zuckerberg to change his company’s name to Meta and bet the store on its success, as well as by artificial intelligence, I prepared a proposal for a short book that would critique these fresh visions of the technological sublime. However, after agreeing to write a chapter on my research and activism about labor for The Handbook of Digital Labor, I began to consider what would become this memoir. Nevertheless, utopia remains on my mind, and I may return to it once this is published. Regardless of whether I do, I thought it would be good to share my plans for such a book and encourage interested readers to consider a project of their own along these lines.

We live in dystopian times. Climate change, the threat of nuclear war, deadly pandemics, and growing global inequality put the planet at great risk. They also give rise to a culture filled with visions of the apocalypse and of what might be expected from a post-apocalyptic Page 214 →world. We need to challenge these imaginaries by examining the idea of utopia, especially current efforts to rethink and renew the concept that Thomas More formally introduced half a millennia ago. The existential threats we face and the seeming paucity of ideas to address them make it particularly urgent to welcome fresh visions of utopia. To begin this process, it is important to address the duality at the heart of utopia, a term that means both the good place and no place at all. This seeming contradiction suggests both the belief in better worlds and the potential to transcend spatial constraints. The good place is possible, and it can be created anywhere.

Not only the source of ideas, the utopian imaginary can also energize the desire to realize them. Utopia, as its more astute analysts and advocates have insisted, is not just about ideas. It is also a force for what the English historian E. P. Thompson called the “education of desire.” Our times require utopia for its visions of alternative worlds, but also for what the prolific theorist of utopia Ernst Bloch called “principles of hope.” We also need to turn to utopia because these dystopian times have brought about a radical rethinking and resurgence of utopia. Exemplary work across the range of cultural forms combines fresh ideas and fierce energy to build much-needed social and cultural movements. These new visions of utopia challenge a near crushing dystopianism and the hegemonic powers that benefit from a culture of sheer hopelessness. The study of utopia, especially what Bloch and others call the “concrete” utopia, provides genuine alternatives to the current sense of despair.

Most accounts of utopia begin with Thomas More’s tale of the adventurer who set sail and found the island of Utopia where peace and plenty made for a good life. However, to provide a thorough treatment, including non-Western accounts, it is important to begin with the “pre-history” of utopia, namely stories of a heavenly paradise, of a pastoral Golden age, and finally of the unspoiled wilderness of a promised Arcadia. Utopia in the post-More world encompasses the rise of commercial and then industrial capitalism, and the search for community in a world increasingly marked by science, technology, the corporation, and the nation state. Even as More and his intellectual progeny revealed an expanding vision of utopia that embraces both new technologies and new forms of social organization, including social democracy, their Page 215 →work also demonstrates the persistence of utopias focused on White, Western, heteronormative men who found room in utopia for bliss but also for conquest, colonization, and even slavery. Nevertheless, burgeoning challenges can be found in the rise of techno-anarchist, feminist, Black-centric, queer, and nature-focused visions. In short, utopia ain’t what it used to be.

The vision of communities and entire societies thriving without a central authority has deep roots in political thought, in literature and in many intentional communities. With the rise of complex urban societies, however, anarchism, or at least a persistent commitment to decentralize authority, faded. Visions of a stateless utopia, what some now call techno-anarchism, have returned today, only now powered by the technologies of Web 3.0. Concretely, this means examining how developments in artificial intelligence and virtual/augmented reality promise to replace elite with distributed power to advance the massive decentralization of social life and the autonomy of the individual. No longer bound by geography, AI and virtuality represent the utopia of no place because they transcend geography by creating their own virtual worlds of free individuals. Recent archeological and anthropological research on the sustainability of paleolithic and neolithic communities, especially the work of David Graeber and David Wengrow, combined with breakdowns in the basic functioning of modern, complex societies, provide rich support for the renewal of the anarcho-utopia. So too does the influence of technology gurus, as evidenced in 2023 by The Techno-Optimist Manifesto2 produced by Marc Andreessen, developer of the first popular web browser Netscape.

Technology appears so central to everyday life that one can understand how it would become important in any discussion of modern utopia. Nevertheless, it is vital to think again about this strategy because techno-anarchism easily slips into what I have called a mythic “digital sublime.” Other contemporary visions of utopia challenge the prominence of technology, seeing it as a tool but not the primary focus. This is certainly the case with writing on how to unite the green world of environmentalism with the red banner of social democracy and democratic socialism. Ecosocialism occupies the imagination of both reformists and radicals fighting an existential war against climate change. It Page 216 →brings together the utopias of socialism, the dream of a world whose people are at last united across their cooperative communities, with that of an environmentally stable world, free of catastrophic upheavals brought about by rising seas, destructive storms, and temperature extremes. The utopian imagination of ecosocialism includes reformers who populate the environmental movement as well as those who envision a “Green New Deal” and the more radical dreams of those who demand planetary rewilding by setting aside half the globe to replenish our threatened world.

From the writing of Christine de Pizan, whose The Book of The City of Ladies (1405) described an idealized city for women only, utopian feminism has been a fixture in transgressive utopian thought because it challenged the dominant narrative that any utopia could only be forged by heroic men.3 Today, across the world, from Vaishnavi Patel’s contemporary reimagining of the life of Kaikeyi to Madeline Miller’s treatment of Circe and Lauren Groff’s fictionalized life of the medieval feminist Marie de France, women-centered utopias are experiencing a resurgence.4 Although much attention has been devoted to feminist dystopias like Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale (over her remarkable reinvention of the classic story of Penelope)5, the depiction of utopian societies ruled by women, comprised only of women, or altogether transcending gender, have moved the feminist imaginary from the periphery to the center of contemporary utopian thought. Nevertheless, movements to put utopian fiction, however imaginative, into practice, have been slower to develop. Patriarchy finds room for cultural transgressions, often willingly commodifies them, but resists, often fiercely, a threat to its actual power.

“How do you think your ancestors got these?” asks Killmonger, the antagonist in the film Black Panther (2018), of a White employee in a museum room filled with treasures stolen from Africa. This question and subsequent events represent a radical attempt to reclaim the past that leads to different and, at times, conflicting visions of how to re-imagine the future—but all under Black control. From such popular cultural representations to more radical challenges to a neocolonialism that keeps Africa at the bottom of the Silicon Valley food chain, as depicted in the film Neptune Frost (2021), Afrofuturism has flourished throughout Page 217 →the arts to build on and revamp African and diasporic visions of utopia. Beginning with founding figures such as the writers Octavia Butler, Martin R. Delany, and George S. Schuyler and musicians such as George Clinton and Sun Ra, one can trace the development of Afrofuturism across artistic forms today, especially in science fiction (N.K. Jemisin), music (Janelle Monáe), painting (Jean-Michel Basquiat), and film (Anisia Uzeyman and Saul Williams). Any such analysis needs to consider the tensions that arise between accepting the welcoming advances of mainstream culture and maintaining strong resistance to co-optation. Throughout, Afrofuturism draws from a long tradition of non-Western, especially African, utopias, to invite the people of Africa and the Black diaspora to imagine a world where slavery never existed, where technology and culture are controlled by people of color from around the world, and where the future is no longer bleak but Black.

When he wrote Cruising Utopia: The Then and There of Queer Utopia (2009), José Esteban Muñoz understood the challenges facing LGBTQ movements, including the exhaustion that set in after the many battles that marked AIDS activism and the pressures to settle for reforms, such as same-sex marriage, that might win wider acceptance in the heteronormative world. Rejecting pragmatic approaches, Muñoz called on these movements to embrace a queer utopianism, tapping into an undercurrent that won him international acclaim and led to the publication of a tenth anniversary edition of his book in 2019. After audaciously announcing that queerness had never been achieved, Muñoz and his diverse following addressed the politics, art, and performance that would unlock the essence of what it means to be queer and accept a genuine utopian mode of being and doing in the world. Alongside ecosocialism, feminist utopias, and Afrofuturism, it is important to consider this unfolding queer utopia movement, its expression in art and politics, in performance and protest that advance the very real goal of expanding the meaning of queer in unity with, and not opposed to, a foundation in race and class. To cruise utopia is to extend a universal invitation to build a movement that will queer the world.

These new approaches to utopia are not only separate movements developing in silos. Interactions and overlaps also distinguish today’s utopias from those drawing on the tradition established by More. For Page 218 →example, new visions of utopia share transgressive values rarely observed in classic accounts of utopia or in scholarly assessments of the subject. They often literally, as in the case of Octavia Butler, embody multiple utopian imaginaries. In addition to radically renewing the utopian tradition in substance, new constituents of the utopian imagination radically restructure its form. These are all concrete utopias that describe the process of creating utopia as much as they do its end point, including the struggles, backsliding, and failures, as well as the steps forward. Utopia, in the contemporary imagination, becomes a concept which, like the sublime, invokes the pleasure we feel in the ability to transcend the banality of everyday life and, given human limitations, inevitably leads to the displeasure we experience in not being able to fully arrive at complete transcendence.

Today’s utopian writers devote much of their work to understanding what constitutes failure, as well as what it means to move on. Whether reformist, radical, or genuinely revolutionary, contemporary utopias take variegated forms that accept the unknown, complexity, nuance, and disorder as intrinsic to the form. As in life, all is imperfect, but hope and the human imagination abide. To be continued …

VINCENT MOSCO

Ottawa, December 2023

(†, 1948–2024)Page 220 →Page 219 →

[image: On a wooden dock next to a moored boat, Colin, wearing shorts and with his back toward the viewer, signals downwards to some concentric rings of water. The author, also with his back to viewer and wearing a baseball cap, holds a small transparent plastic bag with feed for the turtles in the lake.]
Figure 17. One of life’s greatest pleasures is time with my grandchildren. Here, grandson Colin shows me how to feed the turtles at Lake Killarney in 2023.
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