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PREFACE

The second edition of The Political Economy of Communication substantially revises and
updates the 1996 first edition. I decided to write this book because the field has grown
substantially over the last decade and the new edition provides an opportunity to
address this work and to incorporate comments about the first edition. In addition to
addressing new work, my goals were to deepen understanding of the enduring themes
that have animated the field for many years, to address the new issues that are revi-
talizing it, and to do so in an accessible style that nevertheless respects the need for
precise language. Here are some of the more important specific changes.

Some have suggested that it would be useful to provide a short overview of the polit-
ical economy approach which also identifies some of the key books and articles in the
field. Hence, the book begins with a one-chapter overview. I also thought it would
make the book more accessible to break up some of the larger chapters into smaller
ones. So I have taken a lengthy chapter on the general field of political economy and
divided it into two chapters. Chapter 2 defines the political economy approach and
takes up its major characteristics. Chapter 3 addresses major schools of thought. I have
done something similar with a long chapter that mapped the history and current state
of the political economy of communication. Chapter 4 begins with a section on the
meaning of communication that provides a more detailed treatment of the concept
than did the original edition. The chapter proceeds to describe the social and intellec-
tual influences on the field and Chapter 5 examines the history of research in the
political economy of communication.

Chapter 6 contains a completely new chapter that addresses five current trends in
the political economy of communication. These include globalization of the field, the
growing attention to new forms of history, an increasing emphasis on standpoints of
resistance, especially feminism and labor, a focus on new media, especially the
Internet, and on media reform and democracy. These themes animate the entire book
but I also thought that it would be useful to gather them together in one chapter on
new developments in the political economy of communication.

Chapters 7 to 10 follow the general pattern of the first edition but with key changes.
For example, Chapter 7 begins with a new section on the philosophical foundation
upon which to build a theory of the political economy of communication. The
chapter then proceeds to examine the process of commodification and resistance to it.
Chapter 8 on spatialization gives more weight to the concept of globalization and its
relationship to nationalism, terrorism, and fundamentalism. Chapter 9 pays greater
attention to labor and to differences within the study of social class, gender, and race.
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Finally, in addition to highlighting the closer connections between political economy
and cultural studies, Chapter 10 concludes by identifying two major new challenges
for political economy: engaging with science and technology studies, including actor
network theory, and making a contribution to debates about the relationship of the
sciences to the humanities.

It is impossible to thank everyone who has helped me to produce this book. I have
lived its ideas for sixty years and have engaged with them intellectually for forty years.
My thanks goes again to all of those mentioned in the first edition’s Acknowledgements
section. Among these, I would like to single out Dallas Smythe, Herbert Schiller, James
Halloran, Thomas Guback, Janet Wasko, Peter Golding, Graham Murdock, and
Nicholas Garnham, who gave me formal interviews for the first edition. Sadly, the first
three are no longer with us, but their work lives on, as does the memory of their com-
mitment to critical research.

2009 marks the thirtieth anniversary of the largest nuclear accident in US history at
Three Mile Island, Pennsylvania. As I flew over that state on the weekend of the event,
I wondered whether my life was about to change substantially. I soon learned that it
would, but not because of the near meltdown at a nuclear plant. My flight took me
from Washington, DC, where I taught sociology at Georgetown University, to the
University of Illinois, which was holding a “Working Conference” officially sponsored
by the Political Economy Section of the International Association of Mass
Communication Research. It was there that I met for the first time Dallas Smythe,
Thomas Guback, Janet Wasko, Oscar Gandy, Eileen Meehan, and Manjunath
Pendakur. As these pages describe, each of them has made a significant contribution
to the political economy of communication. Over that weekend, I also met Fred Fejes,
Jennifer Slack, Sari Thomas, Carolyn Marvin, Timothy Haight, and others whose
research enriched critical communication studies over the years. Because it provided
me with an intellectual home in the political economy of communication, that week-
end did change my life. So I salute all of those who shared a memorable weekend of
intellectual excitement and environmental trepidation thirty years ago. And here’s to
the many of you who have enriched my life ever since.

Since the first edition appeared, I have enjoyed the opportunity to speak about the
political economy of communication in many places. I would like to single out for spe-
cial thanks the people I have met in China and Taiwan who have been among the most
eager to learn about the political economy of communication. The first edition
appeared in two Chinese versions, one from Taiwan and the other from the mainland.
I have visited both places several times over the years to speak on the subject. Thanks
to these institutions whose students and faculty welcomed me with generosity and
often intense discussion: Beijing University, Fudan University, Hong Kong Baptist
University, National Cheng Chi University (Taiwan), National Chung Cheng University
(Taiwan), Shanghai University, Zhejiang University, and Zhejiang Media University. I
am also grateful for the opportunity to speak on the political economy of communica-
tion and specifically on the need for media democracy at the 2007 Beijing Forum. I will
always cherish the memory of giving this address in the Great Hall of the People.
Indeed, whenever my motivation to complete this new edition diminished, my

ejx e



e ¢ ¢ The Political Economy of Communication e e e

thoughts would inevitably return to intense discussions in lecture halls, at meals, in
cars, and on the streets, and I would invariably replenish my spirit and get back to
work.

I am also grateful for the support of the Social Sciences and Humanities Research
Council of Canada, the Canada Research Chairs Program, and Queen’s University.

I would like to conclude by thanking a few people who were especially helpful in
the preparation of this second edition. First, I owe a special note of appreciation to
Dan Schiller, whom I met soon after that “Three Mile Island” event and with whom I
have carried on a nearly thirty-year conversation in Philadelphia, San Diego, Ottawa,
Kingston, Vancouver, New York, Washington, DC, Urbana, Illinois, Boulder, Colorado,
Ankara, Beijing, Paris, and elsewhere. Whatever the city, our meetings typically turn
from reviews of the latest books into debates about political economy, including the
merits of history versus theory, of instrumentalist versus structuralist understandings
of power, of the resilience versus the stress points of capitalism, of reform versus rev-
olution, and so on. These encounters often result in each of us taking the other’s posi-
tion and more often than not the only resolution is our agreement that we have the
most wonderful children in the world. Whatever our positions on the issues of the
day, I can say with certainty that I owe a great debt to Dan for enriching my under-
standing of the political economy of communication.

I also want to thank two students who provided invaluable help on this project.
When I approached my then research assistant and now doctoral candidate at York
University David Lavin with the request that he find everything written since 1996 on
every theme in the first edition, David did not flinch. Instead, he brought back anno-
tated bibliographies and boxes of materials on every chapter of the book. Thank you
David for your assistance at the start of what I know will be your own lifetime contri-
bution to political economy and to sociology. I would also like to thank Andrew
Stevens, my current doctoral student at Queen’s, who took the original 1996 manu-
script and put it into a form that I could work with for this new edition. Andrew also
made very useful suggestions for this edition and helped me through a thicket of ref-
erencing issues. Thank you Andrew. I know that you too will make great contributions
in the future.

Finally, I want to thank Catherine McKercher, my partner in life for over thirty years
and in research for most of the last six. Since you overcame the greatest challenge of
your life, you and I have completed three book projects together on labor in the com-
munication industries, have walked to exhaustion through the streets of Europe,
China, the United States, and Canada, and carried on intense discussions about the
political economy of communication. Thank you for everything.
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OVERVIEW OF THE POLITICAL
ECONOMY OF COMMUNICATION

Political economy is a major perspective in communication research. Since the
1940s, the approach has guided the work of scholars around the world and its global
expansion continues today (Cao and Zhao, 2007; McChesney, 2007). This first
chapter identifies the major ideas that subsequent chapters develop in depth and
calls attention to key references that are drawn from throughout the book.

The book begins its map of the political economy approach by defining it, identi-
fying its fundamental characteristics, and providing a guide to its major schools of
thought. From here, it proceeds to examine how communication scholars have
drawn on the theoretical framework to carry out research on communication media
and information technologies. The section highlights recent trends, including the
globalization of political economic research, the growth of historical research and of
studies that concentrate on resistance to dominant media. It also emphasizes the
transition from old to new media and the spread of communication activism.

The book then turns to the philosophical foundation of a political economic
approach in order to better understand the enduring and new issues that need to be
addressed in communication studies. Specifically, it calls for an approach to under-
standing that accepts as real both the concepts or ideas that guide our thinking as well
as our observations or what we perceive with our senses. It thereby rejects the view,
prominent in some theories, that only our ideas or only our observations, but not
both, are real. It also rejects the view that reality is little more than a chimera or a fig-
ment of our imagination and that neither ideas nor observations are in any sense real.
Moreover, this perspective means that reality is established or constituted by many
sources and cannot be reduced to the essentialism of either economics (e.g. money
alone drives the media) or culture (e.g. people’s values drive the media). The approach
also brings to the forefront the concepts of social change, social processes, and social
relations, even if that means re-evaluating the emphasis that political economy has
traditionally placed on social institutions, like media businesses, or on seeing social
class as a category rather than, as this approach suggests, as a social relationship.

Putting these ideas into practice, the book moves on to identify three processes
that make up the main starting points for a political economy of communication.
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Commodification is the process of transforming things valued for their use into
marketable products that are valued for what they can bring in exchange. This can
be seen, for example, in the process of turning a story that friends enjoy into a film
or a novel to be sold in the marketplace. How does the human act of communica-
tion become a product produced for a profit? Spatialization is the process of over-
coming the constraints of geographical space with, among other things, mass media
and communication technologies. For example, television overcomes distance by
bringing images of world events to every part of the globe and companies increas-
ingly use computer communication to organize business on a worldwide basis,
thereby allowing them greater access to markets and the flexibility to move rapidly
when conditions make it less favorable for them to stay in one place. What happens
when communication goes global and when businesses use communication to cre-
ate and manufacture their products worldwide? Finally structuration is the process of
creating social relations, mainly those organized around social class, gender, and
race. For example, with respect to social class, political economy describes how access
to the mass media and new communication technologies is influenced by inequali-
ties in income and wealth which enable some to afford access and others to be left
out. The book wraps up by describing how the political economy of communication
responds to challenges from disciplines on its borders, specifically from cultural
studies and public choice theory by building bridges across theoretical divides. The
book concludes with a brief coda on new bridges to build.

What is Political Economy?

Let’s put more detail into this overview by taking a closer look at the makeup of this
book. Chapter 2 covers the meaning of political economy, first by defining it and
then by considering the main characteristics of the approach.

Two definitions of political economy capture the wide range of approaches to the
discipline. In the narrow sense, political economy is the study of the social relations, par-
ticularly the power relations, that mutually constitute the production, distribution, and con-
sumption of resources, including communication resources. This formulation has a certain
practical value because it calls attention to how the communication business operates.
It leads us to examine, for example, how communications products move through a
chain of producers, such as a Hollywood film studio, to distributors, and, finally, to
consumers in theaters or in their living rooms. It also directs us to the ways consumer
choices, such as the websites we visit and the television shows we watch, are fed back
into decisions that companies make about new media products. Furthermore, it asks
us to focus on how information about these choices and even our attention to media
become products for sale in the marketplace. The definition directs the political econ-
omist to understand the operation of power, a concept that addresses how people get
what they want even when others do not want them to get it. It also leads us to think
about what it means to be a producer, distributor, or consumer, and to appreciate the
growing ambiguity about what constitutes these categories.
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A more general and ambitious definition of political economy is the study of control
and survival in social life. Control refers specifically to how a society organizes itself,
manages its affairs and adapts, or fails to adapt, to the inevitable changes that all
societies face. Survival means how people produce what they need to reproduce
themselves and to keep their society going. According to this interpretation, control
is a political process because it shapes the relationships within a community, and suzr-
vival is mainly economic because it involves the process of production and reproduc-
tion. The strength of this definition is that it gives political economy the breadth to
encompass at least all human activity and, arguably, all living processes. This defini-
tion was initially suggested to me by Dallas Smythe, one of the founding figures of
the political economy of communication, in an interview for the first edition of this
book. But since that time, it has been advanced by other political economists who
are concerned about how humans relate to our increasingly threatened environment
(Foster, 2002). Similar views have been advanced as well by leading figures in the
rapidly developing field of science and technology studies (Haraway, 2003; Latour,
2005). The principal drawback of this broad definition is that it can lead one to over-
look what distinguishes human political economy, principally our consciousness or
awareness, from general processes of control and survival in nature.

Another way to describe political economy is to broaden its meaning beyond what
is typically considered in definitions by focusing on a set of central qualities that
characterize the approach. This section of Chapter 2 focuses on four ideas: history,
the social totality, moral philosophy, and praxis. These are qualities that all schools
of political economic thought tend to share, whatever their other differences.

Political economy has consistently placed in the foreground the goal of understand-
ing social change and historical transformation. For the founding figures of political
economy, people such as Adam Smith, David Ricardo, and John Stuart Mill, who were
leading figures in European intellectual life in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries,
this meant explaining the great capitalist revolution, the vast social upheaval that
transformed societies based primarily on agricultural labor into commercial, manufac-
turing, and, eventually, industrial societies. Responding to this first wave of political
economy thinking, Karl Marx shifted the debate by critically examining the dynamic
forces within capitalism and the relationship between capitalism and other forms of
political economic organization. He did this specifically in order to understand the
processes of social change that would, he contended, ultimately lead from capitalism
to socialism. The issue of explaining social change remains central for the political
economist today but the debate has shifted to include the question of whether we are
now entering an information society. Specifically, is ours a new kind of society, as was
capitalism, or is it just a form of capitalism, perhaps to be called informational capital-
ism? Are the forces of new communication and information technology so revolu-
tionary that they are bringing about a radical restructuring that will lead to the
transformation or even the dissolution of capitalism? Whatever the differences among
political economists on this issue, there is no lack of attention and debate over it.

Political economy is also characterized by an interest in examining the social whole
or the totality of social relations that make up the economic, political, social, and cultural
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areas of life. Political economy has always believed that there is a big picture of society
and that we should try to understand it. Adam Smith was not constrained to look at
only those things that a narrow discipline told him to see. He cared about the relation-
ships among all facets of social life, including the political, economic, moral, and cul-
tural. The same applied to Karl Marx, as it also does to today’s political economists,
whether they belong to the institutional, conservative, neo-Marxian, autonomist, fem-
inist, or environmental schools of political economic thought. They differ on many
points but all aim to build on the unity of the political and the economic by account-
ing for their mutual influence and for their relationship to wider social and symbolic
spheres of activity. The political economist asks: How are power and wealth related and
how are these in turn connected to cultural and social life? The political economist of
communication wants to know how all of these influence and are influenced by our sys-
tems of mass media, information, and entertainment.

Political economy is also noted for its commitment to moral philosophy, which
means that it cares about the values that help to create social behavior and about
those moral principles that ought to guide efforts to change it. For Adam Smith, as
evidenced in his Theory of Moral Sentiments (1976), a book he favored more than the
much more popular Wealth of Nations (1937), this meant understanding values like
self-interest, materialism, and individual freedom, that were contributing to the rise
of commercial capitalism. Whereas for Karl Marx (1973, 1976a), moral philosophy
meant the ongoing conflict between viewing human labor as a source of individual
fulfilment and social benefit, as he hoped would be the case, or simply as a mar-
ketable commodity, as he concluded was the case in capitalism. Contemporary polit-
ical economy supports a range of moral positions but, on balance, tends to favor the
value of extending democracy to all aspects of social life. This includes the political
realm, where democracy means the right to participate in government, but it also
extends to the economic, social, and cultural domains where supporters of democ-
racy call for income equality, access to education, full public participation in cultural
production, and a guaranteed right to communicate freely.

The fourth characteristic of political economy is social praxis, or the fundamental
unity of thinking and doing. Specifically, against traditional academic positions which
separate research from social intervention and the researcher from the activist, politi-
cal economists have consistently viewed intellectual life as a means of bringing about
social change and social intervention as a means of advancing knowledge. This is in
keeping with a tradition tracing its roots to ancient practices of providing advice and
counsel to leaders. Political economists certainly differed on what should characterize
intervention. Thomas Malthus so feared that population growth would outstrip the
food supply that he supported open sewers because the spread of disease is one way to
control population. On the other hand, there was Karl Marx, who called on workers to
seize power. Notwithstanding these differences, political economists are united in the
view that the division between research and action is artificial and must be overturned.

Chapter 3 documents how the political economy approach is also distinguished by
the many schools of thought that guarantee a significant variety of viewpoints and
vigorous internal debate. Arguably, the most important divide emerged in responses
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to the classical or founding political economy of Adam Smith and his followers. One
set of reactions, which eventually established contemporary economics, focused on
the individual as the primary unit of analysis and the market as the principal struc-
ture, both coming together through the individual’s decision to register wants or
demands in the marketplace. Over time, this approach progressively eliminated clas-
sical political economy’s concerns for history, the social totality, moral philosophy,
and praxis. In doing so, it transformed political economy into the science of eco-
nomics founded on empirical investigation of marketplace behavior presented in the
language of mathematics. Broadly understood as neoclassical economics, or simply, in
recognition of its dominant position as today’s orthodoxy, economics, it is a perspec-
tive which reduces labor to just one among the factors of production. According to
this view, labor, along with land and capital, is valued solely for its productivity, or
the ability to enhance the market value of a final product (Jevons, 1965; Marshall,
1961). Whether human or non-human, organic or inorganic, matter is assessed to
the extent that it can be used productively to create wealth. Whereas political econ-
omy was founded on the idea that power is central to society, economics largely
ignored it (Foley, 2006).

A second set of responses to the classic political economy of Adam Smith opposed
the tendencies of neoclassical economics by retaining the concern for history, the
social whole, moral philosophy, and praxis, even if that meant giving up the goal of
creating the science of economics. This set constitutes the wide variety of approaches
to political economy. A first wave was led by a number of groups, including conserva-
tives, who sought to replace marketplace individualism with the collective authority
of tradition (Carlyle, 1984). It also included Utopian Socialists, who accepted the clas-
sical faith in social intervention but urged putting community ahead of the market
(Owen, 1851). Finally, the first wave also included Marxian thinkers, who returned
labor and the struggle between social classes to the center of political economy.
Subsequent formulations built on these perspectives, leaving us with a wide range of
contemporary formulations.

On the right-wing side of the academic political spectrum, a neo-conservative politi-
cal economy builds on the work of people like George J. Stigler (1971, 2003), James M.
Buchanan (1999), and Ronald Coase (Coase, 1991; Coase and Barrett, 1968), all recip-
ients of the Nobel prize in economics. These thinkers applied the categories of neoclas-
sical economics to all social behavior with the aim of expanding individual freedom.
A recent extension of this approach is called the new institutional economics, a school
of thought that is gaining adherents and is exemplified in the work of Oliver
Williamson (2000). Central to this view is the continuing use of neoclassical eco-
nomic tools to examine the market as the universal and most natural of institutions
(Ankarloo and Palermo, 2004). All other ways of organizing social life are seen as
institutional alternatives that serve only to shore up the market on those occasions
when it is deficient in meeting social goals (Boettke and Storr, 2002).

On the center left of the academic spectrum an older form of institutional political
economy focuses critically on how institutional and technological constraints shape
markets to the advantage of those corporations and governments large enough and
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powerful enough to control them (Galbraith, 1985, 2004; Lawson, 2005; Veblen,
1932, 1934). Institutionalists created the framework for communication research
that documents how large media companies can control the production and distrib-
ution of media products and, by doing so, restrict the diversity of content, specifi-
cally by keeping out work that challenges pro-business views. Neo-Marxian
approaches, including theories of post-Fordism (Jessop, 2002; Lipietz, 1988), world
systems theory (Wallerstein, 2004), and others engaged in the debate over globaliza-
tion (Harvey, 2006; Sassen, 2007), continue to place social class at the center of
analysis, and are principally responsible for debates on the relationship between
monopoly capitalism, the automation and deskilling of work, and the growth of an
international division of labor. Recent research has sought out common ground
between institutional and neo-Marxian theories (O’Hara, 2000, 2002). Finally, social
movements have spawned their own schools of political economy. These include pri-
marily feminist political economy, which addresses the persistence of patriarchy and
the lack of attention to household and other reproductive labor (Huws, 2003;
McLaughlin, 2004; Peterson, 2005), environmental or ecological political economy,
which concentrates on the links between social behavior and the wider organic envi-
ronment (Foster, 2002; Rosewarne, 2002; Wall, 2006), and a political economy that
melds the analysis of social movements with the Italian autonomous theoretical tra-
dition (Hardt and Negri, 2000, 2004). Dyer-Witheford (1999) and Terranova (2004)
have made the most productive use of this tradition in communication studies.

The Political Economy of Communication

Chapters 4, 5, and 6 take up the development of a political economy tradition in com-
munication research and describe its development throughout the world. Chapter 4
begins with the definition of communication. It is interesting to observe the vast
range of fields that have found it necessary to address the meaning of communication
from their specific vantage points. Areas of study and practice, including engineering,
computer science, sociology, information studies, philosophy, linguistics, architec-
ture, and several others, including, of course, communication and media studies, have
examined the nature of communication. In keeping with a basic theme of this book,
there is no single definition that works across all fields. But for the purpose of explor-
ing the political economy of communication, it is useful to see it as a social exchange
of meaning whose outcome is the measure or mark of a social relationship. From this per-
spective, communication is more than the transmission of data or information; it is
the social production of meaning that constitutes a relationship. Chapter 4 proceeds to
examine the specific characteristics of the political economy of communication by
taking up the social and intellectual forces that propelled its development.

Chapter 5 examines the foundational work in the political economy of
communication. North American research has been extensively influenced by the
contributions of two founding figures, Dallas Smythe and Herbert Schiller. Smythe
taught the first course in the political economy of communication at the University

oG e



e o ¢ Overview of the Political Economy of Communication e e e

of Illinois and is the first of four generations of scholars linked together in this
research tradition. Schiller, who followed Smythe at the University of Illinois,
similarly influenced several generations of political economists. Their approach to
communication studies drew on both the institutional and Marxian traditions. A
concern about the growing size and power of transnational communication
businesses places them squarely in the institutional school, but their interest in social
class and in media imperialism gives their work a definite Marxian focus. However,
they were less interested than, for example, European scholars, in providing an
explicit theoretical account of communication. Rather, their work and, through their
influence, a great deal of the research in North America has been driven more
explicitly by a sense of injustice that the communication industry has become an
integral part of a wider corporate order which is both exploitative and undemocratic.
Although Smythe and Schiller were concerned with the impact in North America,
they both developed a research program that charts the growth in power and
influence of transnational media companies throughout the world (Maxwell, 2003;
Schiller, 1989, 1992, 1996, 2000; Smythe, 1981).

Partly owing to their influence, North American research has produced a large lit-
erature on transnational corporate and government power, coupled with active
involvement in social movements to change the dominant media and to create alter-
natives to its commercial emphasis (McChesney, 2007; Mosco and McKercher, 2008;
Schiller, 2007a; Wasko, 2003). One objective of this work is to advance public interest
concerns before government regulatory and policy organs. This includes support for
those movements that have taken an active role before international organizations,
in defense of a new international economic, information, and communication order
(Mosco and Schiller, 2001). North American communication scholarship has called
for a renewed critique of global capitalism, including its use of information and com-
munication technologies, and its media practices. Authors working in this tradition
highlight the continuing significance and unique vantage point of Marxism for
media and communication studies. While those who employ a Marxian framework
do disagree on some of the specifics, they all insist on the necessity of including
power and social class relations in media and communication studies as well as com-
mitting to praxis by combing research and action to advance a more democratic soci-
ety (Artz, Macek, and Cloud, 2006; Schiller, 2007a).

European research has been less clearly linked to specific founding figures and,
although it is also connected to movements for social change, particularly in defense
of public service media systems, the leading work in this region was, from the start,
more concerned to integrate communication research within various neo-Marxian
and institutional theoretical traditions. Of the two principal directions this research
has taken, one, most prominent in the work of Garnham (2000, 2003) and in that of
Golding and Murdock (Murdock, 2004; Murdock and Golding, 2000), has empha-
sized class power and the fundamental inequalities that continue to divide rich from
poor. Building on the Frankfurt School tradition, as well as on the work of Raymond
Williams (1975), it documents the vast expansion and integration of the communi-
cation industry, its connection to government power, and its integration into the
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wider system of capitalism. Media reinforce social class divisions and help to build
solidarity within a dominant class.

A second stream of research foregrounds class struggle and is most prominent in the
work of Armand Mattelart (2000; Mattelart and Mattelart, 1992; Mattelart and
Siegelaub, 1979, 1983). Mattelart has drawn from a range of traditions, including depen-
dency theory, Western Marxism, and the worldwide experience of national liberation
movements to understand communication as one among the principal sources of resis-
tance to power. His work has demonstrated how people in the less developed world,
particularly in Latin America, where Mattelart was an advisor to the government of
Chile before it was overthrown in a 1973 military coup, used the mass media to oppose
Western control and create indigenous news and entertainment media.

Two scholars who provide good examples of how to put these perspectives into
practice, particularly in their analysis of labor in the media industries, are Bernard
Miége and Peter Waterman. From a class power perspective, Miege (1989, 2003) offers
an assessment of different labor processes that tend to cohere with different forms of
media production within the overall logic of capitalist social relations. He suggests
that there is a connection between the type of media product, the structure of cor-
porate control, and the nature of the labor process. Research on labor and class strug-
gle has also been prominent in the work of Waterman (2001), who has documented
labor and trade union use of the mass media and new communication technologies
to promote democracy and the common interests of workers worldwide.

Communication research from and about the less developed world has covered a
wide area of interests, although a major stream of political economy research arose
in response to the modernization or developmentalist theory that originated in
Western, particularly US, attempts to emphasize the role of the media in its particu-
lar vision of economic and social development. The modernization thesis held that
the media were resources which, along with urbanization, education, and other
social forces, would mutually stimulate economic, social, and cultural development.
As a result, media growth was viewed as a sign of development. According to this
view, societies became modern when they demonstrated a specific level of media
development, including newspapers, broadcasting stations, and movie theaters.
Drawing on several streams of international neo-Marxian political economy, includ-
ing world systems and dependency theory, political economists challenged the fun-
damental premises of the developmentalist model, particularly its technological
determinism and the omission of practically any interest in the power relations that
shape the terms of relationships between rich and poor nations and the multilayered
class relations between and within them (Melkote and Steeves, 2001; Mody, 2003;
Pendakur, 2003; Wheeler, 2003; Zhao, 2008).

When massive media investment failed to promote development, modernization
theorists went in search of revised models that include telecommunication and new
computer technologies (Jussawalla, 1993; Jussawalla and Taylor, 2003). While Asia,
especially China and India, have made extensive use of network technologies to speed
economic growth, political economy emphasizes that the former has done so with pre-
cious little progress toward democracy (Lee, 2001; Zhao, 2008) and the latter remains
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overwhelmingly impoverished with a few big companies and over half the population
without electricity (Kapur, 2007; Kumar, 2003; Mosco and McKercher, 2008).

Africa is the poorest, most marginalized continent and has been subject to numer-
ous development schemes. With the growth of the Internet and the rise of a global
information economy, the proliferation of new information and communication
technologies, like media growth, is now seen as a key index of development. It is
assumed by some in influential academic and policy-making circles that their wide
dissemination will cause progressive social, cultural, political, and economic change
in a simple, direct, and linear manner. In addition to their neoliberal orthodoxy,
which insists that developing countries take a market-based approach with as little
government intervention as possible, these dominant views are clearly situated
within the developmentalist paradigm and take technological determinist positions.
Such visions and policy formulations have been subjected to considerable critique as
they have so far fallen short of their promises and predictions in relation to actual
accomplishments in most of Africa (Alzouma, 2005; Mercer, 2004; Tetty, 2001;
Thompson, 2004; Van Audenhove, et. al., 1999; Wheeler, 2003; Ya'u, 2004).

Political economists have also responded by addressing the power of these new
technologies to integrate a global division of labor. A first wave of research saw the
division largely in territorial terms: unskilled labor concentrated in the poorest
nations, semi-skilled and more complex assembly labor in semi-peripheral societies,
and research, development, and strategic planning limited to first-world corporate
headquarters to where the bulk of profit would flow. Current research acknowledges
that class divisions cut across territorial lines and maintains that what is central to
the evolving international division of labor is the growth in flexibility, or flexible
accumulation as it is called, so that firms can overcome any constraints on their abil-
ity to control markets and make money (McKercher and Mosco, 2007; Pellow and
Park, 2002; Schiller, 2007a; Sussman and Lent, 1998).

Chapter 6 concludes this section by identifying five major current trends in the
political economy of communication, starting with the globalization of research. The
field is no longer characterized by specific regional tendencies, nor does North
American and European research dominate its agenda to the extent that it once did.
Political economy research is now international in that it is carried out by scholars
from all over the world who are increasingly interested in addressing global issues.

The field has also expanded its commitment to communication history, especially
the history of opposition to dominant powers in industry and government. In doing
so, it has uncovered the unexamined stories of attempts to build alternatives to the
dominant commercial system that fed into wider resistance movements in society.
Political economy has also broadened its traditional focus on examining dominant
powers and processes of exploitation to address standpoints of resistance. These espe-
cially include feminist and labor perspectives on media and communication.

Political economy has begun to make the transition from its established strength
in examining how power operates in older media to a variety of approaches to new
media, especially to the Internet. As it has in the past, the field continues to account
for continuities between old and new media, including describing how dominant
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powers use both to make money. But it also now examines discontinuities by
considering the challenges that new media pose for traditional patterns of capitalist
development. Moreover, political economists have documented the connections
between the promises made about old and new media and, more importantly, they
have linked efforts to create a technological utopia, present from the telegraph to the
Internet, to systems of power in society. Political economists are also taking on social
issues that new media make especially prominent. These include control over intel-
lectual property, electronic surveillance, and the significance of a network economy.

The fifth and final current trend in political economy research is the expansion of
political activism. This includes the continued growth of established organizations
such as the Union for Democratic Communications and the International Association
for Media and Communication Research. The trend is embodied most substantially
by the media reform movement in the United States. But it is also exemplified in the
success of new national (Free Press) and international (the World Summit on the
Information Society) movements.

Philosophical Foundation

Having mapped the field and examined current trends, Chapters 7 through 9 provide
a specific theoretical grounding for the political economy of communication. Chapter 7
begins with the philosophical foundation by advancing basic epistemological and onto-
logical principles. An epistemology is an approach to understanding how we know
things. The political economy of communication is grounded in a realist, inclusive,
constitutive, and critical epistemology. It is realist in that it recognizes the reality of
both concepts and social practices, thereby distinguishing itself from idiographic
approaches that argue for the reality of ideas alone and nomothetic approaches which
claim that ideas are only labels for the singular reality of human action. Following
from this, political economy is inclusive in that it rejects essentialism, which would
reduce all social practices to a single political economic explanation, in favor of an
approach that views concepts as entry or starting points into a diverse social field
(Resnick and Wolff, 1987, 2006). The choice of certain concepts and theories over oth-
ers means that our thinking and experience warrants giving them priority. But they
are not assertions of the one best, or only, way to understand social practices.
Additionally, the epistemology is constitutive in that it recognizes the limits of causal
determination, including the assumption that units of social analysis interact as fully
formed wholes and in a linear fashion. Rather, it approaches social life as a set of
mutually constitutive processes, acting on one another in various stages of formation,
and with a direction and impact that can only be comprehended in specific research.
Finally, the approach is critical because it sees knowledge as the product of compar-
isons between research findings and other bodies of knowledge as well as with social
values. For example, this political economy is critical in that it regularly situates the
knowledge acquired in research against alternative bodies of knowledge in, for example,
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neoclassical economics, pluralist political science, and cultural studies. Furthermore, it
measures political economic knowledge against the values that guide our praxis, includ-
ing the social democratic values of public participation and equality.

If epistemology provides a framework for understanding how we know things,
then ontology gives us a foundation for understanding the nature of being. In general,
ontology distinguishes between seeing things as either structures or as processes. This
is important for political economy because it departs from the traditional approach
to political economy, which concentrates on such structures as the business firm and
government, by placing social processes and social relations in the foreground. This
means that research starts from the view that social change is ubiquitous, that struc-
tures and institutions are constantly changing, and that it is therefore more useful to
develop starting points that characterize processes rather than simply to identify rel-
evant institutions. Studying media institutions is important but it follows from an
analysis of a social process. Subsequent chapters describe these processes.

Guided by this principle, the remainder of Chapter 7 and the following two
chapters develop a substantive map of political economy with three entry processes,
starting with commodification, the process of transforming use to exchange value,
moving on to spatialization, the transformation of space, or the process of institu-
tional extension, and finally to structuration, the process of constituting structures
with social agency. Placing these processes in the foreground does not replace struc-
tures and institutions, something that would substitute one form of essentialism for
another. Rather, these are entry points that comprise a substantive theory of politi-
cal economy, one preferred choice among a range of possible means to understand
the social field.

Commodifying Content, Audiences, and Labor

Chapter 7 takes up commodification or the process of transforming goods and ser-
vices which are valued for their use, e.g. food to satisfy hunger, stories for commu-
nication, into commodities which are valued for what they can earn in the marketplace,
e.g. commercial farming to sell food, producing drama for commercial broadcasting.
The process of commodification holds a dual significance for communication
research. First, communication practices and technologies contribute to the general
commodification process throughout society. For example, the introduction of com-
puter communication gives all companies, not just communication companies,
greater control over the entire process of production, distribution, and exchange,
permitting retailers to monitor sales and inventory levels with ever-improving preci-
sion. This enables firms to produce and ship only what they know is likely to sell
quickly, thereby reducing inventory requirements and unnecessary merchandise.
Wal-Mart, one of the world’s largest corporations, is noted for its aggressive use of
information technology. It has been at the forefront of propelling the process of
tracking inventory and monitoring sales using satellite and computer communications
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to link its corporate headquarters in the United States with its nationwide network
of stores (Head, 2004). The ability to exercise deep and extensive surveillance enables
the company to measure and monitor precisely what its customers buy, thereby
increasing its efficiency and profitability.

Second, commodification is an entry point to understand specific communication
institutions and practices. For example, the general, worldwide expansion of com-
modification in the 1980s, responding in part to global declines in economic growth,
led to the increased commercialization of media programming, the privatization of
once public media and telecommunications institutions, and the liberalization of
communication markets, including in places, like the Middle East, where commodi-
fication had been limited (Khiabany, 2006; Sreberny, 2001).

The political economy of communication has been notable for its emphasis on
examining the significance of institutions, especially those businesses and govern-
ments responsible for the production, distribution, and exchange of communication
commodities and for the regulation of the communication marketplace. Although it
has not neglected the commodity itself and the process of commodification, the ten-
dency has been to foreground corporate and government institutions. When it has
treated the commodity, political economy has tended to concentrate on media content
and less so on media audiences and the labor involved in media production. The
emphasis on media structures and content is understandable in light of the impor-
tance of global media companies and the growth in the value of media content.
Tightly integrated transnational businesses, such as Time Warner, News Corp., and
Sony create media products with a multiplier effect embodied, for example, in the
cross-promotion of a new Hollywood film through subsidiaries of these companies
that operate in television, over the Internet, and in print media. Political economy
has helped to understand the many different ways that corporations and govern-
ments shape the full range of media content from news (McChesney, 2003) to
pornography (Jacobs, 2007). The growth of the Internet has advanced opportunities
for commodification because it deepens and extends opportunities to measure and
monitor, as well as to package and repackage, communication content.

Commodification applies to audiences as well as to content. Political economy has
paid some attention to audiences, particularly in the effort to understand the com-
mon practice whereby advertisers pay for the size and quality (propensity to con-
sume) of an audience that a newspaper, magazine, website, radio, or television
program can deliver. Years ago, this generated a vigorous debate among political
economists about whether audiences, in fact, labor, sell their labor power (in effect,
their attention) in return for whatever content they receive (Lebowitz, 1986;
Murdock, 1978; Smythe, 1977). The debate was useful because it broadened the dis-
cussion of commodification beyond content and because it meant that communi-
cation research would have to examine all businesses that advertise and not just
media companies. Recent political economy research has extended the analysis of
audience research to examine audience history and the complex relationship of
audiences to the producers of commercial culture (Butsch, 2000; Compton, 2004;
Hagen and Wasko, 2000; Ross and Nightingale, 2003). It has also extended the
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debate over audience labor to the Internet, where the process of building websites,
modifying software, playing online games, and participating in online communities
both resembles and differs from the labor of audiences that Smythe described
(Campbell, 2005; Grimes, 2006; McMillan, 1998; Meehan, 1999; Smith-Shomade,
2004; Terranova, 2000).

In addition to examining the process of commodifying media content and audi-
ences, it is important to consider the commodification of media labor. Braverman'’s
(1974) now classic work directly confronted the transformation of the labor
process in capitalism. According to him, general labor is constituted out of the
unity of conception, the power to envision, imagine, and design work, and execution,
the power to carry it out. In the process of commodification, capital acts to sepa-
rate conception from execution, skill from the raw ability to carry out a task, and
to concentrate conceptual power in a managerial class that is either a part of capital
or represents its interests. In the extreme, and with considerable labor resistance,
this involved the application of detailed and intrusive “scientific management” prac-
tices. Braverman documented the process of labor transformation in the rise of
large-scale industry, but he is particularly recognized for demonstrating the exten-
sion of this process into the service, information, and communication sectors. His
work gave rise to an enormous body of empirical research and theoretical debate,
the latter focusing principally on the need to address the contested nature of the
process, the active agency of workers, and how the transformation of the labor
process was experienced differently by industry, occupation, class, gender, and race
(Berberoglu, 1993; Huws, 2003).

The labor of communication workers is also being commodified as wage labor has
grown in significance throughout the media workplace. In order to cut the labor bill
and expand revenue, managers replaced mechanical with electronic systems to elim-
inate thousands of jobs in the printing industry as electronic typesetting did away
with the jobs of linotype operators. Today’s digital systems allow companies to expand
this process. Print reporters increasingly serve in the combined roles of editor and
page producer. They not only report on a story, they also put it into a form for trans-
mission to the printed, and increasingly, electronic page. Companies generally retain
the rights to the multiplicity of repackaged forms and thereby profit from each use.
Broadcast journalists carry cameras and edit tape for delivery over television or com-
puter networks. The film and video industry demands complete control over the prof-
its that arise when a movie or television show is distributed over the Internet and
other new media. Companies now sell software well before it has been debugged on
the understanding that customers will report errors, download and install updates,
and figure out how to work around problems. This ability to eliminate labor, combine
it to perform multiple tasks, limit payment for multiple uses, and shift labor to unpaid
consumers further expands the revenue potential (McKercher and Mosco, 2007).
Workers have responded to this by bringing together people from different media,
including journalists, broadcast professionals, and technical specialists in the film,
video, telecommunications, and computer services sectors, into trade unions and
other worker organizations that represent large segments of the communications
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workforce (McKercher, 2002; Mosco and McKercher, 2008). This is one of several
examples of resistance to commodification that are highlighted in Chapter 7.

From Commodification to Spatialization

Chapter 8 reports on the second starting point for rethinking the political economy
of communication, spatialization, or the process of overcoming the constraints of
space in social life. Political economists start from how communication content,
audiences, and labor are turned in marketable commodities. But they do not reduce
all communication to this single process. From the earliest development of a politi-
cal economy approach, spatialization has taken its place alongside commodification.
Classical political economists, such as Adam Smith and David Ricardo, found it nec-
essary to devote considerable attention to the problems of how to value the spaces
taken up by land and our built environment. Furthermore, their development of a
labor theory of value was connected to the problem of how to define and measure
labor time. Marx (1973) came closer to spatialization when he noted that capitalism
“annihilates space with time.” By this he meant that business makes use of the
means of transportation and communication to diminish the time it takes to move
goods, people, and messages through space, thereby saving on the costs of distribu-
tion and overall company management. Today, political economists would say that
rather than annihilate space, business, aided by developments in communication
and information technology, transforms space (Castells, 2001). People, products, and
messages have to be located somewhere and it is this location that is undergoing sig-
nificant transformation, evidenced in, for example, upheavals in the international
division of labor that has seen millions of jobs relocated to low-wage regions of the
world, especially to China and India.

Spatialization builds upon ideas offered by sociologists and geographers to address
structural changes brought about by shifting uses of space and time. Giddens (1990)
refers to the centrality of time-space distanciation in order to examine the decline of
our dependency on time and space. He suggests that this process expands the avail-
ability of time and space as resources for those who can make use of them. Harvey
(1989) identifies time—space compression to suggest how the effective map of the world
is shrinking, again for those who can take advantage of it. Castells (2001) calls our
attention to the declining importance of physical space, the space of places, and the
rising significance of the space of flows to suggest that the world map is being redrawn
according to boundaries established by flows of people, goods, services, and mes-
sages, creating what Massey (1992) refers to as a transformed “power-geometry.”

Communication is central to spatialization because communication and infor-
mation technologies and processes promote flexibility and control throughout
industry, but particularly within the media, communication, and information
sectors. Spatialization encompasses the process of globalization, the worldwide
restructuring of industries, companies, and other institutions. Restructuring at the
industry level is exemplified by the development of integrated markets based on
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digital technologies and, at the firm level, by the growth of the flexible or net-
worked company, which makes use of communication and information systems to
continuously change structure, product line, marketing, and relationships to other
companies, suppliers, its own workforce, and customers.

Globalization and industrial restructuring mutually influence four major patterns
of government restructuring. Commercialization establishes state functions, such as
providing mail and telecommunications services, principally along business or revenue-
generating lines. Privatization takes this a step further by turning these units into private
businesses. Liberalization gives the state’s approval to opening markets to widespread
competition, and, finally, internationalization links the state to other states thereby shift-
ing economic and political authority to regional authorities that bring together several
countries in one geographical area. A good example of this is the alliance among the
United States, Canada, and Mexico established by the North American Free Trade
Agreement (NAFTA) (Mosco and Schiller, 2001). Internationalization also encompasses
the growth of global authorities such as the World Trade Organization (McChesney and
Schiller, 2003).

The political economy of communication has traditionally addressed spatialization
as the institutional extension of corporate power in the communication industry.
Political economists have typically referred to this as the problem of media concen-
tration which is manifested in the sheer growth in the size of media firms, measured
by assets, revenues, profit, employees, and stock value. For example, communications
systems in the United States are now shaped by a handful of companies, including US-
based firms General Electric (NBC), Viacom (CBS), the Walt Disney Company (ABC),
Time Warner (CNN), Microsoft, and Google. There are others, including non-US-based
firms such as the News Corporation (Fox) and Sony. Political economy has specifically
examined growth by taking up different forms of corporate concentration (Bettig and
Hall, 2003; Herman and Chomsky, 2002; McChesney, 2007). Horizontal integration
takes place when a firm in one line of media buys a major interest in another media
operation that is not directly related to the original business. The typical form of this
is cross-media concentration or the purchase by a firm in an older line of media, say a
newspaper, of a firm in a newer line, such as a television station or website. Horizontal
concentration also takes place when a media company buys all or part a business
entirely outside the media or when a company outside the media and communication
industries buys various media or communication enterprises.

Vertical integration describes the amalgamation of firms within a line of business that
extend a company’s control over the process of production, as when a major Hollywood
film production studio purchases a distributor of film or when a software company buys
a social networking site. This is also referred to as forward integration because it expands
a firm further along the production and distribution processes. Backward vertical inte-
gration took place when the New York Times purchased paper mills in Quebec, thereby
expanding the company down to the base of its production process.

In addition to demonstrating how media firms have developed into transna-
tional conglomerates that now rival, in size and power, firms in any industry, political
economists are addressing the development of flexible forms of corporate power
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evidenced in the joint ventures, strategic alliances, and other short-term and project-
specific arrangements that bring together companies or parts of companies, includ-
ing competitors. These take advantage of more flexible means of communication
to unite and separate for mutual interest (Wasko, 2003).

One consequence of spatialization is the development of global labor markets.
Business can now take advantage of differential wages, skills, and other important
characteristics on an international scale. Much of the early political economic work
in this area concentrated on the spread of the computer and communication com-
ponent manufacturing (southeast Asia) and data entry (the Caribbean) businesses
into the Third World, where companies were attracted by low wages and authoritar-
ian rule (Heyzer, 1986; Sussman and Lent, 1998). The scope of research has expanded
to address what is now called outsourcing, or business efforts to find sources of rela-
tively low wage but skilled labor, needed in such areas as software production and
call-centre sales and services in the less developed world, especially today in India
(Mirchandani, 2004; Mosco and McKercher, 2008; Taylor and Bain, 2004). Spatialization
of this sort also takes place within the developed world, where a prime example is
the growth of US film and video production in places like Toronto, Vancouver, and
other parts of Canada where lower labor costs add to business profits (Magder and
Burston, 2001; Wasko and Erickson, 2008). Finally, spatialization gives rise to debates
about resistance, the formation of public space, and to globalization. Chapter 8 con-
cludes by examining the complex connections that link globalization to nationalism,
terrorism, and religious fundamentalism.

Structuration: Social Structure and Human Agency

Chapter 9 examines structuration, the third entry point for a renewed political econ-
omy of communication. The process of structuration amounts to a contemporary
rendering of Marx’s view that people make history, but not under conditions of their
own making. In other words, social action takes place within the constraints and the
opportunities provided by the structures within which action happens. We can bring
about social change and “make history” but only under the terms that social struc-
tures enable. Research based on structuration helps to balance a tendency in politi-
cal economic analysis to concentrate on structures, typically business and governmental
institutions, by incorporating the ideas of human agency, social process, and social prac-
tice. The concept was usefully explored in the work of Giddens (1984), but this chapter
gives it a stronger social emphasis. A focus on social structuration is especially impor-
tant in building connections between political economy and the concepts of social
class, gender, and race.

Structuration calls on us to broaden the conception of social class from its structural
or categorical sense, which defines class in terms of what some have and others do not,
to incorporate both a relational and a formational sense of the term. This takes nothing
away from the value of seeing social class, in part, as a designation for the differences
between the “haves” and the “have nots.” The political economy of communication has
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addressed social class in these terms by producing research that documents persistent
inequalities in communication systems, particularly in access to the means of commu-
nication (Kyasny, 2006; Murdock and Golding, 2004). This has been applied to labor,
particularly in research on how communication and information technology has been
used to automate and deskill work, including work in the media industries (McKercher,
2002; Rodino-Colocino, 2006). It has also been used to show how the means of com-
munication are used to measure and monitor work activity in systems of surveillance
that extend managerial control over the entire labor process in precise detail (Parenti,
2003). Sophisticated electronic surveillance of the labor process has also been used to
construct new forms of employee deviance exemplified in the neoliberal discourse on
worker “theft of time” (Snider, 2002).

In order to enrich the categorical view of social class, Chapter 9 builds on the
categorical conception with a relational view of class that defines it according to
those practices and processes that link social class categories, the relationship
between business and labor for example. In this view, the working class is not
defined simply by its relative lack of access to the means of communication, but
by its relationships of harmony, dependency, and conflict with the capitalist class
(McKercher and Mosco, 2007). Moreover, a formational conception of social class
views the working class as producer of its own identity in relation to capital and
independently of it (Dyer-Witheford, 1999; Maxwell, 2001; Mosco and McKercher,
2008). The political economy of social class structuration aims to demonstrate
how classes constitute themselves, how they make history, in the face of well-
researched analysis of the conditions that constrain this history-making activity.
Social class is a category defined by what some have and others do not. But classes
also actively relate to one another and they also constitute or make themselves,
independently of one another.

Chapter 9 also demonstrates that it is important to balance another tendency in
the field. When it has given attention to agency, process, and social practice, politi-
cal economy tends to emphasize social class. There are good reasons for starting from
social class because class structuration is a central entry point for understanding
social life and numerous studies have documented the persistence of class divisions
in the political economy of communication. Nevertheless, Chapter 9 re-emphasizes
the general need to avoid the essentialism that, in this case, would reduce all social
relations to class relations. There are other dimensions to structuration that comple-
ment and conflict with class structuration, including gender, race, and those broadly
defined social movements, which, along with class, make up much of the social rela-
tions of communication.

Political economy has made important strides in addressing the intersection of
feminist studies and the political economy of communication while also insisting
that more critical work needs to be done (Byerly, 2004; Lee, 2006; McLaughlin, 2004;
Meehan and Riordan, 2002; Sarikakis and Shade, 2007). It has also taken major steps
in research on information technology, gender, and the international division of
labor, which addresses the double oppression that women workers face in industries
such as microelectronics, where they experience the lowest wages and the most
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exploitive working conditions (Huws, 2003; Mosco and McKercher, 2008, especially
Chapter 2; Pellow and Park, 2002).

Race also figures significantly in this analysis and more generally in the social
process of structuration, as Oscar Gandy (1998, 2003), one of the central figures in
the development of a political economy approach to communication, takes up in his
multi-perspectival assessment of race and the media. Racial divisions are a principal
constituent of the multiple hierarchies that comprise the contemporary global polit-
ical economy, and race, as both category and social relationship, helps to explain
access to national and global resources, including communication, media, and infor-
mation technology (Green, 2001; Pellow and Park, 2002; Ya'u, 2004).

Chapter 9 concludes by demonstrating how social movements that intersect with
class, gender, and race are significant forces in opposing mainstream media and its
version of “common sense” or hegemony with alternative media that can forge a
genuine counter-hegemony (Downing, 2001; Hanke, 2005; Howley, 2005; McChesney,
2007). Political economists conclude that out of the tensions and clashes within var-
ious structuration processes, the media come to be organized in mainstream, oppo-
sitional, and alternative forms.

—— Building Bridges: Cultural Studies, Public Choice, and Beyond ———

To develop a complete political economy of communication, particularly one that
recognizes that it is but one way to look at social life, then it is necessary to examine
and build bridges to approaches on its intellectual borders. Political economy is an
important perspective, but it is not the only useful way to see the world. To address
this, the final chapter of the book situates the political economy of communication
opposite cultural studies, on the one side, and public choice theory on the other.

The cultural studies approach is an intellectual movement which focuses on the
constitution of meaning in texts, defined broadly to include all forms of social com-
munication (McRobbie, 2005). The approach contains numerous currents and fis-
sures that provide for considerable ferment from within (Grossberg, 2006).
Nevertheless, it can contribute to understanding and advancing political economy in
several ways.

Chapter 10 describes how cultural studies has been open to a broad-based critique
of positivism (the view that sensory observation is the only source of knowledge).
Moreover, it has defended a more open philosophical approach that concentrates on
subjectivity or on how people interpret their world, as well as on the social creation
of knowledge. Cultural studies has also widened the meaning of cultural analysis by
starting from the premise that culture is ordinary, produced by all social actors,
rather than only by a privileged creative elite, and that the social is organized around
gender, race, and nationality divisions and identities as much as by social class.

Although political economy can learn from these departures, it can also con-
tribute to advancing cultural studies. Even as it takes on a philosophical approach
that is open to subjectivity and is more broadly inclusive, political economy insists
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on a realist epistemology that maintains the value of historical research, of thinking
in terms of concrete social totalities, with a well-grounded moral philosophy, and a
commitment to overcoming the distinction between social research and social
action. Political economy departs from the tendency in cultural studies to exagger-
ate the importance of subjectivity, as well as the inclination to reject thinking in
terms of historical practices and social totalities. Political economy also maintains
that cultural analysis should be accessible to those ordinary people who are respon-
sible for creating culture. Finally, it calls on cultural studies to pay greater attention
to labor and the labor process, including addressing the importance of labor in
movements for social change (Denning, 1996, 2004; James and Berg, 1996, Maxwell,
2001; Mosco, 2004). Meehan (1999) argues that a more fruitful encounter between
the political economy of communication and cultural studies is possible if one
focuses on the critical rather the celebratory strand of cultural studies. Dialogue
with critical cultural studies is not only useful for political economy, she maintains,
it is also essential to understand media artifacts, audiences, and institutions. Her
work signals the progress made over the last decade in building a fruitful dialogue
between political economy and cultural studies (Deetz and Hegbloom, 2007;
McLaughlin, 1999; Peck, 2006).

Chapter 10 also demonstrates that political economy can learn from the develop-
ment of a public choice perspective whose political wing has tended to place the state
at the center of analysis, and whose economic wing aims to extend the application
of primarily neoclassical economic theory over a wide range of political, social, and
cultural life (Buchanan, 1999; Posner, 1992; Stigler, 2003).

Political economy has tended to regard government as overly dependent on and
determined by the specific configuration of capital dominant at the time. It would
therefore benefit from an approach that takes seriously the active role of govern-
ment. Moreover, political economy shares with public choice theory the interest in
extending analysis over the entire social totality, with an eye to social transforma-
tion. Nevertheless, political economy departs fundamentally from the public choice
tendency to a pluralist political analysis that views the state as the independent
arbiter of a wide range of social forces, none of which, including business, has
enough power to dominate society. Against this, political economy insists on the
power of business and the process of commodification as the starting point of social
analysis. Furthermore, political economy rejects the public choice tendency to build
its analysis of the social totality, and of those values that should guide its transfor-
mation, on individualism and on the alleged rationality of the market. Against this,
it insists on social processes, starting from social class and labor, and on setting com-
munity and public life against the market and a rationality that, from a political
economy perspective, actually reproduces class power (Lewis and Miller, 2003).
Building bridges can only be genuinely productive when we are clear about what dis-
tinguishes each approach.

The book concludes by looking ahead to two additional bridge-building processes.
One would draw on the growth of science and technology studies and the other, a
larger project, would bring together the broad program of the social sciences and
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the humanities, of which political economy, cultural studies, and policy studies,
are a part, and the program of the sciences, mainly physics, chemistry, and biology,
that claims near complete authority in intellectual life today. The divide separating
these is arguably as great or greater than when the writer C.P. Snow spoke of “Two
Cultures” going their separate ways over fifty years ago. Overcoming the divide is
an enormous but vital challenge and the book ends with some initial thoughts on
how to do so.
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WHAT IS POLITICAL ECONOMY?
DEFINITIONS AND CHARACTERISTICS

Before taking up the political economy of communication, we need to examine the
general field of political economy. After defining the approach, this chapter discusses
a set of its central characteristics. The next chapter addresses the major schools of
thought that have provided political economy with its richness and diversity.

Beginning with the classical political economy of Adam Smith, David Ricardo, and
others, the chapter proceeds to take up the criticisms leveled by conservative and
Marxist theorists. In the late nineteenth century, influenced by the drive to create a
science of society modeled after developments in the hard sciences, William Jevons
and Alfred Marshall, among others, established the neoclassical paradigm that con-
tinues to provide a model for mainstream economics. Choosing to concentrate on
describing, preferably through a set of mathematical equations, the outcomes of dif-
ferent combinations of productive factors (land, labor, and capital), this school of
thought eliminated most of the political from political economy.!

In the twentieth century, the neoclassical view became what Kuhn (1970) calls
“normal science,” or textbook economics. Not unlike the way Newtonian mechanics
came to mean physics, the neoclassical approach came to mean economics. But the
process of normalizing economics was one of continuous intellectual and political
ferment that itself merits a volume on the political economy of economics (Foley,
2006). The so-called Austrian and Cambridge wings of the mainstream neoclassical
school debated the centrality of markets and the role of the state. Institutional,
Marxian, and corporatist approaches leveled more fundamental criticisms at the par-
adigm’s assumptions, concepts, conclusions, and engagement (or lack of engage-
ment) with political and social life.

1 This does not mean that the new science of economics lacked a political theory. The explicit
choice to eliminate the word political reflects an important view of power and government that
has carried forward in debates among neoclassical economists and between defenders of the
paradigm and its critics. In essence, it states that economics is not only more important than
politics; as an objective science, economics can and should be disconnected from politics.
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This tension between normal science and ferment continues. On the one hand,
neoclassical economics appears to have triumphed in the university and in political life.
Economics journals chiefly address the puzzles that remain to be solved and the rela-
tionships that need to receive mathematical fine-tuning within the neoclassical para-
digm. The ranks of government and corporate policy analysts and policy-makers are
filled with some of the discipline’s smartest and shrewdest practitioners. On the other
hand, fundamental criticisms continue to mount about the limits of normal eco-
nomics. Scholars trained in the discipline question its ability to explain even that lim-
ited sphere defined as the formal domain of economics (McCloskey, 1985, 2002; Foley,
2006). Economic policy observers complain that the traditional economic medicines
do not work, or worse, make the patient sicker (Shiller, 2006). Alternatives to neo-
classical orthodoxy multiply. Ranging widely over the political spectrum (from heirs
to the conservative tradition of Edmund Burke, such as Michael Oakshott, to the
range of institutional and neo-Marxist perspectives) and equally widely over substan-
tive terrain (e.g. feminist, ecological, and moral economics; public choice theory
applied to the family, sexuality, etc.), there is no shortage of pretenders to the throne.
What all of these share is a commitment to expand the conceptual, methodological,
and substantive parameters of conventional economics. It would take more than this
chapter to do justice to the full weight of the debates within contemporary econom-
ics and political economy. This chapter is limited to offering a map of the territory and
an analysis of the major differences between mainstream economics and the variety
of political economies.

One might wonder about the appropriateness of two chapters on general political
economy in a book whose focus is the political economy of communication. There
are four major reasons for this. First, political economists of communication have
tended to emphasize communication at the expense of political economic theory.
Furthermore, an overview of political economy provides a basis from which to think
about the emphases and gaps in the political economy of communication. Additionally,
the chapters offer an opportunity to incorporate the thinking of those communica-
tion scholars who have reflected on the general field of political economy. Finally, an
assessment of political economic theory helps us improve on the theoretical foun-
dations of the political economy of communication.

Definitions of Political Economy

Raymond Williams suggested that when taking up a definition, one should start with
basic social practices, not fully formed concepts. He called for an etymology based on
social as well as intellectual history because the meaning of ideas is forged in con-
crete social practices (1977: 11). Offering a conceptual point of view, a dictionary of
economic terms tells us that “political economy is the science of wealth” and “deals
with efforts made by man [sic.] to supply wants and satisfy desires” (Eatwell, Milgate,
and Newman, 1987: 907). But following Williams’ socially grounded etymology, it is
important to stress that before political economy became a science, before it served
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as the intellectual description for a system of production, distribution, and exchange,
political economy meant the social custom, practice, and knowledge about how
to manage, first, the household, and later, the community. Specifically, the term
“economics” is rooted in the classical Greek oikos for house and nomos for law. Hence,
economics initially referred to household management, a view that persisted into the
work of founding influences in classical political economy, Scottish Enlightenment
figures like Francis Hutcheson and, crucially, Adam Smith.? “Political” derives from
the Greek term (polos) for the city-state, the fundamental unit of political organiza-
tion in the classical period. Political economy therefore originated in the manage-
ment of the family and political households. Writing fifteen years before Smith’s
Wealth of Nations, Steuart (1967: 2) made the connection by noting that “What
economy is in a family, political economy is in a state.”

It is also important to note that from the very beginning, political economy com-
bined a sense of the descriptive and the prescriptive. As communication scholar
Dallas Smythe describes its driving force or “meta-political economy,” it is “the
body of practice and theory offered as advice by counsellors to the leaders of social
organizations of varying degrees of complexity at various times and places”
(Smythe, December 4, 1991). This is in keeping with the Dictionary of Economic
Terms, which defined the original intent of political economy as a “branch of state-
craft,” but which is now “regarded as a study in which moral judgments are made
on particular issues” (Gilpin, 1977).

Other definitions concentrate on how the development of economics narrowed
what was originally a broadly based discipline. As early as 1913, a standard economic
dictionary noted that “although the name political economy is still preserved, the
science, as now understood, is not strictly political: i.e., it is not confined to relations
between the government and the governed, but deals primarily with the industrial
activities of individual men” (Palgrave, 1913: 741). Similarly, in 1948, the Dictionary
of Modern Economics defined political economy as “the theory and practice of eco-
nomic affairs” and noted that:

Originally, the term applied to broad problems of real cost, surplus, and distribution. These
questions were viewed as matters of social as well as individual concerns. ... With the intro-
duction of utility concepts in the late nineteenth century, the emphasis shifted to changes in
market values and questions of equilibrium of the individual firm. Such problems no longer
required a broad social outlook and there was no need to stress the political. (Horton, 1948)

At the same time, there is evidence that the transition from political economy to eco-
nomics was not inevitable. This same 1948 volume notes the beginnings of a revival
of interest in a more broadly defined political economy. It senses that “the emphasis
is once again returning to political economy” with the “recent rise of state concern

2 It is hard to pass without comment on the irony that a discipline organized for two thou-
sand years around household management must still be pressed by feminist economists to take
into account the value of household labor (Bezanson and Luxton, 2006).
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for public welfare.” This was echoed later on in a standard book on economic terms
(Eatwell, Milgate, and Newman, 1987: 906). According to it, the combination of
Marxists who “never abandoned the old terminology of political economy” and “by
the 1960s the radical libertarian right from Chicago and the Center for the Study of
Public Choice at Virginia Polytechnic” gave a renewed life to this old discipline.

Drawing on these ways of seeing political economy, which emphasize that defini-
tions are grounded in social practice and evolve over time in intellectual and political
debate, the next sections concentrate on definitions and characteristics of the field that
have influenced the political economy of communication. One can think about polit-
ical economy as the study of the social relations, particularly the power relations, that mutu-
ally constitute the production, distribution, and consumption of resources. From this vantage
point the products of communication, such as newspapers, books, videos, films, and
audiences, are the primary resources. This formulation has a certain practical value for
students of communication because it calls attention to fundamental forces and
processes at work in the marketplace. It emphasizes how a company produces a film or
a magazine, how it deals with those who distribute the product and market it, and how
consumers decide about what to watch, read, or listen to. Finally, it considers how con-
sumer decisions are fed back into the process of producing new products.

But political economy takes this a step further because it asks us to concentrate on
a specific set of social relations organized around power or the ability to control other
people, processes, and things, even in the face of resistance. This would lead the
political economist of communication to look at shifting forms of control along
the circuit of production, distribution, and consumption. Examples include how the
shrinking number of big media companies can control the diversity of content or
how international marketing firms have strengthened their power in the media busi-
ness by using new technologies of surveillance and measurement to produce valu-
able information about consumers. It would also lead us to consider the extent to
which activists can use new media tools like blogging and social networking sites to
resist the concentration of power in business and government.

The primary difficulty with this definition is that it assumes we can easily recognize
and distinguish among producers, distributors, and consumers. But this is not always
so and particularly not in some of the more interesting cases. For example, it is useful
to separate film producers, those who organize and carry out the steps necessary to cre-
ate a finished product, from distributors or wholesalers who find market outlets.
But film-making is not so simple. Distributors are often critical to the production
process because they can guarantee the financing and marketing necessary to carry on
with production. Does that make our distributor in reality a producer or a producer-
distributor? Similarly, notwithstanding the common-sense value of seeing audiences as
consumers of media products, there is a sense in which they are producers as well. One
might say that consumers produce the symbolic value (or meaning) of media products
(or texts) as they consume them. Similarly, producers consume resources in the process
of production. They also distribute by virtue of their reputation as producers. This
suggests that while the definition is a useful starting point, it is limited by what we miss
when we apply it in a too rigidly categorical or mechanistic fashion.
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A far more general and ambitious definition of political economy is the study of
control and survival in social life. Control refers specifically to the internal organization
of individual and group members, while survival takes up the means by which they
produce what is needed to reproduce themselves. Control processes are broadly polit-
ical in that they involve the social organization of relationships within a community.
Survival processes are fundamentally economic because they concern the production
of what a society needs to reproduce itself. The strength of this definition is that it
gives political economy the breadth to encompass at least all of human activity and
arguably all organic processes. This is in keeping with the pattern of analysis in envi-
ronmental, ecological, and science studies which, among other things, aim to identify
processes at work in all forms of life and to assess their differences and interrelation-
ships (Haraway, 2003; Meadowcroft, 2005; Rosewarne, 2002). There are not many
explicit examples of this view in communication and information research. James
Beniger (1986: 107-9) applied information systems theory to determine fundamental
processes in living systems: organization, metabolism and growth, responsiveness,
adaptability, reproduction, and evolution. Addressing the complexity and social con-
testation of control and survival, Dallas Smythe (1991) drew on theories of complex
systems or chaos theory to understand the dialectical relationship of communication
and information in living systems. Gunaratne (2002a, 2002b, 2004, 2005) has made
new theories of living systems which draw from chaos theory the centerpiece of his
research on global systems of communication and power.

There is a great deal to be said for a definition that raises basic questions about the
narrowness of both political economy and communication studies. It is hard to ques-
tion the claim that these disciplines have been rooted in the study of human behav-
ior (mainly male) in the present. The result is neglect of how humans relate to the rest
of life, and a neglect of social, particularly communication, practices in human orders
other than contemporary capitalism.? The drawback of the approach is that it can lead
one to overlook what distinguishes human political economy from general processes
of control and survival. These include the power of a goal-oriented consciousness and
a reflexive subjectivity literally aware of its own awareness. It can also lead one to
underestimate the overwhelming transformation, what amounts to an historical
break, forged out of contemporary capitalism. By looking for common processes that
transcend natural and historical differences, we can lose sight of how those processes
have been transformed in the contemporary world to a point where the one species
uniquely responsible for the transformation has the power to eliminate both nature
and history for all species. Notwithstanding these limitations, the broad reading of
political economy reminds us that whatever our specific entry point or focus of analy-
sis, it is inextricably bound up with a long history and with a vast organic totality.

3 Communication studies suffers deeply from the view that history takes place almost exclu-
sively in the West and began with the invention of the telegraph. This bias owes a great deal to
the understandable but limiting tendency to examine the field as a set of industries (broad-
casting, telecommunication, publishing) that evolved from the development of technological
forms (print, broadcasting, computer communication).
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Central Characteristics

Definitions are useful but they take us just so far. Another way to describe political
economy is to focus on a set of central qualities that characterize the approach. These
broaden the meaning of political economy beyond what is typically provided in def-
initions. Drawing on the work of Murdock and Golding (2005), among other schol-
ars, this section focuses on four ideas at the cornerstone of political economy: social
change and history, the social totality, moral philosophy, and praxis.

Political economy has traditionally given priority to understanding social change
and historical transformation. For classical theorists like Adam Smith, David Ricardo,
and John Stuart Mill, this meant comprehending the great capitalist revolution, the
upheaval that transformed societies based primarily on agricultural labor into com-
mercial, manufacturing, and, ultimately, industrial societies. For political economists
like Karl Marx, it meant examining the dynamic forces in capitalism responsible for
its growth and change. The object was to identify both cyclical patterns of short-term
expansion and contraction as well as long-term transformative patterns that signal
fundamental change in the system. In his introduction to the 1923 edition of John
Kells Ingram’s influential History of Political Economy, Richard Ely explains the central
role of history in the mind of the political economist:

It is now universally acknowledged that societies are subject to a process of development,
which is itself not arbitrary, but regular; and that no social fact can be really understood
apart from its history. Hence the ‘pocket formulas’ in favor with the older school, which
were supposed to suit all cases and solve all problems, have lost the esteem they once
enjoyed, and Economics has become historical in its method, the several stages of social
evolution being recognized as having different features, and requiring in practice a mod-
ifying intervention which ought to vary from one stage to another. (Ingram, 1923: 4-5)

Looking back over the development of economics, sound as it was, Ely’s opti-
mism about the triumph of history in the discipline was clearly misplaced. History
would remain central to political economy but the neoclassical synthesis, which
became mainstream economics, set history aside or at least kept it in the back-
ground. This was chiefly because history made all the more difficult the drive to
turn economics into a science.* Compare Ely’s optimism with the view of Baran
and Sweezy, who, after praising the historical sensibility of Adam Smith and his

4 I am indebted to Dallas Smythe for suggesting Ingram’s history. Smythe notes (1991) that he
read the book as a doctoral student in 1932 and that it had a significant influence on the develop-
ment of his thought about the political economy of communication. The field was beginning to
move away from the emphasis on history even as Ely and Ingram wrote about the triumph of his-
torical thinking. Nevertheless, for a young economics graduate student, this book would occupy the
center of a curriculum. Eric Roll’s 1942 A History of Economic Thought appears to have played a sim-
ilar part in the development of another central figure in the political economy of communication,
Herbert Schiller. Today, as McCloskey (2002) notes, economic history is a marginalized subdisci-
pline in a field that pays more attention to building mathematically rigorous models of the present.
Parker (1986) offers one of the better recent critiques of economics’ (mis)treatment of history.
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followers, attack contemporary economics: “Anti-historical to the core, present-
day bourgeois economics scorns any effort to investigate the nature of the changes
that are taking place or where they are leading” (1965: 29). For Bell, the absence of
a sense of time and history is part of the general crisis in economic theory:

And finally, economic theory has to return to time (in the logical sense) and to history (in
the empirical fact) in order to be responsive to the complex new social arrangements that
derive from the widening of the scales and new arenas of economic and social actions. (In
Bell and Kristol, 1981: 79)

One source of renewed interest in political economy is the drive to determine
whether we are in the midst of an epochal transformation similar to the one that
occupied the thinking of political economy’s founding figures. People experience
what appears to be profound social change and wonder whether they are witness-
ing a fundamental rearrangement of social structures and processes that reflect the
turn to one or a combination of post-industrialism, postmodernism, post-Fordism,
a network society or, instead, a deepening and extension of fundamental tenden-
cies at work since the earliest days of capitalism. The answer to this question is cen-
tral to how we think about social change. Moreover, the question itself suggests a
turn to the historical thinking that propelled the development of a political econ-
omy approach.’

With its long tradition of support for historical analysis and this renewed interest in
the field, political economy is well prepared to take on central questions of our time.
However, in order to do so effectively, political economy needs to pay closer attention
to the relationship of history to its position on social structure and social reproduc-
tion. Political economy has tended to concentrate on the production and reproduc-
tion of invariant structures. This is understandable considering the sheer power of
structures like Time-Warner, Sony, Microsoft, the News Corp., AT&T, IBM, Google, etc.
However, this focus has made it difficult to integrate an historical understanding
because, as Connell (1987: 44) puts it, “history enters the theory as something added
on to the basic cycle of structural reproduction.” One solution is to focus on consti-
tuting processes more than on the reproduction of structures. Again, Connell:

For history to become organic to theory, social structure must be seen as constantly con-
stituted rather than constantly reproduced. And that makes sense only if theory acknowl-
edges the constant possibility that structure will be constituted in a different way. Groups
that hold power do try to reproduce the structure that gives them their privilege. But it is
always an open question whether, and how, they will succeed. (1987: 44)

5 It was not just mainstream economics that jettisoned a concern for history. As Frederic
Jameson notes in his introduction, Jacques Attali’s Noise, an interesting, unconventional polit-
ical economy of music, is important because it is part of the renewed interest in historiography
“after a period in which ‘historicism’ has been universally denounced (Althusser) and history
and historical explanation generally stigmatized as the merely ‘diachronic’ (Saussure) or as
sheer mythic narrative (Lévi-Strauss)” (Attali, 1985: vii).
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The Canadian political economist Wallace Clement captures this theme in setting
out a clear vision for history in political economy: “It is fundamentally historical and
dynamic in the sense of seeking understanding of the social transformations, includ-
ing the agents and forces of change” (2001: 406).

Political economy, from the time of its founders, has also maintained that the disci-
pline should be firmly rooted in an analysis of the wider social totality. This means that
political economy spans the range of problems that today tend to be situated in the
compartments of several academic disciplines where those with an interest in social
class go to sociology, those interested in government to political science, in the market
to economics, and so on. From the time of Adam Smith, whose Wealth of Nations knew
no disciplinary boundaries, political economy has been taken up with the mutual con-
stitution and multiple determination of social life. Early in the development of politi-
cal economy Mill described the necessity of a broad approach to social life:

For practical purposes, Political Economy is inseparably intertwined with many other branches
of Social Philosophy. Except on matters of mere detail, there are perhaps no practical questions
which admit being decided on economical premises alone. (Stone and Harpham, 1982: 12)

Like many political economists, Mill is interested in using political economy as one
means of understanding the social whole, even while acknowledging that his own
approach is interconnected with the other branches of what he calls Social
Philosophy. From this perspective, political economy is not just another approach. It
is also a guide to understanding the relationships that prevail among numerous
approaches and to the relationships among many aspects of social life. As Heilbroner
(1986: 15) put it, “the great economists were no mere intellectual fusspots. They took
the whole world as their subject and portrayed that world in a dozen bold attitudes —
angry, desperate, hopeful.”

This view prevailed for quite some time as the generally accepted goal of political
economy. By 1923, even as the name was changing to economics, general texts con-
tinued to support this broad-based view of the political. Again, Richard Ely:

As to the place of Economics in the general system of the sciences, it holds that the study
of wealth cannot be isolated, except temporarily and provisionally, from the other social
phenomena; that it is essential to keep in view the connections and interactions of the sev-
eral sides of human life. (Ingram, 1923: 4)°

This concern for the social totality is reflected in otherwise fundamentally different
approaches to political economy. The perspective often referred to as public choice the-
ory (the labels positive or constitutional political economy are also used), takes its

6 It is also interesting that Ely would see economics as simply one part of sociology: “There
is, in fact, properly speaking, but one great Science of Sociology, of which Economics forms a
single chapter which must be kept in close relation to the others” (Ingram, 1923: 4). This pro-
vides a sobering reminder to those who would see the latest disciplinary status rankings, which
today place economics ahead of sociology, as the last word on the subject.
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inspiration from the conservative wing of economic theory (Buchanan, 2003). Setting
aside for the moment the assumptions and ideas that propel this view, this branch of
political economy maintains that it can and ought to be applied to all forms of social
behavior. According to Brennan and Buchanan (1985: x), public choice theory or con-
stitutional political economy marks a return to the classical tradition that viewed eco-
nomics as the study of “how markets work” with markets understood so broadly as to
encompass “the coordination of individual behavior through the institutional struc-
ture.” For those who advance this view, the subject of political economy is the study of
the rules governing the connection between the individual and the institution. Such
rules are constituted, they contend, out of the choices made by “homo economicus,
the rational, self-oriented maximizer of contemporary economy theory” (1985: 65).
Hence, the entire social arena is the field of analysis for political economy. The choices
that create rules governing markets in everything from the traditional private markets
in goods and services, to the markets for votes, spouses, children, sex, communication,
and so on are its subject matter.” One of its proponents defends this view as a neces-
sary “economic imperialism” (Lazear, 2000).

On the other side from the conservatives, there is the political economy inspired
by Marxian, socialist, and institutionalist approaches. These differ from the public
choice view on almost all points except this one: notwithstanding variations among
theorists, they approach political economy with an eye to understanding the social
totality. This view is firmly rooted in the work of Marx and carries forward among
Fabian Socialists, Western Marxists, autonomists, theorists of underdevelopment,
and institutionalists who trace their lineage to Commons, Veblen, Robinson, and
Galbraith. These perspectives have clashed over most central points of political eco-
nomic theory, but recognize and seek to account for, in distinct ways, the relation-
ship between the economic and the political as well as between these and the wider
arena of socio-cultural institutions and practices.

First and foremost, a commitment to the social totality means understanding the
connections between the political and the economic. In reaction to what were consid-
ered tendencies in Marxist theory to reduce everything to the economy, numerous
works appeared in the 1970s and 1980s that aimed to correct this by arguing for the
“relative autonomy” of government vis-a-vis the economy (Jessop, 1990). This sparked
a lively debate that revived interest in the growth of the state, its relationship to social
class, gender and race, and called attention to the dynamic connection between the
political and the economic in political economy. The ferment is likely to continue for
some time (Jessop, 2001). Nevertheless, the debate has always been about relative

7 One is struck by the near messianic zeal of the positive political economists. This is more
than building a discipline; it is, in the words of Brennan and Nobel-laureate James Buchanan
(1985: 150), creating a “civic religion” that will “return, in part, to the scepticism of the eigh-
teenth century concerning politics and government.” They intend to “concentrate our atten-
tion on the rules that constrain government rather than on innovations that justify ever
expanding political intrusions into the lives of citizens. Our normative role, as social philoso-
phers, is to shape this civic religion, surely a challenge sufficient to us all.”
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autonomy. Although the term “relative autonomy” is slippery and can get in the way
of an informed exchange of views, none of the parties to the debate seriously called for
separating political from economic analysis. Most recognized that the existing division
of academic labor is seriously flawed because those who have the upper hand in deter-
mining its direction accept the formal separation of the political from the economic,
the need to model economics after the physical sciences, and the view that economics
can be rendered free from ideological biases by eliminating political content.

Political economists who work in the institutionalist, socialist, and Marxian traditions
are also concerned to identify the links between society’s political economy and the
wider social and cultural field. Drawing on the work of Veblen (1934), institutional
economists are interested in the relationship of acquisitiveness or greed and what he
called “conspicuous consumption,” or the drive for power and status which, in their
view, is fuelled not by the rationality featured in mainstream economics, but by deeply
buried irrational drives.

Inspired by Marxian theory, the writers of the French Regulation School looked to
identify the relationship between regimes of accumulation and associated modes of
social and political regulation which encompass but extend beyond the state
(Aglietta, 1979; Boyer, 2000). Their influence began to wane in the 1990s, but theo-
rists inspired by Marx and the Italian Marxist theorist of the early twentieth century,
Antonio Gramsci, continued to build a bridge between political economy and
broader social and cultural forces (Jessop, 2001; Sayer, 2001). In addition to bringing
the state back into our understanding of the economic, they called for closer links
between culture and political economy. As Sayer (2001: 697) puts it:

One of the hallmarks and prime achievements of cultural political economy is its explo-
rations of the “embedded” nature of economic activities — how they are set within social
relations and cultural contexts that make a difference to those economic processes.

Additionally, in an effort to explain what they perceive to be transformations in
the political economic order brought about by the decline of a mass production and
mass consumption economy organized around large national businesses, political
economists argue for the need to think about a broad social, economic, and cultural
shift from a Fordist to a post-Fordist society built on the principle of flexible accu-
mulation (Castree and Gregory, 2006; Fuchs, 2007; Harvey, 1989). Furthermore,
world systems theorists led by Wallerstein (1991: 129) reject the narrowness that con-
strains current social science research and call for reversing the tendencies that have
“pushed us away from holistic and systemic realities toward the individual (or its
organizational equivalent: the firm, the family, the state) as the appropriate unit of
analysis.” Finally, theorists of the autonomist school argue for a political economy
that examines the social totality as a set of network connections between local and
global conflicts, starting not from the power of capital but from the struggles of what
is called “the multitude” (Hardt and Negri, 2000, 2004).

This broadly based effort to examine the wider social totality does not receive com-
plete intellectual support. For example, those aligned with streams of postmodernist and

e300



e ¢ ¢ What is Political Economy? Definitions and Characteristics o o ®

post-structuralist thinking reject, sometimes emphatically, the idea of a social totality.
Across the range of differences within these views, one finds agreement that the term
society is an attempt to apply a unity in discourse to something fundamentally divided,
disconnected, and hence indefinable. The general tendency is to argue that there is no
social totality, no individual totality, and no discursive totality. According to this view,
the implosions of twentieth-century life, set off in part by the power of new communi-
cation and information technologies, have broken apart totalities, taking with them
measures of time and space that ultimately used to provide some degree of unity
(Lyotard, 1984). We are left with the task of understanding the local, the fragmented,
the parts, of what used to be thought of as the elements in a wider whole, but which
are, in reality, unconnected or loosely tied pieces. By removing the ideological glue of
social unity, one can comprehend the real value of these pieces and, ultimately, celebrate
them in their resistance to all totalizers — including capitalism, the state, and the pro-
ducers of all metanarratives.

Chapter 9 examines the relationship of this point of view to political economy. For
now, it suffices to concentrate on one particular response in political economy that
acknowledges the weight of the postmodern view and yet retains an understanding of
the social totality. It starts with the understanding of social totality found in the work
of Adam Smith and Karl Marx (particularly evident in the early work and in The
Grundrisse (1973)) as opposed to that of classical structuralists like the sociologists Emile
Durkheim and Talcott Parsons, or, philosophical structuralists such as Louis Althusser.
Smith and Marx differed fundamentally, but agreed on the need to reject the essen-
tialist view that all is reducible to the social whole, all analysis to what Durkheim called
the “social fact.” Their historicity, the recognition of the contingent nature of social
life, ruled out such essentialist thinking. But making use of the social totality does not
require essentialism or reductionism of thought. In fact, as Marx, and his twentieth-
century interpreters like Gramsci and Lukdcs remind us, dialectical thinking leads us to
recognize that reality is comprised of both the parts and the whole, organized in the
concrete totality of integration and contradiction that constitute social life.

David Harvey (1989), a leading proponent of this view, acknowledges the growth
of a dispersed, mobile, flexible, and recombinant political economy and culture.
Such developments can signal shifting identities and local resistance. But they can
also mark a more tightly organized capitalism which uses its control over technolo-
gies and expertise to give it the flexibility to tolerate, resist, absorb, commodify, or
ignore these resistances. Hence, the relationships among parts varies from loose to
tight and the whole itself may contain numerous fissures, eruptions, and distortions.
Nevertheless, according to this view, any discussion which addresses solely the parts
or the whole is elliptical. This perspective rejects both the idealism of systems think-
ing and the positivism of conventional science that calls for direct sensory observa-
tion of each and every link in the social field. It rejects as equally essentialist,
attempts to provide unassailable priority to the global or the local. Research deter-
mines the nature and extent of resistance and control, weakness and strength, etc.
Defending the use of totality in the field of literary criticism, Ahmad (1992: 121) nev-
ertheless cautions about the need “to specify and historicize the determinations
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which constitute any given field.” Nevertheless, “with sufficient knowledge of the
field, it is normally possible to specify the principle ideological formations and nar-
rative forms.”® Political economy lays the groundwork for such research with its
openness to a contingent, non-essentialist social totality.

Moral philosophy provides a third characteristic of a political economy approach.
Moral philosophy refers to social values and to conceptions of appropriate social
practices. The goal of this particular form of analysis is to clarify and make explicit
the moral positions of economic and political economic perspectives, particularly
because moral viewpoints are often masked in these perspectives.

When Jeffrey Sachs, a leading architect of economic reconstruction in the former
Communist world, was asked about his work in the region, he began by calling it
“the greatest moral challenge of our time” (Rusk, 1991: B8). When his colleague
Benjamin Friedman wrote a book (1988) attacking the excesses of Ronald Reagan’s
presidency, he introduced each chapter with a Biblical citation. In their overview of
the political economy of communication, Golding and Murdock (1991: 18-19)
maintain that what distinguishes critical political economy is that “perhaps most
importantly of all, it goes beyond technical issues of efficiency to engage with basic
moral questions of justice, equity and the public good.” These are examples from
across the spectrum of perspectives in economics and political economy that suggest
some unease with what has become the customary practice of separating science
from morality. Their interest in moral philosophy reflects a central concern of some
of the founding figures in political economy.

Adam Smith, who was not a professor of economics but of moral philosophy, offers a
vision of how to advance the social good. It is not, as he would later argue in The Wealth
of Nations, through selfish behavior or self-interest, but by doing good in society:

And hence it is that to feel much for others, and little for ourselves, that to restrain our self-
ish, and to indulge our benevolent affections, constitutes the perfection of human nature;
and can alone produce among mankind that harmony of sentiments and passions in which
constitutes their whole grace and propriety. (Smith, 1937, Pt. 1, Sec. 1, Chap. 5: 71)

Similarly, Thomas Malthus, son of a preacher, warns of the moral consequences of
unchecked population and Karl Marx offers a political economy that would create a
society based on satisfying human needs, not one founded on class power. However
one responds to their specific visions and values, it is hard to deny that visions and
values were central to their analyses, that the moral sphere was integral to their work.
As the noted political economist Joan Robinson maintained, it would be left for later
analysts to take “this branch of ethics” and turn it into a discipline “that is striving
to be a science” (Robinson, 1962).

8 Ahmad’s (1992: 121) defense of what he calls “Totality” comes in the midst of a longer
argument attacking its misuse by those who refer to singular tendencies (e.g. nationalism)
within “Third World Literature” based on analysis of “the few texts that become available in
the metropolitan languages.”
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There are two central points in this plea for moral philosophy. First, the moral,
cultural, or spiritual domain is itself the central subject of analysis. Adam Smith chose
to write The Theory of Moral Sentiments before his analysis of the division of labor in the
marketplace because it was essential to understand the moral basis of a commercial soci-
ety on the rise in Britain in the last half of the eighteenth century. He felt that it was a
better work than The Wealth of Nations and returned to it near the end of his life because,
according to Lux (1990: 98), “there was a more serious problem with unmoderated com-
mercial motives than he was aware of earlier.” Similarly, Marx began with moral philo-
sophical treatises that are too readily dismissed as the writings of the “young Marx,” but
which form the core of understanding the values of a growing industrial society.

These people were moral visionaries in another sense. They felt that an essential
element of their responsibility as social philosophers was identifying visions of a
morally appropriate way of life. For them, the moral vision became the feature that
distinguished reason from rationality. This can be a difficult point to understand
because Western culture has tended to separate science from morality. One voice
speaks the language of rationality, logic, and positivism; the other, a normative lan-
guage that is generally permitted to talk back but not with the other. One is custom-
arily permitted to go only so far as Max Weber (1946), who felt that it was acceptable
to be motivated by moral concerns, but that the canons of science left no room for
morality in analysis. The defense of this standpoint is that moral concerns get in the
way of the objectivity essential for scientific achievement and ultimately prevent sci-
ence from developing the means to address the very problems that moralists raise.
Defenders of moral philosophy respond by pointing to the many problems, from cli-
mate change to world poverty, that an unreflective science has helped to create.

One of the central breaks in the transition from political economy to economics was
the acceptance of the Weberian view that value neutrality defined the limits of the rela-
tionship between economics and moral philosophy. Economics could study values,
although in practice this meant identifying values with preferences registered by mar-
ketplace choices. Moral comment would hold little or no explicit place in the econo-
mist’s explanation or assessment. Some would contend that the separation of moral
philosophy from economics meant simply that the form went underground only to
insinuate itself into the economists’ assumptions and choices of ideas, concepts, and
variables. For example, the decision to define human labor along with land and capi-
tal as merely a factor of production may very well make analytic sense, but it also
reflects a certain moral vision, however implicit, that people are interchangeable with
things or that lives are interchangeable with capital. The economist argues that such a
view is limited to the economic domain and reflects economic practice. Critics respond
that visions spill over into other areas of social life so that workers viewed as tools for
the economist’s research purpose come to be seen more widely as mere tools and are
often treated accordingly.’ By naturalizing specific economic practices that reduce living
labor to a factor of production, economics slips a moral vision through the back door.

9 Rabinach (1990) argues that the identification of people with machinery, the productivist
ethos, is one of the defining characteristics of modernism.
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The debate over the separation of fact and value, analysis and prescription,
economics and moral philosophy continues, but there are signs of changes in the
wind. As noted at the start of this section, today’s leading mainstream economists are
less averse to using moral language in their economic discourse; although it is more
likely that ‘moral challenge’ appears in speeches rather than in journal articles. They
are also more likely to make use of specific moral philosophical work, particularly
Rawls’ theory of justice, which offers connections between moral thinking and wel-
fare economics (Castagnera, 2002). There is certainly discomfort within the ranks of
mainstream economics about the moral consequences of a system rooted in com-
mercial values (Foley, 2006: 219-20).

Nevertheless, it is chiefly the heterodox schools of thought, rooted in political econ-
omy, that take up the moral concern. The conservative wing of public choice or con-
stitutional political economy seeks to extend the tools of economic analysis to moral
choice and aims to use economics to establish Brennan and Buchanan’s (1985) civic
religion. The Marxian and institutional traditions are steeped in debates over the place
of moral philosophy. One of the major forms these have taken in recent years is over
the challenge that structuralism, especially in the work of Althusser and Lévi-Strauss,
posed to the humanistic versions of Marxian thought. Seeking to apply the logic of
Capital to general forms of thought and action, Althusser called for eliminating the
moral philosophical dimensions from the Marxian tradition. The attack continues
today, although protagonists tend to take up the cause of poststructuralism and post-
modernism, drawing on a Nietzschean tradition to attack the value of moral philoso-
phy (Eagleton, 2003). Nevertheless, the moral dimension remains strong in Marxian
political economy because it provides a powerful defense of democracy, equality, and
the public sphere in the face of dominant private interests. This is one reason why,
despite the attacks from structuralist and deconstructionist quarters, political econo-
mists of communication retain a strong position on the importance of moral philos-
ophy (Artz, Macek, and Cloud, 2006; Murdock and Golding, 200S5).

The fourth characteristic of a political economy approach is praxis, an idea with
deep roots in the history of philosophy and one which has found several paths to
communication studies, including Marxian theory, the Frankfurt School of critical
thought, and the “action-research” tradition best embodied in sociology. Most gen-
erally, praxis refers to human activity and specifically to the free and creative activ-
ity by which people produce and change the world, including changing themselves.
The word originates in the ancient Greek where it typically referred to the political
and business activities of free men (as well as the name of a lesser known goddess of
mythology). It reached some prominence in the work of Aristotle, who considered
economic, political, and ethical studies as forms of practical knowledge to be distin-
guished from theory and poiesis. Where theory sought truth and poiesis the produc-
tion of something, the goal of praxis was action. The term played a major role in
debates about the division of knowledge in medieval and early modern philosophy.

Praxis came to occupy a central place in the work of the philosophers Kant, Hegel,
and Marx. For Kant, praxis or practical reason takes primacy in the unity with theory
that comprises full reason. Indeed, morality is defined as the “absolutely practical.”
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Hegel also recognized the superiority of praxis to theory, but looked to a higher unity
for truth to be found in freedom where the absolute spirit realizes itself in philosophy,
the arts, and religion. Marx was concerned with praxis from his earliest work, a doc-
toral dissertation on Greek philosophy, which insisted that philosophy be made prac-
tical. His principal interest in the term was to create an alternative to alienated labor.
In Marx’ view, capitalism freed labor from the alienation of necessity only to replace
it with a new form of alienation - the reduction of labor power to a marketable com-
modity. The revolutionary goal was to transform alienated labor into praxis or free,
universal, self-activity.

Gramsci and Lukacs made use of praxis to attack the more deterministic forms of
Marxism contained in Capital and in Engels’ re-reading of Marx. The term entered
debates in communication theory through the work of the Frankfurt School and par-
ticularly that of Marcuse and Habermas, who added weight to praxis by defining it as
a general form of action, of which labor was one type. Traditionally, labor occupied a
central place in economic thought because human history has been forced to live in
the realm of necessity that requires human labor. As the productive forces develop and
offer the first historical opportunity to overcome necessity, Frankfurt theorists turned
to other forms of praxis to envision what was to constitute the realm of freedom. In
his critique of Marx, Habermas (1973) argued for the distinction between work, or
purposive rational action, and interaction, or communicative action. Marx was under-
standably taken by the first because labor was central to the transformations brought
about by capitalism. For Habermas, however, social praxis was made up of both work
and communicative action. The latter, based on consensual norms and constitutive
symbols, offered an alternative model of social life provided that it could be freed from
the distortions that restrict democratic, open communication.

Praxis is important to both the epistemological and substantive premises of politi-
cal economy. In brief, praxis guides a theory of knowledge to view knowing as the
ongoing product of theory and practice. It rejects as partial those epistemologies
which conclude that truth can only result from contemplation. Knowledge requires
more than a process of honing and purifying conceptual thought. Rather it grows out
of the mutual constitution of conception and execution.!® Praxis has also occupied an
important place in the substantive development of political economy. After all, polit-
ical economy began as the practical activity of household management and control of
the polis. Aristotle placed it among the practical disciplines whose wisdom would
guide the conduct of rulers. There is a notable tension in classical political economy
between the desire to understand the sources of wealth and productivity and the need
to advise elites on the appropriate labor, trade, and social welfare policies. Those

10 Marxian theory views the separation of conception from execution as a central step in the
process of alienation. Braverman (1974) makes use of the distinction in pathbreaking work on
the labor process in capitalism. Praxis resonates beyond Marxian theory. It is particularly promi-
nent, in substance if not in name, in the work of the pragmatic philosophers, including Pierce,
James, and Dewey. In his history of communication research, Hardt (1992) suggests that praxis
can provide one bridge between Marxian and pragmatic thought.
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schooled in the Marxian tradition explicitly united the role of political economist and
activist in, for example, Gramsci’s conception of the organic intellectual. Writing from
prison, where he was incarcerated for opposition to Italian fascism, Gramsci provided
a model of the intellectual schooled in both the theoretical tools of analysis and in
the common sense of practical political struggle and resistance.

The tension continues in a far different part of the intellectual universe where con-
temporary mainstream economists struggle over the drives to purify economics with
mathematical rigor and to market their advice to businesses and governments. This
is not to suggest that the problems posed by praxis are identical for the wide range
of thinking that encompasses political economy and economics. More importantly,
however hard one might try, it is impossible to escape the problems that praxis poses
for the scholar who would work in these fields. Specifically, political economy is
inextricably bound to policy studies and the political economy of communication
needs to address both the strengths and the pitfalls the relationship creates.

Conclusion

This chapter set the stage for the detailed examination of the political economy of
communication by presenting political economy as a broad-based and variegated
approach to social analysis. It started with a set of definitions that suggested how
political economy developed out of practical questions of household and commu-
nity management. The history of how to think about political economy is marked by
differences over whether the discipline should encompass the full range of social
activity or take on a narrower, scientific remit even at the price of limiting its scope
to economic phenomena presented in the form of falsifiable propositions using
mathematical discourse. The chapter highlighted two definitions which have been
used in communications research. One concentrates on the social relations, particu-
larly the power relations, governing the production, distribution, and exchange of
resources; the other on broad problems of control and survival.

Following this presentation and assessment of definitions, the chapter took up
central characteristics which mutually constitute a political economy approach.
These include social change and history, the social totality, moral philosophy, and
praxis. Political economy has made use of these from its roots in the thinking of
eighteenth-century Scottish Enlightenment philosophy. Their meaning has shifted
as they have been tested against a changing world order and challenges from alter-
native intellectual currents.
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WHAT IS POLITICAL ECONOMY?
SCHOOLS OF THOUGHT

The Origins of Political Economy and the Classical Paradigm

Histories of political economic thought tend to begin with either the period of classical
Greece, which allows for a start at the etymological origin of the term, or with the
eighteenth-century Scottish Enlightenment moral philosophers, culminating in
Adam Smith.! Whatever the choice, one cannot review major histories without rec-
ognizing that most build on a metanarrative that sees the discipline rooted firmly
within characteristic patterns of Western white male intellectual activity. To cite one
example of notable omission, histories neglect the development of social science in
the Arab world that anticipated by centuries, particularly in the work of Ibn Khaldun,
what we in the West call classical political economy.? One of the difficulties of this
overview is that, in a brief space, it must balance the need to present the canonical
positions, what most people are taught as economics, and heterodox views that aim
to modify and transform them.® Keeping these aims in mind, the primary objective
is to provide a general grounding in the traditions that inform most political eco-
nomic analysis to prepare for the next chapter which takes up the development of a
political economy of communication.

1 There is no agreement even among those who start from the modern era. Most contempo-
rary texts begin with the work of Smith. However, some start with earlier figures such as Sir
William Petty, whose 1690 book Political Arithmetic discussed the division of labor in the pro-
duction of timepieces and implied that labor is the source of all wealth.

2 I would like to thank the communication scholar Hamid Mowlana for reminding me of this
omission, my first economics professor Ibrahim Oweiss and my professor of intellectual history
Hisham Sharabi, who struggled to broaden the dominant tradition at Georgetown University.
See Gran (1990) for a discussion of the relationship between Western political economy and
Islamic thought.

3 The editors of the The New Palgrave learned how difficult this balancing act can be when
they were soundly criticized by Nobel laureate Robert Solow, whose review appeared in the New
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Classical political economy was founded on two of the pillars of the Enlightenment:
Descartes’ vision of rationality and Bacon’s approach to empiricism. In general, it
sought to extend the seventeenth-century revolution in the physical sciences by apply-
ing the principles of physics to the world of eighteenth- and nineteenth-century capi-
talism. As Bell (Bell and Kristol, 1981) reminds us, central to the scientific project was
the shift from studying concrete objects to concentrating on their abstract properties,
such as mass, acceleration, and velocity. For Adam Smith, an heir of the Scottish
Enlightenment, as well as for his English counterparts, David Ricardo, Robert Malthus,
and John Stuart Mill, this meant determining the economic constants that constituted
the stable, underlying reality for a world undergoing massive transformation. Arguably,
the most important of these was anchoring the concept of value in productive labor, a
marked departure from the prevailing view, defended by their adversaries, the
Physiocrats, who insisted that economic wealth was literally rooted only in land.

Focusing on variables like value, price, and cost led to abstract laws, codified in a
mathematical form, that described their interrelationships. Additionally, by abstract-
ing the specific concept of value from the narrow context of gold and other precious
metals, so dear to the mercantilists, and from land, the alternative offered by the
Physiocrats, the classical school of political economy opened the way to the general
application of their “laws” to all forms of industry and trade. The classical position
was not the first school of economic thought, but it was arguably the first such sys-
tem, i.e. a set of abstract variables believed to be applicable to all economic activity.*

According to Roll (1942), the classical view was rooted in three immediate tradi-
tions. From Locke’s vision of political philosophy, it derived the ideas of self-interest,
private property, and the labor theory of value. Mercantilist thought contributed the
notion of exchange value, although the classical political economists would modify
this in the labor theory of value. Finally, however much this also meant a rejection
of the view that land was the ultimate source of value, classical theory supported the
French physiocratic notion of laissez-faire, an alternative to the views of mercan-
tilists, who supported government intervention to support the economy.

Following the Enlightenment tradition, classical theorists maintained that indi-
viduals were capable of using reason to maximize their self-interest and, by exten-
sion, the interests of society. The latter was reduced to an aggregation of individuals
with no existence sui generis and no teleology. Institutions were natural results of

York Times. Objecting to what he perceived to be the book's excessive indulgence of critical
views, Solow adopts a fatalistic demeanor, concluding that economics will always be “contam-
inated by ideology.” Citing Marxism (“the most persistent”) but Austrian, post-Keynesian and
neo-Ricardian as well, Solow attacks The New Palgrave because it failed to “keep the various ‘par-
adigms’ in proportion.” The editors replied with a count that totaled about 15 per cent of
entries falling outside the “current professional consensus” (Amsden, 1992: 795-7). Apparently,
this was too much deviance for Solow to tolerate.

4 For Smith and others, the method of abstraction was a general one, not limited to the
analysis of economic activity, a point which led a commentator on Smith’s assessment of the
market for religion to call him the “first economic imperialist” (Anderson, 1988).
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human interaction, but were to be watched with a skeptical eye because of their
tendency to restrict the freedom of individual choice and social intercourse, includ-
ing the free flow of ideas, commerce, and labor. Only individual freedom could max-
imize efficiency and therefore the wealth of nations. The institution of government
bore special watchfulness because the tradition of sovereignty, which gave it the
power to defend the realm, could also easily be used to create special privileges,
including government enterprises that would restrain industry and trade.

Wide variations within the classical approach gave subsequent generations of
political economists much to claim and to contest. The dominant view is to be found
in Smith’s resounding defense of self-interest over benevolence: “It is not from the
benevolence of the butcher, the brewer or the baker, that we expect our dinner, but
from their regard to their own interest” (1937, Bk 1, Chap. 2: 14).% In the extreme, this
view would propel Thomas Malthus to defend the practice of permitting raw sewage to
flow freely in city streets as a means of killing off the weak and thereby ensuring
population control and survival of the fittest. According to this view, governments
should not act to control the spread of disease because such action would only lead to
more misery in the long term. Why? Because unchecked population and resources
diverted to the weakest would undermine the long-term strength of society.®
Nevertheless, for all his concern about government controls, even Smith rejected the
view that the state’s role should be limited to national defense alone. Recognizing the
relationship between labor and culture, the man who defended the division of labor in
pin making, also acknowledged that “the man whose whole life is spent in performing
a few simple operations ... generally becomes as stupid and ignorant as it is possible for
a human creature to become unless the government takes some pains to prevent it”
(1937: 734-5). Moreover, in The Theory of Moral Sentiments, written in 1759, seventeen
years before The Wealth of Nations, Smith attacked Hobbes’ notion of self-interest with
a call to do good for others (Smith, 1976: 71). The point is not to argue for one or the
other as the real Adam Smith, but to suggest that Smith has been oversimplified by his
critics, particularly those who see in his position a defense of the unbridled market.

The work of David Ricardo (1819) and John Stuart Mill (1848) departs further from
the image of classical political economy as the unabashed home of free market eco-
nomics. Their attention to the distributional consequences of the free market raised
the specter of inequality and exploitation. Ricardo leveled his strongest criticism at
landowning interests who used their control of a vital resource to attract higher rents

5 Smith’s butcher, brewer, baker quote is widely repeated. Another, also from The Wealth of
Nations, suggests that he was not entirely comfortable with the pre-eminence of self-interest:
“All for ourselves, and nothing for other people, seems, in every age of the world, to have been
the vile maxim of the masters of mankind” (Bk III, Chap. iv, Para. 10).

6 Malthus’s consistent attack on government intervention did not extend to the Corn Laws,
which permitted the government to protect British landowners with a high tariff. Malthus sup-
ported the laws by arguing that political economy, which more greatly resembled “morals and
politics than mathematics,” simply did not apply in this case (Lux, 1990: 41).
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that hurt both workers and capitalists. Mill, at heart a pragmatist, backed off from a
flirtation with socialism, calling instead for expanding education to control popula-
tion and thereby to diminish want. It would be left to the Utopian Socialists, and, of
course, to Marx and his followers to place systematic alternatives to the unrestricted
marketplace on the intellectual agenda.

The classical political economists are important for many reasons. For all of their
differences, they succeeded in focusing intellectual attention away from the prevail-
ing emphasis on equating economic value with gold, other precious metals, and with
land, by agreeing that value was determined by productive labor. They understood
the power of the division of labor in the marketplace to create wealth. They also real-
ized that the extension of this practice was transforming the world and shared the
profound ambiguity of many at that time about the overall benefit of the changes
they were just beginning to experience.

The classical position attracted substantial criticism from conservative and Marxian
socialist positions. Before turning to these criticisms, which laid the groundwork for alter-
native perspectives, it is useful to consider one fundamental way in which the classical
position fell short of its own fundamentals. For all of its attention to freedom and indi-
viduality, classical political economy took for granted the goal of economic nationalism.
It was, for example, to explain and advance the wealth of nations that Smith wrote his
major work and by that he meant primarily the wealth of Britain. Trade would enhance
the productivity of one or more nations. As Joan Robinson remarked in her Economic
Philosophy, although their position “purported to be based on universal benevolence, yet
they naturally fell into the habit of talking in terms of National Income. ... Our nation,
our people were quite enough to bother about” (1962: 125). So powerful was the hege-
mony of nationalism, that, although classical political economy successfully demystified
many of the ideas entrenched in earlier schools of thought, e.g. land is the source of
wealth, the conflict between national and general welfare was simply not entertained.

The Radical Critique

Utopian and Marxian socialists developed a powerful critique of the classical posi-
tion, from the human devastation brought about by policies enacted in its name to
the theoretical shortcomings of its presumed commitment to Enlightenment ratio-
nality. Their radical response was supported and sustained by workers’ and other
social movements that enlarged the intellectual critique by incorporating the demo-
cratic forces erupting in response to the industrial revolution.

Utopian critics built their arguments out of involvement with oppositional social
movements struggling for democracy, such as the Levellers in Britain and the radicals of
the French Revolution. Utopians like Godwin and Paine (whose attack on British colo-
nialism helped inspire the American Revolution) chronicled the growth of exploitation
accompanying the removal of what few government protections stood between the
poor and starvation. Moreover, they attacked the classical view for failing to direct the
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Enlightenment spirit of rationality against a cornerstone of the new economy: private
property. What system (and what, in Carlyle’s words, “dismal science”) could be more
irrational than one that would defend the practice of excluding the masses of people
from the fruits of their own sweated labor? This strong moral voice and political com-
mitment rejected the classical retort that hunger and misery cannot be avoided because
population was growing and land was shrinking. Several of the later Utopians, notably
Owen, Fourier, and Saint-Simon, aimed to build alternatives to what they called the
anarchy of the market with an explicit commitment to planned, communal societies.

Marx built on this critique, accepting its concern to shift the terms of debate to
equality and community but rejected the substitution of moral outrage, however
well justified, in defense of an abstract and idealistic notion of humanity, for sus-
tained materialist analysis. The power of his analysis has itself attracted a legion of
critics but it has also won their grudging and even not-so-grudging respect.” This
overview cannot and is not intended to do justice to the contribution of Marxian
theory and to the numerous interpretations of its legacy. Rather, the goal is to
describe some of the major dimensions of a Marxian political economy which grew
out of a critical engagement with the classical school of thought.

Marx built on a number of the contributions in classical theory. He accepted the
focus on labor as the chief source of value, although he systematically recast it to take
into account divergences between the use and exchange value of labor so that he
could develop a theory of exploitation. This identified the difference between the
value and price of labor or the surplus value that accrued to capital as a result of
increasing the workday (absolute exploitation) or of intensifying the work process
during the workday (relative exploitation).

Marx’s response came in his critique of political economy which turned, in part,
on a thorough attempt to historicize the perspective and, particularly, its view of
labor. The classical school was interested in the historical transition from feudalism
to capitalism, but tended to limit application of its historical imagination when it exam-
ined capitalism itself, save for specific debates on the question of whether capitalism
contained an inherent, natural tendency to immiseration. For Marx, capitalism was
a system of unprecedented dynamism, continuously revolutionizing its productive
processes with new technologies and new forms of organizing the labor process.
Although capitalism faced a continuous maelstrom of conflict and struggle that

7 In 1942, Joseph Schumpeter, one of Marx’s more luminous adversaries, put it quite well,
in words that hold particular meaning in a world that celebrates “post-Marxism” and “the
end of history”:

Most of the creations of the intellect or fancy pass away for good after a time that varies
between an after-dinner hour and a generation. Some, however, do not. They suffer eclipses,
but they come back again, not as unrecognizable elements of a cultural inheritance but in their
individual garb and with their personal scars which people may see and touch. These we call
the great ones - it is no disadvantage of this definition that it links greatness to vitality. Taken
in this sense, this undoubtedly is the word to apply to the message of Marx. (1942: 3)
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changed its practices and forms, at the end of the day no custom, ritual, or value
would block the development of the market, the production of commodities, includ-
ing labor, and the growth of surplus value. The capitalist tendency to continuous rev-
olution, what Schumpeter (1942) would later appropriately call the process of
“creative destruction,” could only be undone by forces that capitalism alone was able
to release. Included among these was the working class, defined as those who are
made to sell their labor power and give up control over the means of production.

Classical theory identified the forces propelling capitalism but tended to view
them as natural.® Marx sought to situate capitalism within the dialectical flow of his-
tory, but with a materialist vision that would break with established tendencies in
historiography, epitomized in the work of Hegel, which above all valued the history
of ideas, beliefs, and governments or states.’ In fact, in addition to building on much
of the Hegelian tradition, particularly Hegel’s concept of the dialectic and his goal of
a practical philosophy (meant to fuse theory and practice), Marx took up the chal-
lenge of revolutionizing it. He would do so by showing how people make history and
themselves, albeit under conditions that are not of their own making. For Marx, his-
tory meant, above all, how people make themselves through labor.

In addition to this radical view of history, the Marxian critique of political econ-
omy developed an equally radical social conception of capitalism. Capitalism is a
material system, not because of what it appears to be, i.e. a system of things (of
machinery, workplaces, products, etc.), but because it contains an historically unique
set of social relations. The appearance of naturalism masked the reorganization of
social life principally along social class lines. For Marx, moreover, capitalism is not a
material system because it engages in commodity production. This is important, but
it is still merely the stuff of commodities. Granted, Marx makes a great deal of this
stuff. Consider that he begins Capital (1976a), arguably his most mature work, with
a chapter on “The Commodity.” But as the first sentence makes clear, although the
commodity is ubiquitous, it is nevertheless a ubiquity of appearances: “The wealth
of societies in which the capitalist mode of production prevails appears as an

8 Marx stressed this in his critique of classical political economy. In Capital, he singled out
their theoretical formulations in this way:

These formulas, which bear the unmistakable stamp of belonging to a social formation in
which the process of production has mastery over man, instead of the opposite, appear to
the political economist’s consciousness to be as much a self-evident and nature-imposed
necessity as productive labour itself. (1976a: 175)

9 Marx was stinging in his criticism of “True Socialists” who, he argued, refused to confront
the material roots of conflict and change:

It is difficult to see why these true socialists mention society at all if they believe with the
philosophers that all real cleavages are caused by conceptual cleavages. On the basis of the philo-
sophical belief in the power of concepts to make or destroy the world, they can likewise imag-
ine that some individual “abolished the cleavage of life” by “abolishing” concepts in some way
or other. (1976b: 467)
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immense collection of commodities” (1976a: 125). Peel back the layers of appearance
and we find a set of social relations, specifically “all commodities are merely definite
quantities of congealed labour-time” (1976a: 130).

More generally, the social relations of capitalism embody a mass of producers who do
not own the means of production but have to sell their labor power to a class of own-
ers organized in separate firms that compete in various commodity, labor, raw material,
and capital markets. Competition drives these different firms to maximize surplus value
by exploiting labor in order to increase capital accumulation. The Marxian literature is
filled with the debate over the precise definition and consequences of the capital-labor
relationship. Nevertheless, the tendency in the traditional Marxian view is to argue that
the system built on the capital/wage-labor relationship leads to the growing mecha-
nization of labor, the concentration and centralization of capital, and periodic crises, of
which the tendency to overproduction is probably the most pronounced (Mandel, in
Marx, 1976a: 82). One can certainly find the seeds of this view in some of the work of
classical political economy, particularly in that of Ricardo and his left of center follow-
ers. However, until Marx, no one ventured an analysis of capitalism that so thoroughly
sought to strip away the power of its apparent features that define a natural, taken-for-
granted world, to reveal a set of socially dynamic, but fundamentally contradictory and,
therefore, unstable social practices and social class relations.

Among the numerous critiques of the traditional Marxian view, one is particularly
important to communications studies: Marx did not carry the social analysis of capi-
talism far enough. This does not refer to the widespread, but generally mistaken view,
that Marx missed the rise of today’s managerial capitalism and service economy. For
sympathetic critics like Williams (1977), Baudrillard (1981), and Dallas Smythe (1981),
these are far less consequential than what results from an essentialist and narrow view
of labor. The traditional Marxian analysis places a great deal of weight on the concept
of labor. In his early work, as well as in The Grundrisse (which connects the early Marx
to the Marx of Capital), Marx envisions labor as a broad category encompassing the
social activity by which people constitute themselves and history. Nevertheless, even
here, the emphasis is on the instrumental and productive nature of labor rather than
on its expressive and constitutive qualities. Capital takes an even more productivist
view of labor, largely, according to Marx’s defenders, because it is a critique of capi-
talism, one of whose central features is the narrowing of labor into the instrumental-
productivist wage relationship, turning human beings into objects or mere factors of
production. However, one consequence of a formulation that identifies labor as the
essential material activity but narrows it into the wage system is that other material
practices of working people are minimized. This is especially true of those which we
would identify with communication, including culture, language, and social repro-
duction. These are rendered non-material, dependent on, and in extreme formula-
tions, superstructural reflections of, a material base defined by labor. According to
Haraway (1991: 132), although Marx and Engels recognized that labor encompassed
the production of human beings themselves, they give greatest weight to the produc-
tion of the means of existence and thereby offer little more than a starting point for
theories of, among other things, the sex/gender division of labor.
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One of the central tasks of a political economy of communication that aims to
build on a critical encounter with traditional Marxian analysis is to demonstrate how
communication and culture are material practices, how labor and language are
mutually constituted, and how communication and information are dialectical
instances of the same social activity, the social construction of meaning. Situating
these tasks within a larger framework of understanding power and resistance would
place communication directly into the flow of a Marxian tradition that remains alive
and relevant today (Potts, 2005; Saad-Filho, 2002).

The Conservative Critique

Responding to the social and intellectual transformations that were surging across
Europe in the last half of the eighteenth century, the British conservative philoso-
pher Edmund Burke (1955: 86) pronounced: “The age of chivalry is gone. That of
sophisters, economists, and calculators has succeeded, and the glory of Europe is
extinguished forever.” For Burke, the French Revolution not only failed as a political
project, it was an intellectual disaster as well. For him, as for other conservatives,
such as Thomas Carlyle, the French Revolution demonstrated the utter failure of the
Enlightenment view that the universe was a grand rational machine that, much like
a clock, could be understood, fixed, and changed for the better. After all, here was a
revolution carried out in the name of reason, democracy, and freedom and all it
brought about was terror, slaughter, and authoritarianism. According to this view,
society is not a mechanism that can be taken apart and put back together, but a frag-
ile organism bound together by tradition and wisdom (Gray, 2007).

This fundamentally anti-modernist view held little hope that the proponents of a
political economy would be able to improve material or intellectual life. Carlyle, in
fact, was the first to dub political economy “the dismal science,” adding that it was
little more than “pig philosophy.” If the big clock of Galileo and Newton cannot
work for society (in fact, it only added to the hubris that would inspire many failed
revolutions), then it cannot work in those economic models inspired by it.
Specifically, conservatives opposed the assumption that economic progress results
from self-interested individuals rationally seeking to maximize their wealth. The self-
interest of Smith’s butcher, brewer, and baker might also drive them to destroy one
another. Rather, wealth grows out of an organic order that produces respect for tra-
ditions offering people a clear sense of their social role and a moral grounding that
motivates them to carry it out. The alternative might work in the short run (although
the French Revolution proved just how short that run could be), but in the long
term, rational self-interest was a weak basis for social unity.

At one extreme, the conservative view supported all defenses of hierarchy and dif-
ference, whether based on gender, race, or class. The natural order would be led by
those who were male, white, and wealthy. There was no Mill, Marx, or Mary
Wollstonecraft in their ranks to defend the need for equality as the basis for an
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ordered community. On the other hand, however, there was more support for
working people among conservatives than could be found in most classical political
economy. For example, Carlyle (1984) proposed giving more power to labor in order
to create a greater sense of community and harmony in the workplace. He also sup-
ported government intervention to regulate health and safety in the workplace and
to provide social assistance for those people the system rejects. There was no Malthus
in their ranks to support free-flowing sewage as a form of population control. But nei-
ther would social utopians or Marxians find a welcome. Whatever the surface affin-
ity in their concern for recognizing the needs of working people and of the poor,
the conservative and socialist/Marxian paradigms were fundamentally at odds.
Conservatives drew the line at social intervention that would ameliorate the worst
consequences of social change. They rejected the Enlightenment view, pressed by
social democrats and Marx, that one could intervene in social life to fundamentally
alter its arrangements and bring about a more rational world. They particularly
opposed giving power to the masses to carry out this social transformation.

From Political Economy to Neoclassical Economics

There is no sharp break that permits a precise designation of when classical political
economy became economics. However, during roughly about the last half of the nine-
teenth century, several developments began to coalesce around a formulation that
would eventually come to embody the neoclassical economics approach. One of the
critical sources for the shift was the increasing willingness to accept Bentham's utilitar-
ian attack on the classical defense of natural law and rights. Bentham (1907) argued
that pleasure and pain, not some religious or natural code, were to be the sole deter-
minants of ethical and moral behavior. For him, the philosopher's task is to develop a
Felicific Calculus made up of precise measures of social welfare based on maximizing
pleasure over pain and to recommend the necessary social changes to bring it about.
Drawing explicitly from this work in his 1870 book that would rename the discipline,
Jevons defined economics as the study of “the mechanics of utility and self-interest”:

to satisfy our wants to the utmost with the least effort — to procure the greatest amount of
what is desirable at the expense of the least that is undesirable — in other words, to maxi-
mize pleasure, is the problem of economics. (1965: 101)™

10 Although Bentham provided an immediate influence on the development of neoclassi-
cal economics, his work is well-rooted in that of predecessors who arguably took stronger posi-
tions. Consider the philosopher David Hume's remarks on sorting out the wheat from the
chaff in libraries:

If we take in our hand any volume; of divinity or school metaphysics, for instance, let us ask,
Does it contain any abstract reasoning concerning quantity or number? No. Does it contain
any experimental reasoning concerning matter of fact and existence? No. Commit it then to
the flames: for it can contain nothing but sophistry and illusion. (Ward, Trent, et al., 1907)
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Unlike political economy, economics was not concerned with determining human
needs or rights, natural or otherwise. Rather, it would be the wants expressed in pref-
erences, the determinable and measurable choices made in the marketplace for capital,
labor, and consumer goods and services, that would comprise the substance of the dis-
cipline. Moreover, economics was less interested in the absolute utility of a good than
in the utility of the last available item or its marginal utility. In 1871, Jevons in Britain,
Menger in Austria, and, a bit later on, Clark in the United States hit upon the idea that,
all things being equal, the utility of any good or service declines with its increasing
availability. It is the utility of the marginal unit, the last and least wanted, that sets the
value for all. Furthermore, the concept of marginality could be extended from the
demand for a good or service to its supply. Ricardo had demonstrated that continued
pressure for agricultural production drove landowners to cultivate at the less arable
margins, thereby increasing production costs. Jevons and his contemporaries noted the
same tendency in manufacturing: factories incur increasing costs as they press to
extract more from machinery and labor. As a result, the supply side faced the same
problem of diminishing returns and utility was to be determined at the margin.

These insights would be put together by numerous successors, although Alfred
Marshall is most often credited with having achieved the synthesis that makes up the
neoclassical system. In simple terms, market price (for goods, services, labor, and cap-
ital) is determined at the intersection of a downward sloping demand curve (down-
ward because of the decreasing propensity to consume at the margin) and an upward
sloping supply curve (upward because of the rising costs at the margin). In his
Principles of Economics, Marshall developed this idea into a universe of discourse that
John Maynard Keynes, who in the twentieth century, produced one of the major rup-
tures in the neoclassical world, called “a whole Copernican system, in which all the
elements of the economic universe are kept in their places by mutual counterpoise
and interaction” (Heilbroner, 1986: 208).

Marshall's Principles (1961), which was published in 1890 with new editions
appearing until 1920, was driven by two notions that continue to characterize eco-
nomics as a discipline. First, following particularly on the work of Walras, econom-
ics was concerned with social order, i.e. with describing forces in equilibrium. Just as
astronomers and physicists had identified the essential harmony of the physical
world, the economist would locate and describe qualities of economic units and their
relationships that maintained balance in the world of goods. To use Walras’s term,
movement consists largely of tatonnement, the groping advances and retreats of indi-
viduals in response to signals from an external environment. Second, as the book’s
motto succinctly states: Natura non facit saltum, nature makes no sudden changes.
The economic universe, just as the Newtonian, was comprised of small, incremental
changes and therefore favored an analysis that took for granted wider institutional
arrangements. It takes hardly a leap to go from these ideas to the conclusion stated
most clearly by Jevons that “economics, if it is to be a science at all, must be a math-
ematical science” (Galbraith, 1987: 125).

In the drive to become a mathematical and parsimonious science, economics shed
most of the fundamental characteristics that characterize political economy. Given
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the interest in equilibrium states, economics would concentrate on synchronic
analysis to the neglect of the traditional interest in history. Concluding that the
study of institutional change and structural transformation could not be rendered
with mathematical precision, economics would limit its interest in social change to
small, incremental adjustments in general equilibrium patterns. The methods of eco-
nomic analysis would apply across the range of historical periods. However, they
were admittedly incapable of addressing the transition from one period to another,
particularly when the transition was marked by disjunctions and upheavals.

Furthermore, parsimony demanded that economics give up a systematic concern
for understanding the wider social totality. There was no room for the political in this
new science of economics because the tools were not available and probably never
would be to examine the political system with mathematical certainty.'! Economics
would also best give up the goal of understanding those social institutions, psycho-
logical forces, and cultural values that political economy argued was necessary for a
complete analysis. Even Alfred Marshall, whose interests tended to roam as widely as
those of his political economic predecessors and counterparts, called for the strict
limitation of economics to “that part of individual and social action which is most
closely connected with the attainment and with the use of the material requisites of
well-being” (Clark, 1991: 92). Unlike others who saw their work taken up solely with
understanding the allocation of scarce material resources to accomplish any goal,
Marshall was interested in and commented on the distribution of power in the work-
place and in society. Nevertheless, economic analysis would have to stand the test of
mathematical rigor and scientific objectivity. This meant breaking the tie to sociol-
ogy and political science, as well as to history.

It also meant breaking the connection to moral philosophy. Working in a transition
period, the best of the new economists were well versed in what they were setting
aside. Marshall, for example, had studied ethics and demonstrated a solid under-
standing of both Kantian and Hegelian approaches to moral concerns. He was gen-
uinely concerned with environmental pollution and with the market’s inability to
provide for universal goods like education. Nevertheless, Marshall and his fellow neo-
classicals held firmly to the view that economists should study wants expressed in
preferences and not needs determined by a moral philosophy. Of course, they would
admit, wants are often formed out of a moral position, but the moral standpoint is
irrelevant to understanding the economic significance of wants. Therefore, although
one might take an intellectual or more broadly humanistic interest in moral concerns,
one would not get very far by incorporating them in economic analysis.

Finally, the paring-down process led economists to set aside an interest in social
praxis. Like other disciplines, economics was increasingly institutionalized in universities

11 Jevons spoke for many in the neoclassical camp when he acknowledged that “About pol-
itics, I confess myself in a fog” (Heilbroner, 1986: 184). It is no wonder that he recommended
the name economics replace political economy, “the old troublesome double-worded name of
our science” (Clark, 1991: 32).
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and subjected to the formal and informal rules governing the academic division of labor.
As a consequence, it was more and more likely that academics would be separated from
social movements and from the wider public outside the university. Some, like the insti-
tutional economist Thorstein Veblen, resisted this tendency with a measure of success.
More typically, academics settled into the relative comfort of a university life that kept
away the people and events that might prove disruptive. In sum, mathematical and sci-
entific legitimacy came with a substantial price tag: set aside political economy and the
integration of history, the social totality, moral philosophy, and praxis into the mean-
ing of research and of intellectual life.'?

Notwithstanding this, it is important to resist the understandable tendency to com-
ment on the early history of a discipline as if it were simply the seed of what we
observe today. Today's economists are not the inevitable result of Jevons, Menger,
Clark, Walras, and Marshall. The transition from political economy to neoclassical
economics took place over widespread disagreement and intellectual conflict.
Consider the differences between the Austrian and Cambridge wings of neoclassical
thought. The former was established in the work of Menger and Bohm-Bawerk and
later in that of von Mises and Nobel-laureate Friedrich Hayek (Boettke and Storr, 2002;
Chang, 2002). Sensitive to the long, slow decline of the Hapsburg empire and morally
repulsed by the more proximate threat of class conflict and socialism, these econo-
mists were demanding in their insistence on the virtues of pure capitalism. Their work
provides the ringing defense of neoclassical methods and the justification for exact-
ing whatever price to achieve a pure market economy. Only a market economy could
provide the discipline of supply and demand essential to guarantee the most efficient
allocation of resources, including goods, services, labor, capital, and the information
required for rational action. The market provided its own moral justification.

The other principal, or Cambridge, wing of neoclassical thought was less willing to
completely accept an individualistic, market-centered approach. Fundamentally com-
mitted to these concepts, the heirs to Marshall's tradition, notably Pigou, Robinson, and
Keynes, were nevertheless concerned about the range of market failures and externalities
that justified corrective mechanisms, including government intervention. Pigou's work
on externalities was used to defend taxation and subsidy policies for firms that created
respectively net external costs and benefits. Finding that the marketplace fails to guar-
antee full employment output, Keynes recommended government fiscal intervention.

These struggles within the developing neoclassical paradigm suggest difficulties that
continue to raise critical questions today (Colander, Holt, and Rosser, 2004). From

12 Heilbroner ruminates on the consequences of what he considers an “intellectual tragedy
of the first order”:

For had the academicians paid attention to the underworld, had Alfred Marshall possessed
the disturbing vision of a Hobson, or Edgeworth the sense of social wrong of a Henry
George, the great catastrophe of the twentieth century might not have burst upon a world
utterly unprepared for radical social change. (1986: 211-12)
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within the perspective, these basic questions arise: Do we continue to trust the mar-
ket as the best and perhaps even the only way to organize and distribute our resources,
including communication and the media? Or should government intervene to regu-
late or even manage communication and the media so that everyone is ensured
affordable access to a fully diverse array of content and to the full range of media?

The triumph of the neoclassical model could not easily be foreseen at the turn of
the century. In fact, in the early decades, up to around 1930, neoclassical economics
fell out of general favor because it appeared to be too academic, abstract, ahistorical,
and incapable of addressing the growth of large, vertically integrated corporations
that devoured the competition in practically all major industries. The neoclassical
model saved itself by developing new tools and new responses to attacks from the
right and left. The growth of statistical analysis and econometric modeling gave the
approach strong tools and, of no small import, strong looking tools, with which to
represent the state of the economy and to simulate the impact of changes in its major
features.” In addition, Chamberlin's work on how one could think about monopo-
listic competition and Keynes’ insistence on the inherent tendency to disequilibria
and underemployment of resources led some of the neoclassicals to incorporate ele-
ments of the left of center critique. Furthermore, the development of a quantity the-
ory of money firmed up the monetarist wing of neoclassical thought. These
developments helped provide the groundwork for what Daniel Bell has called the
“golden age of economics,” roughly the period 1947-73. That these years corre-
sponded to those of the great postwar boom suggests that economic growth also gave
a shot in the arm to mainstream economics.

Today, the neoclassical paradigm occupies the center and right of center space in the
political spectrum. The center reflects the vestiges of a Keynesian approach which
took issue with the view that business cycles were natural products of market activity
which would invariably provide the appropriate signals for making sound decisions.
For Keynes and his followers, the cost of this signaling mechanism, i.e. high unem-
ployment and deep income inequalities, was not worth the benefit. According to this
view, the Great Depression of the 1930s was the inevitable consequence of economic
policies that concentrated on the lack of saving, on the assumption that the latter
would be naturally channeled into productive investment. Keynes (1964) demon-
strated that in recessionary periods, this was not at all likely and the consequences of
the failure to turn savings into investment would multiply throughout the economy
thereby aggravating the decline. The Keynesian approach called for government fiscal
policies, mainly increased spending in recessionary periods, to counter declines in
consumer and business spending and eventually to stimulate investment. In the short
term, this would create budget deficits in government accounts, but these would be
overcome by the increase in revenues brought about by economic growth and by

13 The attraction that the sheer formal elegance of these tools provides should not be dis-
counted. As the philosopher of communication Kenneth Burke (1969a: 58) once noted: “A
yielding to the form prepares for assent to the matter identified with it.”
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controlling government spending once the expansion was underway. Numerous
forms of Keynesian economics influenced both the discipline and economic policy in
the post-World War II period.™ Sustained economic growth in the 1950s led econo-
mists to see Keynesian fiscal policies as the solution to the chronic boom-bust cycles
in capitalism (Heller, 1967). By far the dominant textbook, produced by Nobel laure-
ate Paul Samuelson, made Keynesian economics the standard for macroeconomic
analysis. But the global recession of the mid-1970s, bringing with it a new wrinkle,
economic “stagflation” or slow growth and inflation, reminded people why econom-
ics was called the “dismal science” and sparked a shift in both the direction of neo-
classical economics and in the economic strategies of governments.'

By the late 1970s, right of center economists like Milton Friedman increased their
influence over the discipline and government economic policy (Klein, 2007).
Contrary to the Keynesians, these monetarists held that the cornerstone of the
explanatory apparatus was the money supply and their policy advice centered on
controlling inflation with reduced government spending and high interest rates.
Though they admitted that, in the short term, a tight money policy would lead to
higher unemployment, as it certainly did, they felt that this was a price worth pay-
ing in order to control the more significant damage that inflation was inflicting on
the world monetary system. By the 1980s, Western governments adopted monetarist
policies and used their control over international organizations like the World Bank
and the International Monetary Fund to impose them on much of the rest of the
world. Today, versions of Keynesian and monetarist economics continue to contend
for the neoclassical mainstream, raising questions about the state of this paradigm
and its value in economic policy-making. More fundamental questions come from
streams of thought outside the mainstream to which we now turn.

Varieties of Political Economy or Heterodox Economics

Contemporary economics presents this paradox: the neoclassical paradigm, for all its
internal disagreements, appears to have triumphed in the profession and in public
policy; nevertheless, criticism of the perspective deepens from familiar sources and
new voices add to the attack. The next section explores these critical schools of
thought, several of which have contributed to the foundation of research in the polit-
ical economy of communication. The following section takes up what some claim to

14 These differences were heavily influenced by domestic political considerations. The US
practiced military Keynesianism, a policy that channeled public investment mainly into the
defense sector. Western European countries, particularly the nations of Scandinavia, as well as
Japan, Canada, and Australia, tended to build fiscal policy around the civilian sector, favoring
national companies and domestic social welfare programs such as national health insurance.

15 Many Keynesians defend their analysis and policy advice by arguing that governments
ignored their prescription to cut back on spending during periods of economic growth.
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be a general crisis in economics and the fundamental distinctions between modes of
thought in economics and in political economy. This discussion lays the groundwork
for Chapter 4 on the development of a political economy of communication.

Neoconservatism

Since mainstream economics occupies the center and right of the political spectrum,
there would not appear to be much room for a conservative critique of the mainstream.
Nevertheless, one can observe important responses from conservatives in two different
schools of thought that often compete. One departure characterizes those who argue
that mainstream economics has been excessively cautious in concentrating on eco-
nomic behavior. Variously labeled public choice theory, the rational expectations
school, the new or positive political economy, this approach aims to extend the prin-
ciples of economic analysis to all forms of social, political, and cultural activity (Basu,
2000; Klein, 1999; Stigler, 2003). For example, Stigler (1971) and Wilson (1980) laid the
groundwork for analyses of government regulatory behavior by arguing that we should
view regulation as an organizational market that tends to be captured by rent-seeking
civil servants who increase the amount and scope of regulation, even as they restrict
access to valuable information, in order maximize their own gains. The government,
not the general public, they maintain, is the primary beneficiary of regulation. One
solution, popular in the 1980s, is to cut back on regulation and thereby eliminate this
form of government restriction on competitive activity. From the 1990s on, it was
increasingly applied to international economic affairs through regional and global
trade agreements. This perspective has taken on a more adventuresome spirit in appli-
cations of the perspective to the family, gender, and sexuality (Posner, 1992). The same
argument is used to explain the long delays and ‘red-tape’ that clog adoption agencies
and the remedy is not much different. According to Judge Richard Posner, an econo-
mist elevated to the US federal bench by then-President Reagan, efficiency calls for allo-
cating babies by establishing a market in what he calls “parental-right selling.” In this
view, neoclassical economics is too timid: the fundamental precepts of market behav-
ior and marginal utility can be applied across the range of human behavior.

Another wing of the conservative critique, the corporatist position prominent in the
work of Nisbet (1986) and Kristol (1983), takes issue with some of this vision.
Although not nearly as coherent a perspective, it criticizes the neoclassical school for
neglecting the political in political economy (Streek and Kenworthy, 2005). In essence,
the conservative price paid for its scientific warrant is setting free the political for cap-
ture by liberal and socialist thought. Public choice theory is one attempt at recapture
but, according to this view, it fails because of its excessive commitment to individual-
ism and contractualism. The alternative to individualism is to see society as a collec-
tivity of communities, with organic normative orders of which economic activity is
merely one part. Rather than following rational expectations, individuals act with ref-
erence to social custom, including customs of deviant practice, often bearing no
resemblance to economic logic. This form of conservative thought would build a
political economy on the need to identify traditional social practice, determine the
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civic virtue, and intervene politically to uphold the moral value of that practice.
Taking up a conservative variation on corporatism, according to this approach, the
best guide to appropriate conduct is the standard established by elites across the range
of social institutions. The fondness for “making markets” in public choice theory is
tempered and often resisted by political conservatives, who view it as an intrusion,
often a radical one, into the organic, moral order (Camerer, et al., 2003).

These two conservative positions have gotten along to the extent that they have
been able to maintain the division between the economic and political worlds. The
former is the place where utility reigns, the latter is the home of custom and order.
The growth of the new positive political economy and of a new institutional eco-
nomics (not to be confused with the “old” institutional economics described below)
signals a dissatisfaction with this division and the likelihood is that these positions
will clash as much with one another as with mainstream economics (Little, 2002;
Furubotn and Richter, 2005). The new “Civic Religion” that Nobel-laureate James
Buchanan and his followers aim to establish may not usher in a peaceable kingdom.

Institutional Political Economy

The major established heterodox positions on the left draw from the institutional
and Marxian perspectives. The former departs from neoclassical economics by main-
taining that the organizational structure of the economy, not the market, is the
major force in the production, distribution, and exchange of goods and services. The
analysis of organizational structure incorporates institutional history, the sociology
of bureaucratic activity, the assessment of technological constraint and opportunity,
and the influence of social custom, law, and culture on the social construction of
value. By demanding an explicitly historical and holistic point of view, the institu-
tional school sought to replace what neoclassical economics gave up to achieve par-
simony, mathematical rigor, and scientific legitimacy. In its most basic form, the
institutional paradigm replaced the neoclassical emphasis on markets as the measure
of social worth and the solution to social problems with an understanding of the
constraints imposed by social custom, social status, and social institutions on all
behavior, including market behavior.

The contours of the institutional perspective were initially laid out principally by
Thorstein Veblen, Charles Ayres, John R. Commons, and Wesley Mitchell. Each, but
especially Veblen, described a world in which the exceptions to the neoclassical world
appeared to rule. This was the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries when the
great trust companies and monopolies seemed to mock the competitive market mod-
els at the heart of the neoclassical universe. Veblen's The Theory of the Leisure Class
(1934) drove home the point that neither rationality nor common sense informed
consumer choice. Rather, consumers decided on the basis of deeply buried irrational-
ities that found expression in the status emulation practices we now know as con-
spicuous consumption. Veblen was particularly skeptical of both the working class,
who would rather imitate than overthrow their bosses, and the business leader, whose
“function was not to help make goods, but to cause breakdowns in the regular flow of
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output so that values would fluctuate and he could capitalize on the confusion to reap
a profit” (Heilbroner, 1986: 236). Following a line of thought dating back to Saint-Simon,
Veblen argued that the machine and the engineer would eventually triumph (Lawson,
2005; O’Hara, 2002).'

Commons and his followers tended to disagree with this conclusion, concentrat-
ing on understanding the relationship of technology to institutions as instruments
of collective action. Nevertheless, they all more or less agreed that the neoclassical
paradigm missed central features of the contemporary economy: the breakdown of
competition and the growth of monopoly, the social construction of wants and of
value, and the transformational consequences of technological innovation.

Contemporary institutional theory is represented in the work of John Kenneth
Galbraith, Kenneth Gordon, and Walter Strassman, among others. Galbraith is still
certainly the most widely read, partly because he wrote for a wider public and was
skilled in peppering his prose with an acerbic wit that Veblen would appreciate.!”
Galbraith has also popularized a continental European variation on institutional the-
ory, best exemplified in the work of Schumpeter.’® His work extends Veblen's analysis
of consumption by attacking the neoclassical assumption that wants registered in the
marketplace embody consumer sovereignty. The Affluent Society (Galbraith, 1958) was
one of the early examinations of how the advertising industry influences the social
construction of wants. Perhaps more importantly, in The New Industrial State (1985),
Galbraith returned to the traditional interests of institutional theory in technology
and structure to examine what he called the corporate technostructure. This defined the
bureaucratic combination of technical and organizational strength that enabled com-
panies to leverage size and power to control formally free markets. Such a view took
root in the political economy of communication because of concerns over the ability
of large media companies, aided by technology and the bureaucratic state, to domi-
nate markets in broadcasting, print journalism, telecommunications, and film.

Other contemporary institutionalists, like Kenneth Boulding, concentrated on
one particularly powerful embodiment of the technostructure — the growth of a
military-industrial complex and on structural alternatives to concentrated eco-
nomic power. However, they all tend to share a characteristic that separates them
from both the neoclassical and the range of Marxian perspectives. Institutionalists
view the maximization of power within bureaucratic structures as a more potent

16 Veblen placed little faith in the ability of higher education to either understand or act on this
analysis. He subtitled his book The Higher Learning in America (2005) “A Study in Total Depravity.”

17 Here is Galbraith commenting on the prominence of individual price theory in current
textbook economics: “In the future the economist who is too exclusively concerned with what
anciently has been called price theory will, indeed, shrink to a public stature not above that of
Keynes'’s dentist” (Galbraith, 1987: 289).

18 Schumpeter’s legacy is claimed by numerous schools of thought. He left both a large cor-
pus and sufficient ambiguity to defy easy categorization. Institutionalists lay claim to his view
that the concentration of economic power and the growth of unwieldy bureaucracies are the
logical consequences of capitalist development.
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driving force, for better and for worse, than the maximization of profit (Hodgson,
2004; Rutherford, 2001).

Marxian Political Economy

There are many Marxian political economies directing criticisms at the neoclassical
synthesis (Millard, 2000). On the understanding that no single overview can be
exhaustive, this section examines major exemplars that owe their inspiration and
influence to different elements of the Marxian legacy. Political economists like Baran,
Sweezy, Mandel, and Gunder Frank developed their critique explicitly from the Marx
of Capital (1976a). Following a largely determinist epistemology, their work takes up
the labor theory of value, social class exploitation, and struggle, the concentration of
economic power, imperialism, and crisis. It attacked neoclassical economics for its
failure to address social change in anything more than an incremental fashion.
According to them, the transition to capitalism, and within it, to monopoly capital-
ism or the tendency for a few large companies to dominate markets and restrict com-
petition, represent central shifts in the economy that neoclassical economics largely
ignores. It also takes the neoclassicals to task for creating a narrow, technical disci-
pline that did not permit the examination of the wider social totality encompassing
the state and social class struggle. Furthermore, traditional Marxists found a central
place for both the technical and the moral analysis of a system of thought that was
satisfied to have markets allocate more to advertising than to education and to
ignore exploitation by companies doing business throughout the world.

The contribution of those advancing Marxian political economy in the 1950s and
1960s is important in itself and all the more remarkable because its practitioners
came under constant attack from those who would silence people perceived to be
on the wrong side of the Cold War. When Baran died in 1964, he was considered
virtually the only Marxian economist in American academia.’” However, social
upheavals brought about by the Vietnam War, the civil rights movement, feminism,
and student activism contributed to the resurgence of many neo-Marxian political
economies. Just four years after Baran's death, a group of American graduate
students met after the tumultuous Democratic Party convention of 1968 to form the
Union for Radical Political Economics (URPE). The Union grew throughout the
1970s and sustained about 1,000 members in the conservative 1980s to become
what one member (Miller, 1992: 4) calls “the oldest and largest disciplinary group
of leftists in the academy.” URPE continues the work of upholding a neo-Marxian
political economy into the new century and it is no longer alone in the organized
effort to promote heterodox research (Markusen, 2005). In fact, it has been joined

19 Writing at the time of Baran’s passing, one friend noted that “Paul Baran's death almost
completely closes the door of the professed open society whose establishment apparently can-
not find it possible to tolerate in academia or elsewhere any other acknowledged Marxist theo-
retician” (Miller, 1992: 4).
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by the Association for Heterodox Economics which promotes a diverse collection of
alternative perspectives, including neo-Marxian theory (Lee, 2002).

There is not a clear-cut boundary between those who carried on the tradition of
deepening and extending the application of Capital to the contemporary political
economy and those neo-Marxists who sought to rethink Capital and the entire
Marxian corpus in fundamental ways. In the United States, the journal Monthly
Review and its book series tend to reflect the former. Although open, for example, to
analyses of sexism and the environmental crisis, it tends to concentrate on class
analysis, including the structure and operation of capital, the nature and conse-
quences of social class divisions, the labor process, class struggle, and on inquiries
into imperialism and dependency, encompassing the globalization of capital, mili-
tarism, class oppression, and struggle in the dependent world.

One bridge between this traditional Marxian viewpoint and neo-Marxian political
economy is the work of the world systems perspective, which combines the materialist
historical analysis of the Annales school of French historiography pioneered by Fernand
Braudel (1975) and the global sociology of the American Immanuel Wallerstein (1979,
1991, 2004). Critics and supporters alike acknowledge the central place that material-
ist history and a comprehensive view of the social totality take in this perspective.
These views are tightly interwoven: history is taken up with the development of the
world economy comprising an international class system, a core/periphery hierarchy
of nations and regions, a network of relationships among national, regional, and inter-
national government organizations, and a world market (Chase-Dunn, 1989). World
systems theorists tend to accept essential elements of the Marxian analysis of capital-
ism, including generalized commodity production, private appropriation of the major
means of production, and the wage system. Criticized for their early neglect of class
analysis, they have come to incorporate and examine the sites of class contradictions,
including in the workplace, in government, and in the core—periphery relationship
(Sanderson, 2005; Wallerstein, 2004). And recent work suggests a growing interest in
inserting culture, communication, and information technology into their thinking
about world systems of power (Gunaratne, 2005; Wallerstein, 2001).

Debates among contemporary Marxian political economists have also addressed
the significance of corporate structure and the labor process. Neoclassical economics
tends to view corporate concentration as an addressable aberration. Institutionalists
see it as more deeply embedded in capitalism but correctable through state inter-
vention (e.g. anti-trust enforcement and independent regulation). In its analysis of
monopoly capitalism, Marxian political economy views concentration as the logical
consequence of capitalist development and an indicator of crisis. The neo-Marxian
literature is less certain about the meaning of economic concentration and debates
about post-Fordism, flexible accumulation, modes of regulation, and autonomy
reflect considerable ferment.

These debates respond to perceived major changes in the global political economy,
including transformations in production technology, industrial organization, and world
markets. One response to this perception is an approach, pioneered in the work of Piore
and Sabel (1984), which argued that capitalism is undergoing a profound transformation
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from mass production (Fordism) to craft production or flexible specialization
(post-Fordism). This involves a transition to a production system based on the manu-
facture of a shifting and diverse range of products, customized to specific market seg-
ments, and produced with sophisticated (“intelligent”) machinery and an adaptable,
skilled labor force. Drawing on this work, Christopherson and Storper (1989) opened a
debate on the implications of flexible specialization for the media industries by main-
taining that this process diminishes the power of the major Hollywood film compa-
nies. This position was criticized by Marxian political economy for its failure to
recognize that flexible specialization actually increased the power of big Hollywood
firms because it enabled them to enjoy the benefits of flexible production but with
fewer of the risks because these were absorbed by so-called independent companies
that the Hollywood majors in fact controlled (Aksoy and Robins, 1992). Following
Harvey’s (1989) formulation, flexible specialization is better viewed as capitalism’s
heightened ability to achieve the flexible accumulation of wealth. Wayne (2003) has
revisited what is now known as Hollywood'’s media industrial complex and advances
this argument by calling on political economists of communication to recognize the
value of discussions about flexible production. This is because flexible production
within a corporation that centralizes major decisions about finance and investment but
decentralizes operational or day-to-day decisions to its subdivisions and allied compa-
nies, actually strengthens the power of capitalism, especially its largest businesses.

Variations on the flexible specialization perspective aim to combine its acceptance of
contingency while asserting the systemic nature of capitalism, something that tends to
disappear in the flexible specialization literature. One of the more prominent is the reg-
ulation approach (Boyer, 2000; Lipietz, 1988), which examines successive developmen-
tal periods in capitalism that are based on combinations of regimes of accumulation
and modes of regulation. Regimes of accumulation are stable and reproducible rela-
tionships between production and consumption that, though defined for the global
economy, contain unique characteristics for national and regional economies, depend-
ing on their history and position in the international division of labor. There are four
chief regimes identified in the history of modern capitalism: extensive accumulation,
Taylorism or intensive accumulation without mass consumption, Fordism or intensive
accumulation with mass consumption, and an emerging post-Fordist regime of flexible
accumulation with customized consumption and precarious employment. The mode
of regulation is made up of the institutional and normative apparatus that secures
accommodation to the dominant regime at the individual and group level. According
to this view, capitalism is undergoing a transition from monopolistic to flexible forms
of regulation that make extensive use of communication and information technology
to integrate people into society through control over the labor process and over pat-
terns of consuming material and immaterial products.

Systemic alternatives to the regulation approach assert more explicitly a turn to a
post-Fordist period. This includes work, heavily influenced by radical geography, that
aims to integrate post-Fordist with postmodernist scholarship to produce an analysis
of the transformation in the global space of flows: material, informational, and cul-
tural (Castells, 2001; Harvey, 1989, 1999; Thrift and Crang, 2007). Alternatives also
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encompass research steeped in the institutional literature of political science that
argues for a transition from organized to disorganized capitalism (Lash and Urry,
1987), which has been recently applied to understand the global culture industry
(Lash and Lury, 2007). Finally, there is an attempt to understand capitalism by exam-
ining the various long-waves of innovation and development that take it through new
periods of growth and inevitable decline largely as a result of technological innova-
tion, the latest wave of which is powered by communication and information tech-
nologies (Freeman, 2007; Mandel, 1995).

Neo-Marxian political economy sustained the critique of neoclassical economics,
often in critical encounter with Marxian theory. Analytical Marxism (Cohen, 2000;
Tarrit, 2006), which, in its integration of political philosophy, economics, sociology,
and history, is true to the spirit of political economy, attacks the neoclassical defense
of capitalism not just because it contributes to inequality, but because even when
capitalism can reduce labor-time, it chooses, obsessively, to opt for growth. Neoclassical
economists are attacked at the heart of their values: not just because their system
denies a social safety net, which it does, but because capitalism fails to guarantee free
time to pursue what it most promises: freedom. This approach has been critical of
traditional Marxism, especially its method of historical materialism. Nevertheless,
analytical Marxism has supported the fundamental promise of a rational organiza-
tion of society that permits people to control their own destinies with the fewest pos-
sible social constraints.

Neo-Marxian political economy has also been influenced by work that accepts the
benefits of the marketplace without accepting capitalism. Nove (1983) and Miller
(1989) have pursued the vision of market socialism as a form of social organization
that abolishes the distinction between capital and labor — a class of owners facing
workers who give up control over the means of production — and replaces it with a
market system based on worker-owned firms. The rise of market economies in for-
merly socialist societies, especially China, has led to renewed interest in the equitable
distribution of income and public (not government) ownership within a competitive
market economy (Milonakis, 2003).

There is great diversity in the Marxist approach to political economy. But it is the
case that much of this tradition has sought to understand capitalism, business, and
the power of a dominant class. There is less explicit attention in political economy to
the Marxian ideas of class struggle, class conflict, and the independent activity of the
working class and the poor. One stream of thought that has sought to remedy this is
that of the autonomous school or autonomous Marxism. Building on a long tradition of
Italian social theory, Hardt and Negri gave this autonomist perspective wide circula-
tion in their 2000 book Empire and the 2004 Multitude (see also Dyer-Witheford, 1999;
Lazzarato, 1997; Terranova, 2004), and it has been the subject of critical reflection
from established Marxian scholars (Sayers, 2007). One of the most important North
American autonomists, Harry Cleaver, gained prominence by addressing its relation-
ship to Marxist theory, and to labor and gender as well. In a 1993 interview with the
Italian journal vis-a-vis, he took up these themes. For Cleaver (‘Interview with Harry
Cleaver’, 1993), “autonomist” refers to the power of workers to define themselves
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autonomously “from capital, from their official organizations (e.g. the trade unions,
the political parties) and, indeed, the power of particular groups of workers to act
autonomously from other groups (e.g. women from men).” The term also represents
a recognition of people’s right to struggle against their reduction to “mere worker.”
Says Cleaver, “Precisely because capital seeks to intervene and shape all of life, all of
life’s rebels, each nook and cranny of it becomes a site of insurgency against this sub-
ordination. Housewives go on strike in the home or march out of it collectively into
the streets.” Gender takes a central place in this vision not only because the home
becomes a site of resistance. Autonomy also means a refusal and a reconstitution, for
“much of the revolt of women can be seen as a refusal of their traditional roles in the
social factory: as procreators and recreators of labor power accompanied by demands
for new kinds of gender and other social relations.”

The Marxian tradition continues to inspire a wide variety of positions in political
economy. In spite of numerous differences, they are generally alike in their commit-
ment to history, the social totality, moral philosophy, and praxis. The final two per-
spectives in this overview, feminist and environmental political economy, contain
strong affinities to the Marxian tradition, but are sufficiently different from it to merit
distinct treatment. Both grow out of arguably the most important social movements
of our time. Both provide substantial critical assessments of the neoclassical school.

Feminist Political Economy

Early in the twentieth century, Charlotte Perkins Gilman attacked the neoclassical
view, what she called “the infant science of political economy” as “naively masculine”:

They assume as unquestionable that “the economic man” will never do anything unless he
has to; will only do it to escape pain or attain pleasure; and will, inevitably, take all he can
get and do all he can to outwit, overcome, and, if necessary destroy his antagonist. (1966:
235-6)

A feminist political economy has grown over the years partly because little has
changed in the basic view of mainstream economics. The feminist perspective on the
field has sprung from activism, from specific issues such as the lack of attention to
domestic labor and household maintenance, and from the pressing need to broaden
the field of economics and political economy to take into account feminist thought.

Activism certainly propelled a great deal of feminist rethinking of economics. For
example, Marilyn Waring started in social movement work that propelled her into the
New Zealand Parliament where she had the responsibility of evaluating a proposal
to adopt the United Nations System of National Accounts (UNSNA).* It did not take
her long to recognize that since UNSNA is based on market and exchange value prin-
ciples, it “supports and formalizes the invisibility of women's labour, environmental
values, and the like” (Waring, 1988: xx). For example, the UNSNA counted institutional

20 For his role in creating this accounting system, Sir Richard Stone won a Noble Prize in 1974.
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childcare, the use of energy fuels purchased in the marketplace, the processing or
manufacture of foodstuffs in a factory, tap-delivered water, and a meal taken at a restau-
rant or laundry. But when a Zambian woman does all of this by herself as housework,
it does not count. Waring also found that the UN International Labor Organization
counted the work of a man in the eight hour a day workforce as an “active labourer”
but not his wife who puts in eleven hours in and around home. She is simply “helping
the head of the household in his occupation” (Waring, 1988: 29-30).

Conceptual and methodological problems are typically cited as reasons for ignor-
ing household labor. But, feminist critics point out, more energy is spent on solving
the conceptual and methodological problems posed by the underground economy of
crime, the drug trade, and prostitution than on how to include housework and chil-
drearing. In her 1934 work on household labor, Margaret Reid offered a guiding prin-
ciple to account for household labor: any activity that results in a service or product
that one can buy or hire someone else to do is an economic activity whether or not
a financial transaction takes place. Nevertheless, economic practice and the policies
of governments worldwide continue to reflect the view offered in this entry on “The
Labour Force — Definitions and Measurement” provided in the 1968 edition of the
International Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences:

Housewives are excluded from what is measured as the working force because such work
is outside the characteristic system of work organization or production. Moreover their
inclusion in the working force would not help policy makers to solve the significant eco-
nomic problems of American society.

As a result, feminist activists and theorists continue to call for taking domestic labor
into account:

By defining the economy as comprising firms and markets, conventional economics fails to
recognize — to value — domestic work, the care of children and other household members,
shopping, and home maintenance (Meaghar and Nelson, 2004: 109; see also Huws, 2003;
Jefferson and King, 2001).

In addition to fighting to include domestic and associated labor in both mainstream
economics, with not much success, and into political economy, with some, feminists
have argued for the need to use the condition of women as the basis for rethinking
fundamental elements of economic thought. This includes using feminist insights to
redefine the field:

One proposal is to think about economics as the study of how humans organize themselves
to provide for the sustaining and flourishing of life. Such a definition encompasses both
choice behavior and behavior strongly shaped by habit and social institutions, and both
market and non-market activities. (Meaghar and Nelson, 2004: 110)

Not only do scholars call for using feminist thought to reinvigorate economics and

political economy, they also call on feminists, whose work has been taken up mainly
with cultural concerns, to pay closer attention to the issues that especially political
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economists have addressed. These include the changing global division of labor, the
privatization of public services, the loss of welfare state benefits, as well as racism and
social class exploitation (Bezanson and Luxton, 2006; Peterson, 2005; Vosko, 2002).
Some of the most interesting work in this area has come from scholars working on
the study of media, communication, and information technology (Huws, 2003; Lee,
2006; Sarikakis and Shade, 2007). As a result, considerable progress has been made
over the last ten years in the integration of feminist and political economic thought
(Baker, 2005; Peterson, 2005).

Environmental Political Economy

Feminist political economy addresses irrationalities in a mode of analysis that liter-
ally cannot figure how to count the work of most of the world's women. Environmental
political economy identifies the irrationalities in a paradigm that assigns economic
growth to a massive oil spill because the clean-up increases spending on labor and
capital equipment. There is nothing new in the view that ecological matters are
important to economic analysis. Classical political economy, particularly the work of
Malthus and Ricardo, was especially concerned with the carrying capacity of land in
the face of growing human populations.

The climate change issue has accelerated research in environmental economics and
political economy (Rosewarne, 2002; Wall, 2006). Mainstream environmentalists, not
unlike mainstream economists, aim to save capitalism from its own self-destructive
tendencies either by moderating marketplace excesses or by creating markets that would
ostensibly make the value of the environment more transparent. Putting a price on
emissions, it is felt, would make it more likely that the economy would take better finan-
cial account of socially damaging environmental activities. Public choice theorists,
following their belief that practically anything can be addressed by the market, have
proposed markets for pollution that would enable companies to trade pollution credits.
Under this system, which some jurisdictions have put into practice, the government sets
a cap on the amount of pollution permitted and organizations that pollute can trade
pollution credits among themselves provided the total amount does not exceed the cap.

Traditionally, a strong environmentalist position, reflected principally in “Green
economics,” attacks both neoclassical and Marxian traditions because “both are
dedicated to industrial growth, to the expansion of the means of production, to a
materialist ethic as the best means of meeting people's needs, and to unimpeded
technological development” (Porritt, 1984: 52). However, in recent years, an inter-
connected network of perspectives, that often aim to accommodate Marxian and
feminist political economy, has addressed the need for strong action on climate
change. Initially given prominence in the journal Capitalism Nature Socialism (see
also Benton, 1989), this position started from a commitment to both socialism and
environmentalism, claiming that only the collectivist and participatory decision-
making characteristic of democratic socialism can produce a healthy ecology.
Furthermore, it argued that building an alliance among socialists, feminists, and
environmentalists was necessary to correct the Marxian tendency “which in arguing
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the dominance of social over natural factors literally spirits the biological out of
existence altogether” (Soper, in J. O'Connor, 1991: 10).

Marxian political economists have responded with their own vision of a critical
political economy of the environment that addresses nature and economic value, the
consequences of treating nature as capital, and the concept of sustainable develop-
ment (Burkett, 2006; Foster, 2002). So too have feminists who emphasize “the theo-
retical and material links between biophysical reproduction and social reproduction
and the importance of each of these processes to the economy” (Perkins and Kuiper,
2005: 108) as well as “the links between the marginalization and exploitation of the
natural world and women'’s labour” (Mellor, 2005: 122). Finally, institutional politi-
cal economy has set out its own synthesis that would combine the economics of the
environment with an appreciation for what institutions do to advance and retard
forms of governing the natural environment (Paavola and Adger, 2005).

In general, an environmental approach advances political economy's interest in
the idea of the social totality by incorporating the natural totality of organic life.
Concomitantly, it broadens political economy's concern for moral philosophy by
expanding the moral vision beyond human life to all life processes. As the feminist
political economist Mary Mellor (2005: 125) insists, “all human activities have to
take account of natural conditions, limits, and uncertainties because humans are
immanent rather than transcendent in relation to the natural world.” Humans are a
part of the world and grow out of it; they are not above it. Nevertheless, even as we
recognize that humans are embedded in the world, we also must acknowledge that
humans are the sole moral actors and therefore the only beings capable of uniting
conception and execution in democratic praxis.

The growth of communication and information technologies has raised environ-
mental concerns with special attention directed to the gap between the perception
that these are clean technologies and the growing evidence of their threat to human
health because of their toxicity. Indeed, the icon of high-tech development, Silicon
Valley, contains some of the worst hazardous waste sites in the world, as do regions
of China where the world’s discarded digital devices are taken and dumped
(Grossman, 2006; Pellow and Park, 2002; Smith, Sonnenfeld, and Pellow, 2006).

Conclusion: The Limits of Economics
or Why We Need Political Economy

This chapter addressed the development of major schools of thought in political
economy, suggesting how the discipline evolved initially out of the tensions between
a classical approach established in the work of Adam Smith and his followers and
challenges from conservative and Marxian perspectives. In the last half of the nine-
teenth century, this struggle grew into the differences between an increasingly ortho-
dox economics that traded the broad characteristics of political economy for
utilitarian principles and a positivist method and heterodox approaches that covered
a range of conservative, institutional, and Marxian perspectives. These have leveled
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a wide-ranging critique at what has come to be called the neoclassical approach, a
loose synthesis of characteristics that contains its own internal ferment. Recently,
perspectives marked by the growth of feminism and environmentalism have joined
the major heterodox approaches.

The wide range of conservative, institutional, Marxian, feminist, and environ-
mentalist critiques of mainstream neoclassical economics describe a discipline in fer-
ment, if not crisis (McCloskey, 2002; Radziki, 2003). This contrasts sharply with the
triumphant bearing economics brings to the tables of social science and public pol-
icy. The chapter concludes by bringing together the various critiques of economics
described above and by defining the specific points of difference that help to specify
the alternative in political economy.

Economics prefers to describe static models that are resolved in equilibrium. It is lim-
ited to taking up incremental change within one given set of institutional relations.
Actual economic practice, like the wider social and physical world, is not so easily con-
strained. Equilibrium is only one outcome; incremental change is only one form; the
given set of institutional relations is only one among many possible arrangements.

Economics does not take into account many of the significant socio-economic
determinants of productivity, including corporate structure and ownership, access to
information, education and training, and social background. It tends to ignore the
relationship of power to wealth and thereby neglects the power of institutions to
control markets (Rothschild, 2002). Sounding like an early astronomer who, in spite
of all the evidence, persists in believing that the sun revolves around the earth, the
economist persists in the view that market competition makes it unnecessary to con-
sider power. Just as the followers of the astronomer Ptolemy chose to adjust the
mathematics rather than give up an earth-centered universe, the economist persists
in believing that monopoly and oligopoly are exceptional practices, requiring a few
mathematical adjustments to incorporate them within the competitive model.
Critics, including some from within the profession (Davis, 2006), insist that the
growth of concentrated economic power has forced the model to the breaking point.

Economics assumes that information flows freely to consumers who register their
wants in the marketplace. It contends that the distinction between human needs,
which are common to everyone, and human wants, which are idiosyncratic, psy-
chological, and subject to external pressures, can be eliminated so that all needs can
be treated as wants. According to its critics, the discipline provides at best a primitive
theory of how wants are created, at worst a circular argument that defines wants as
whatever people choose in the market. Economics excludes the complex interactions
among production, marketing, and desire. These structure the flows of information,
diverting them into specific directions. Economics underestimates both the power of
marketing to construct wants and the complexity of human desire. The latter is left
unexplained (desire is what desire chooses) or when desire is taken up, it is reduced
to rational choice. According to Bell (Bell and Kristol, 1981: 71), the conclusion that
all we do is seek pleasure and avoid pain “is itself the most narrowly culturally-
bound interpretation of human behavior, ignoring the large areas of traditionalism
on the one hand and moral reflection on the other.” This is important because both
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tradition and morality, bound up with need and desire, create their own calculus
which rests uncomfortably and often simply refuses the constraints of a calculus of
wants. For Bell (1976: 223), the economist’s universal market is really one very spe-
cific form of economic activity. It is not universal but rather a “bourgeois economy,”
whose ends of production are individual and not collective and whose motives for
the acquisition of goods are wants and not needs.

Economics tends to view markets as natural products of individual interaction rather
than one among several sites of social activity. Markets are abstracted from class, race,
and gender, as well as other forms of social division, that provide the vast social system
of supports for market activity, including a flexible supply of low-wage labor, unpaid
household labor, and a social system of desire that connects needs to wants in a form
amenable to market transactions. Consequently, market success, the smooth operation
of a market system, is viewed as social success, even if the consequences deepen social
class, race, and gender divisions, or ruin the physical environment (Sayer, 2001). Those
who oppose these consequences are seen to be acting out of irrational motives that are
themselves best corrected by the discipline of the marketplace.

Heterodox views, in spite of other differences, agree that the substantive weakness
of economics can be traced to a fundamentally inadequate understanding of the
social. Economics is based on the view that one can eliminate what cannot be ren-
dered scientific without giving up what is fundamental to understanding the econ-
omy. Alternatives to the mainstream contend that it is a hollow science indeed that
would try to comprehend economic behavior without understanding the complexi-
ties of power, social structure, organizational behavior, and cultural practice. Where
economics begins with the individual, naturalized across time and space, political
economy starts with the socially constituted individual, engaged in a social process
of production (Jessop and Sum, 2001; Sayer, 2001).

Some would take this substantive critique to a still deeper level; as Bell (Bell and
Kristol, 1981: 47) puts it, “in short, there is the question not only of whether there
is a crisis in economic theory but also a crisis of economic theory itself.” According
to this view, there is a crisis in economic theory because economics rests on a naive
and simplistic social theory: society is the sum of individuals; human action is pre-
dominantly rational; information flows freely to everyone; and markets disperse
power, signal human wants, and, most importantly, register genuine social needs.
But in addition to these shortcomings, there is the deeper crisis of economic theory
that stems from its positivist roots, the belief that the only reality worth examining
is what is observable, measurable, and quantifiable.

McCloskey provides a detailed critique of economic positivism in The Rhetoric of
Economics (1985). Trained as a conventional economist who fears that many econo-
mists are “crippled” by a set of epistemological and methodological demands more
appropriate to a religious system, McCloskey (1985: 4) concludes that:

The faith consists of scientism, behaviorism, operationalism, positive economics, and other
quantifying enthusiasms of the 1930s. In the way of crusading faiths, these doctrines have
hardened into ceremony, and now support many nuns, bishops and cathedrals.
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The positivist faith system includes numerous commandments: prediction and
control is the point of science; only observable implications of a theory matter to
its truth; observability is defined by objective, reproducible experiments; a theory
is false if and only if an experimental implication proves false, etc. Moreover, pos-
itivism treasures objectivity, the separation of fact from value, and the language of
mathematics. According to McCloskey, this regimen stultifies the minds of econo-
mists who, as a result, tend to be bored by history, condescending when not down-
right disdainful of social scientists, and wilfully ignorant of what lies outside the
narrow confines of their field (McCloskey, 2002). A major consequence of what
this renegade economist considers the fetishistic commitment to a rule-bound
methodology and a slavish devotion to observable fact is that much of the richness
of description and explanation is lost.

Admittedly, McCloskey tends to get carried away with her own rhetoric. More
importantly, her interest in derailing economic positivism by uncovering funda-
mental philosophical shortcomings leads her to neglect the vital connection
between the discipline of economics and systems of political and economic power.
Conventional economics does not succeed only because economists agree on a set of
narrow rules about research and discourse. Mainstream economics also succeeds
because it serves power by providing information, advice, and policies to strengthen
capitalism. Important as it is to see economic orthodoxy as a system of rhetoric, it is
at least as important to see it as a system of power. To understand that system and to
propose ways to change it, now, more than ever, we need political economy.
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4

THE DEVELOPMENT OF A POLITICAL
ECONOMY OF COMMUNICATION

Chapter 4 starts by defining communication and proceeds to consider the social and
intellectual context that gave rise to a political economy of communication. Chapters
5 and 6 describe and analyze research in the political economy of communication,
making use of the growing body of literature in the field, discussions with many of
its key figures, and over three decades of my own encounter with the political econ-
omy of communication.

One of the major conclusions from this assessment is that the political economy
tradition, spanning principally Marxian and institutional approaches, has produced
a substantial research record, well out of proportion to the organizational support it
has received. Although the number of people making use of the perspective has
grown over the years, especially over the last decade, they continue to work largely
as isolated individuals. It is hard to speak of research centers, since collaborative work
is largely the product of mutual interests among individuals generally in the face of,
at best, tepid institutional support and often outright opposition.

The Concept of Communication

One of the challenges facing any discipline is the understandable tendency to essen-
tialism, that is, an inclination to reduce reality to the discipline’s central constituents.
In taking up the characteristics of political economy, Chapter 2 addressed the need
to avoid reducing social reality to political economy by seeing the latter as one
among several ways of understanding social life. One can certainly appreciate the
pressures toward essentialism. The sheer explanatory power of Marx’s Capital,
Marshall’s Principles, and Keynes’ General Theory offer compelling grounds for reduc-
ing social reality to a political economic or even to just an economic logic.
Nevertheless, there are important epistemological, theoretical, and substantive
grounds for resisting this tendency. Mindful of these, I view political economy as an
entry point in social analysis, one important opening to the social field, but not one
to which all approaches should be reduced.
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Similarly, while it is very important to be clear about its meaning, it is also necessary
to avoid communication essentialism. Again, the pressures in this direction are strong,
particularly in the current intellectual climate. These include calls for reconstituting epis-
temology by shifting from analytical methods that have guided science for three hundred
years to a range of communication-based approaches centering on rhetoric and a set of
standards to be found in rules of discourse (Burke, 1969a, 1969b; Latour, 1999;
McCloskey, 2002; Rorty, 1979). From this point of view, the rhetoric of conversation, as
much as the logic of inquiry, should provide the standards of science. Specifically, it
maintains that understanding is not a process by which one person observes and reports
on reality by using language that reveals that reality. Rather, understanding takes place
when two or more people exchange observations and ideas, and express them in lan-
guage that does not just reveal reality, but which helps to constitute reality.

Moreover, the development of a cultural studies approach has given weight to orga-
nizing analysis around elements of communication content such as text and discourse.
As a result, scholars are inclined to reduce epistemology, how we know things, and social
analysis to communication. Specifically, this means viewing both the act of knowing
and the object of knowledge primarily, or only, as discourse accomplished by reading
texts. By focusing on how this approach can provide powerful tools for unmasking
the universalistic claims of, among other forms of knowledge, science and economics,
the emphasis on communication and discourse opens an important alternative.
Nevertheless, this power can overwhelm even the most skilled of users, who effectively
universalize conversational epistemologies and discourse analysis. The approach taken
here is to acknowledge both the strength of this perspective and the danger of creating
a new essentialism that takes with it a reductionist view of communication.

Political economy offers another reason for taking care to avoid communication
essentialism. Although there is understandable tension over this, political economists
of communication have sought to decenter the media of communication even as they
have concentrated on investigating its economic, political, and other material con-
stituents. Decentering the media means viewing systems of communication as integral
to fundamental economic, political, social, and cultural processes in society. There are
several ways to accomplish this, including, for example, starting from constituents of
capitalism, such as capital accumulation, wage-labor, etc., and situating the media
within the framework of production and reproduction set out by these basic elements.
According to this view, the media, in its economic, political, social, and cultural dimen-
sions parallels education, the family, religion, and other foci of institutional activity.
One distinguishes them because each is exceptional in some respects, but since all are
mutually constituted in capitalism, one avoids exceptionalism, of the media, or of any
other institutional activity. The point is that the political economy approach to com-
munication places its subject within a wider social totality and therefore tends to be
especially concerned with avoiding essentialism in communication research.

With these cautions in mind, it is useful to move on to the meaning of communi-
cation. One of the first things to notice in doing background research on how to
define communication is that virtually every academic discipline, from the physical
sciences to the variety of the social sciences and the arts and humanities, has its own
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definition of communication. These tend to fall into two types: those that concentrate
on the transmission of information and those emphasizing the constitution of meaning.
For example, biology sees it as “an interaction between two organisms in which infor-
mation is conveyed from one to the other” (A Dictionary of Biology, 2004; see also
Breed, 1999), and likewise computer science sees it as the conveyance of information
(Losse, 1999; Walton, 2000).

This transmission model made its way into communication research through the
now classic work of Shannon and Weaver (1949). Although they begin with the
rather ethereal view of communication as the ways one mind can affect another,
the authors concentrate on the process by which a communicator or encoder sends
a message or signal through a transmitter in such a way as to minimize noise and
reach a recipient or decoder. Like the economist who narrowed the mandate of polit-
ical economy in order to make it a mathematical science, Shannon and Weaver
sought to create a mathematically grounded science of communication (they called
their model “mathematical”). What was a big gain for the mathematician or the
engineer was a loss for those who saw information as something more than the
binary choice: noise or not noise. While the binary opened the door through which
walked engineers who would code computer systems in the familiar ones and zeros,
it closed the door on those who would find complexity and nuance in communica-
tion. These numbered a considerable range of approaches. Hence, the sociologist sees
communication as a “process of establishing meaning” (Scott and Marshall, 2005),
the social systems theorist as “the interactions between speakers and receivers which
are determined by social and cognitive rules” (Kliiver and Stoica, 2005: 877), and the
marketing expert “a transactional process between two or more parties whereby
meaning is exchanged through the intentional use of symbols” (Holom, 2006: 27).

My conception of communication follows from a general interest to place social
process and social relations in the foreground of research. It therefore begins with the
idea that communication is a social process of exchange, whose product is the mark or
embodiment of a social relationship." Broadly speaking, communication and society are
mutually constituted. The tendency within political economy and forms of institutional
analysis is to concentrate on how communication is socially constructed, on the social
forces that contribute to the formation of channels of communication, and on the range
of messages transmitted through these channels. This has contributed to an important
body of research on how business, government, and other structural forces have influenced
communication practices. Moreover, it has helped to situate these structures and
practices within the wider realm of capitalism, trade, and the international division of
labor. Nevertheless, it is also important to recognize that the social process does not end
by structuring communication practices.

Communication is not simply an effect of social practices, not just the descrip-
tion of a cultural landscape that can only be genuinely explained by economics,

1 This appears to get at what Smythe meant when he refers to the dialectical relationship
between communication and information.
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political science, and sociology. Because it has tended to practice this form of
essentialism, social science in general and political economy specifically have
neglected communication and some of the substantial changes that transforma-
tions in communication are helping to bring about in the world. It is therefore
equally important to think about how communication practices, including com-
municators and the tools they use, construct a social and cultural world that
includes myth and symbol. For example, communication about new media like
the Internet is not just shaped by the big companies who profit most from it. It is
also molded by people whose aspirations lead them to construct grand visions or
myths from the technology (e.g. create a new world that breaks through the con-
straints of space, time, and politics; realize genuine equality and democracy)
(Flichy, 2007; Mosco, 2004).

Communication is not just the transmission of information; it is also the social
construction of meaning. The latter includes but is not limited to those social rituals
that bring people together (Hodgetts, Bolam, and Stephens, 2005). We use commu-
nication to share experience but also to contrast it; we use communication to bring
our values together and to demonstrate their differences. Communication encom-
passes the two people in conversation and the broadcast of the Super Bowl in high
definition. It includes a phone call with your mother and the AT&T network. It is
watching children performing a play, the New York Times delivering “all the news
that’s fit to print,” and Fox broadcasting its “fair and balanced” reports. It includes
conversation, print, broadcasting, telecommunications, and the Internet. But per-
haps most importantly of all for the political economist, it is not just about cooper-
ation in networks; it is also about power in hierarchies.

Hence, it is important to resist seeing the political economic as the realm of structure,
institution, and material activity while communication occupies culture, meaning, and
subjectivity. Both political economy and communication are mutually constituted out
of social and cultural practices. Both refer to processes of exchange which differ, but
which are also multiply determined by shared social and cultural practices.

Social and Intellectual Influences on the
Political Economy of Communication

The remainder of this chapter takes up the social and intellectual influences that pro-
pelled the development of this tradition. There is no simple way to examine the
wider influences on a field that spans at least five generations, with researchers scat-
tered around the world, some of whom do not explicitly identify with the political
economy approach. This is especially challenging today because the field is no longer
confined to a small set of universities mainly in North America and Europe. As
Chapter 6 describes, the political economy of communication is now global, in both
its physical and intellectual geography. Nevertheless, it is useful to begin with those
broad social forces that contributed to the development of a political economy
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approach and then take up specific influences on individuals when we move into a
more detailed treatment in the next chapters.

Social Forces

One of the chief influences on the development of a political economy approach was
the transformation of the press, electronic media, and telecommunications from
modest, often individual or family-owned enterprises, into the large, multidivisional
organizations that marked the twentieth-century industrial order. The process of
change has not been an inevitable one, nor necessarily linear. Some of the major
media companies remain in family hands and are famously run by cantankerous
moguls such as Rupert Murdoch, who presides over the News Corporation, parent of
the Fox television networks and film companies. What we have learned is that the
person who sits on top matters less than the application of strict industrial models
to media production and strict financial accounting that puts the interests of
revenue, profit, and stock value over all other considerations. It took a while but the
development of industrial and corporate management activities familiar to most
modern businesses, including the application of production, marketing, finance, and
accounting practices, has extended to the full range of media businesses.

Some of the early political economy work took up the task of describing the structure
and operations of large communication enterprises and addressed concerns about the
use of power in such large enterprises. Danielian’s (1939) research on the largest such
company, AT&T, exemplifies this tendency, as did Smythe’s (1957) on the structure of
the American media industry. This tradition has continued in later generations of
research, although this research has also moved on to reflect the tendency to corporate
integration across media industry divisions and throughout manufacturing and, even
more so, service industry lines (Artz and Kamalipour, 2003; Schiller, 2007a; Thomas
and Nain, 2004). Much of this work involved “catching up” with historical patterns
that occupied classical political economy, such as the transition to capitalism (how did
the public interest principle in broadcasting give way to full commercialism?) and the
creation of wage labor (how did media professionals become waged employees?). It also
included key concerns of Marxian political economy, such as the transition to
monopoly capitalism (how did one or a few media firms come to dominate markets?)
and the creation of a labor process that separates conception from execution (how did
media management get control over media labor?) The catch-up results from the
persistence of craft traditions in the media industry, the strength of trade unionism in
the media, and problems with commodifying these industries, as well as the relatively
recent introduction of technological innovation to advance the application of market
practices (McKercher and Mosco, 2007).

Current political economy research is played out against the background of debates
on social and cultural forces called post-Fordism and postmodernism. For example,
political economists now recognize that it is important to understand the changes to
the industrial or Fordist economy. The media are organized along industrial lines and
most media labor works for a wage, not unlike factory workers. However, media
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companies are now organized more flexibly in loosely connected divisions, or
through alliances with independent companies in co-production arrangements that
frequently cross national borders. Workers are full-time, part-time, contractual, or
outsourced globally. One of the major contributions of current political economy is
to respond to those who see this as evidence that media companies are not as
powerful as we might think. Political economy maintains that these arguments miss
a deeper level of concentration in global media conglomerates which are now
powerful enough to control circuits of accumulation without needing to retain the
risks of outright ownership. Flexible accumulation strengthens global media power
(Baltruschat, 2008; Wayne, 2003).

The political economy approach began by concentrating primarily on the production
side of the communication process by examining the growth of the communication
industry and its links to the wider political economy. Nevertheless, the development of
a mass consumption economy impelled political economists to take up the complete
process of realizing value, including the social relations and organization of
consumption. They addressed consumption by examining its growth as a structural
response to the economic crisis of overproduction and as a social response to the
political crisis of democracy, each arising from the mass organization of the working
classes in North America and Europe (Ewen, 2001). How would capitalism respond to
the challenge of getting people to buy the growing stream of goods it could produce
without empowering those people to demand more of a say in the economy and in
government? The growth of a mass circulation press, the spread of national
telecommunications systems, and, more importantly, the development of radio and
television broadcasting, were central elements that made up specific forms of mass
consumption. But this was a mixed blessing for the political economy approach. The
intimate connection between mass consumption and mass communication, linked
from the start, meant that a political economy of communication would be centrally
placed to examine one of the critical developments of the twentieth century. On the
other hand, mass consumption and mass communication brought with them concepts
and activities that differed in some fundamental ways from the range of political
economy traditions. Political economy was ill-prepared to address activities organized
around the household rather than business, and equally challenged by the use of a new
language that spoke of audiences who participate in the accumulation process by
listening, reading, and viewing, as well as by shopping.?

2 Once again, consider the irony of a discipline founded to examine household labor, strug-
gling over two millennia later with new processes of accumulation organized around the house-
hold as a fundamental site of productive activity. Is this only consumption? Production and
consumption? Something entirely different? Additionally, the reorganization of the basic cir-
cuit of economic activity brought with it a painful effort to literally come to “terms.” What are
the fundamental units of analysis: Classes? Gendered households? Audiences? Debates within
political economy such as that inspired by Smythe’s (1977) work on the audience as a com-
modity are partly a result of this understandably difficult process.
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These issues are now compounded by the debate over post-Fordism and
postmodernism because these theories contain conflicting views about the significance
of tendencies to flexible and specialized consumption (Harvey, 1989). One of the major
issues confronting political economic research today is the significance of the tendency
to organize production around customized or niche, rather than mass, markets.
Applied to consumption, the post-Fordist idea of flexible specialization suggests a
substantial restructuring directed at the continuous production of specialized or
customized products for particular markets. This issue is particularly important for
communication studies because communication is implicated in every part of this
transformed circuit. Communication systems are central to customizing production
lines, critical to marketing these lines to customers, and vital to the rapid response
times necessary to translate actual purchases into new production decisions. Finally,
the proliferation of channel capacity for communication and information transactions
suggests that specialized and customized media products for increasingly fragmented
audiences are one concrete consequence of the process. These developments lead
contemporary political economy to reflect on their pervasiveness (do they constitute
the elements of a new epochal transformation?) and their wider significance (what are
the implications for power relations in the global political economy?).

Political economy studies also grew in response to the expansion of government as
a producer, distributor, consumer, and regulator of communication. Much of this
activity arose from the pressures to manage the conflicting demands of growing
domestic and international business. The Great Depression of the 1930s demonstrated
that Big Capitalism needed Big Government. And if anyone needed further
convincing, World War II provided an even stronger answer. The results can be found
in the expansion of government intelligence, information gathering, propaganda,
broadcasting, and telecommunications systems. In particular, the relationship
between the military and the media, telecommunications, and computers has
occupied several generations of political economists (Der Derian, 2001; Dyer-
Witheford and Sharman, 2005; Mosco, 1989a; Roach, 1993; Schiller, 1992; Smythe,
in Guback, 1993: Chapters 7-9; Winseck and Pike, 2007). In addition, the state’s
communication sector has grown with systems of regulation and policy-making that
mediate business rivalries, respond to struggles emanating from class, gender, race,
and social movement pressures, and coordinate long-range planning among leading
fractions of capital. Political economy has taken up the role of the state in the
construction of national telecommunication, broadcasting, and information
systems, and assessed the consequences of a range of public and market-based
approaches (Chakravartty and Sarikakis, 2006; Garnham, 1979, 1990; Schiller, 2007a;
Smythe, 1957). Early in the development of a political economy approach to
communication, the chief preoccupation was with supporting social movements for
public access and control over these systems. The global pressures to privatization
then led political economy to address the instrumental and structural roots of the
process. More recently, particularly in response to the tendency of privatization to
create disparities in access and changes in content that reflect largely market
pressures, political economy has revived interest in exploring a wide range of
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alternative forms of the public sphere, civil society, and community communication
(Hackett and Zhao, 2005; McChesney, 2007). Much of this research responds to the
growing interest to use new media to resist and create alternatives to the dominant
world of private media supported by national governments and most international
government bodies (Abbott, 2001; Hanke, 2005; Howley, 200S; Stengrim, 2005).

The growth of business and the state contributed to global upheavals as both
projected their power from the Western core nations into the rest of the world.
The result was a body of political economic research that sparked a widespread
debate on the issue of media imperialism. The transnationalization of what had
been the US-based communication industry took place concurrently with the
massive process of decolonization during the first two decades after World War II.
It was this process of transnationalization, which is too often referred to more
blandly and less clearly as globalization, that triggered powerful political
responses, and arguably the most important in the communication sphere was the
call for a New World Information and Communication Order (NWICO). This was
a genuine social resistance movement which developed during the 1960s and
1970s out of the Non-Aligned Movement formed by Asian, African, and Latin
American states that proclaimed a commitment to national self-determination.
This movement, a genuine call for global communication democracy, including
universal access to communication media, control over decisions about the
production and distribution of communication, and the basic human right to
communicate, gave a political purpose to a dynamic new research agenda for the
political economy of communication. The field would address the role of
communication in the US-led postwar reorganization of global capitalism. In
addition, it would examine just how communication and culture were implicated
in the renewal of domination over formally independent nations. Moreover, this
new research program would assess what steps might succeed in overcoming
global inequalities in communication, including establishing policy mechanisms
to promote democratic communication.

Joined by communication scholars from North America, including the Canadian
Dallas Smythe, and from Europe and the global South, with Armand Mattelart a
notable representative of both regions, political economists such as Herbert I.
Schiller responded by developing a powerful critique of mainstream theory.?
Modernization or developmentalist theory originated in Western, particularly
American, attempts to incorporate communication into an explanatory perspective

3 This research is taken up in greater detail in the discussion of the growth in political econ-
omy across different regions. Among the representative work is that of Schiller on Western
imperialism (1992, 1993); Atwood and McAnany (1986), Beltrdn and Fox de Cardona (1980),
Dorfman and Mattelart (1975), and Freire (1974) on Latin America; Smythe (1981) on Canada;
Ibrahim (1981) on Africa; and Tran van Dinh (1987) on Asia. For collections containing the
work of international scholars, see Mowlana, Gerbner, and Schiller (1992), Nordenstreng and
Schiller (1979 and 1993), Roach (1993), and Sussman and Lent (1991).
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on development congenial to dominant academic and political interests. The
developmentalist thesis held that the media were resources which would, along
with urbanization, education, and other social forces, mutually stimulate
economic, social, and cultural modernization in the less developed world. As a
result, media growth was viewed as an index of development. Drawing on several
streams of international neo-Marxian political economy, including world systems
and dependency theory, political economists challenged the fundamental premises
of the developmentalist model. In particular, they attacked its technological
determinism and the omission of practically any interest in the power relations that
shape the terms of relationships between rich and poor nations and the
multilayered social class relations between and within them (Pendakur 2003;
Thomas and Nain; 2004; Zhao 2008).

In place of modernization theory, political economists helped to elaborate a theory
of cultural imperialism. This theory identified an array of structures and practices
that functioned as instruments of transnational corporate and state power. The
undermining of domestically produced news and entertainment in emerging and
poor nations, via the dumping of US-made films and television programs at below
market prices, underlay a one-way flow of culture and information from center to
periphery. One of central goals of transnationalized companies and their
government supporters was to press for the introduction of commercial media
systems to permit advertising and programming that would cultivate consumerism.
This drive supplanted development priorities that would favor universal access to
adequate food, water, health care, and education. Moreover, in its own right,
consumerism generated damaging environmental and cultural effects.

Furthermore, national sovereignty was undermined as US-based transnational
corporations, the US government, and their comprador elites in the global South used
new technologies like the undersea cable and the communication satellite to extend
their control. Global data networks using emerging computer-communications
systems gave a further advantage to big corporations over national authorities. As a
result, audiences throughout the world viewed distorted images of poor nations, and
foreigners who came to study in the United States were schooled in the built-in US
assumption that private, advertiser-supported media should dominate over all forms
of public communication. Charting the growth and power of transnational
communications corporations, and their close interlocks with the US state, became a
significant and enduring focus of the political economy of communication.

At their own conferences and before the United Nations, the Non-Aligned
Movement pressed for the NWICO and brought together most of the scholars active
in the political economy of communication around the world who produced basic
research (Nordenstreng and Varis, 1974), policy analyses (Somavia, 1979, 1981),
and assessments of the movement itself, including how Western media worked
to undermine it (Preston, Herman, and Schiller, 1989). This wide-ranging effort to
integrate academic research with political activity exemplified the commitment to
the political economy ideal of praxis. Neo-conservative governments of the 1980s,
with near complete support from mainstream media, slammed the door on all but a
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few token efforts to implement the UN’s own report on the subject (UNESCO,
1979).* Nevertheless, political economists continued to press for the NWICO’s
goals, principally through the MacBride Roundtable, an organization committed to
carrying on the work of decolonizing the media and documenting the continued
need for a new world order in communication and information (Roach, 1993; Traber
and Nordenstreng, 1992).

Indeed, the explanatory power of the many critiques of cultural imperialism, and
their increasing use as a touchstone in international debate, soon triggered a counter-
reaction. Under President Ronald Reagan, the United States ended its financial support
to UNESCO, around which debates over NWICO had often centered. Beginning early
in the 1980s, modernization theorists searched for revised models which, they claimed,
offered novel insights by recentering around telecommunication and new computer
technologies. University researchers found support from multilateral institutions such
as the World Bank, as they insisted that information and communications technologies
(ICTs) would ameliorate global poverty and inequality.

Political economists based in different parts of the world have responded by
addressing the power of ICTs to reintegrate the global division of labor. At first,
researchers saw the division largely in territorial terms. Unskilled labor was
concentrated in the poorest nations, semi-skilled and more complex assembly labor
in semi-peripheral societies, and research, development, and strategic planning
limited to first-world corporate headquarters to where the bulk of profit would flow.
More recent research acknowledges that class divisions cut across territorial lines. It
also emphasizes the flexibility enjoyed by transnational companies because of their
control over new communication technologies that overcome traditional time and
space constraints (McKercher and Mosco, 2007; Pellow and Park 2002; Schiller 1999a;
Sussman and Lent 1998).

These shifts in the division of labor (and in the labor process) constitute one
component of a wider transformation: the rise of communication and information
to a central position within overall global capital investment and profit-making
(Schiller 2007a). The growing economic importance of communication and
information has engendered a new cycle of debate and intellectual ferment. Building
on their earlier research, political economists of communication began to document
the integration of communication institutions, mainly businesses and state policy
authorities, within the wider capitalist economy, and the central role of new
information and communications systems in the neo-conservative agenda for
promoting commercialization, liberalization, and privatization.

4 One sign of just how powerful the reaction against popular national sovereignty became
was the appearance of work in the mainstream elite press supporting a return to colonialism. In
one example, Paul Johnson (1993), author of the widely read history Modern Times, wrote in The
New York Times that “Colonialism’s Back — and Not a Moment Too Soon: Let’s face it - Some
Countries are just not fit to govern themselves.” He called on the “civilized world” to return to
the colonial trusteeship system that would seize control of countries it deems unfit to govern
themselves. The 2003 invasion of Iraq is the direct outcome of this view.
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Along with the growth of the transnational corporation, the expanding role of
government, and the struggles over a New World Information and Communication
Order, the putative emergence of an “Information Society” stimulated research in
the political economy of communication. In the narrowest use of the term, it
describes the simple acknowledgement that the production, distribution, and
exchange of information and communication has come to occupy relatively more
economic activity than either agriculture or manufacturing, which dominated
production for most of human history. This development has attracted enormous
attention because many have argued that it signals a revolutionary transformation
in society with the potential to expand political democracy, create social equality,
and accelerate cultural diversity, as well as signal a radical rupture in time, space,
and social relations (Flichy, 2007; Mosco, 2004).

Most political economists have tended to argue that the nature and dynamics of
capitalism have not changed in any fundamental way. The production of exchange
value from use value, and the organization of the economy to maximize surplus value,
remain central to the global political economy. Communication and information
technology contribute to capitalism by expanding the size of the market for products
and labor, but do not call into question the fundamental nature of capitalism.
Borrowing a phrase from Dan Schiller (1999a), one might describe the economics of
the information society as “digital capitalism,” but it is capitalism first and foremost.

Sparking debate, others who are at least sympathetic to the political economy of
communication have claimed that the terms “information age” or “information
society” represent a new form of capitalism, simultaneously strengthening some of the
fundamental tendencies of the system by expanding markets while also challenging
them. In this respect, information society is more than just a description of a type of
capitalist society, one with relatively more economic activity bound up with
information. Rather, it refers to a society whose activity raises major questions about
the viability of capitalism because it opens new forms of production, both within and
outside the system and its legal structure. Perhaps the best current example of work
that straddles the fence between a focus on capitalism and on a fundamental break
with capitalism is that of Manuel Castells (2001). The fact that Castells switches back
and forth between calling it “informational capitalism” and a “network society” reveals
a genuine concern that, while elements of traditional capitalism persist, one needs to
be open to the view that we are experiencing the creation of a fundamentally new type
of society. The importance of making the most profitable use of the means of
production, including labor, continues, and the social relations of production, if
increasingly organized around communication and information, remain distinctly
capitalist. However, the enormous and accelerating capacity to create communication
and information networks challenges capitalism’s ability to manage and contain them.
The volume of information and communication that falls out of the orbit of value
extraction — from the simple act of downloading material free of charge, to sending a
video message to the world on YouTube, to carrying out criminal activities like money
laundering under the cover of cyberspace — threatens the singular dominance of the
capitalist mode of production. Open source and hacker networks challenge property
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rights in the digital world. Criminals and terrorists use digital technology to hide, and
thereby expand, their activities. For Castells and others, who question the continued
dominance of traditional capitalism, the network begins to replace the commodity as
the central axis of social development. We live in a changed world, marked by the
tension between information that wants to be free and a capitalism that wants to use
it for the singular purpose of creating surplus value.

Castells openly moves between both views, and his work embodies the tensions in
the scholarly community and among political economists, over the significance of an
information society. Others, like Hardt and Negri (2004) and Terranova (2004), take a
more explicit position that the information society — from its networks that blur the
lines between real and virtual, to its labor that blurs the distinction between material
and immaterial - is transforming capitalism into something fundamentally new. One
consequence is that political economy needs to rethink some of its fundamental
tenets. Why? Incapable of containing the process of value creation within the
confines of capitalist processes and institutions, capitalism morphs into an
information society, whose rules and relationships are increasingly up for grabs.
According to this view, a society built around information networks erases the once-
clear demarcations between work and home, labor and leisure, economic value and
social value, and in so doing, begins to become a new kind of society. Myth-making
aside, it is certainly not a utopian world; the reliance on massive surveillance alone
challenges that claim. But the growth in the multiplicity and intensity of challenges
to traditional capitalism, according to this view, begins to raise fundamental questions
that lead some to find answers in a new type of society, an information society.

Although not an exhaustive treatment, these are some of the prominent general
social forces that motivated the development of a political economy approach. In
addition, there are significant intellectual influences.

Intellectual Currents

Every generation of political economists has been influenced by the perceived need to
create alternatives to orthodox economics and, following from this, to develop media
policies based on these alternatives. For the reasons discussed in Chapter 2, political econ-
omists reject the neoclassical synthesis that created mainstream economics. Political
economists of communication have consistently argued that the approach is particularly
unsuited to the analysis of the communication industry because most of its fundamen-
tal characteristics occupy the area that neoclassical economics reserves for exceptional
cases. Throughout the last century and continuing into the new millennium, the media
business has been highly concentrated with one or a few large firms controlling markets
for production and distribution. Moreover, outside the United States, mass media and
telecommunications networks have been organized in government-owned monopolies.
Even in the United States, where only the postal service remained in government hands,
the telecommunications and broadcasting networks were placed under government reg-
ulation from their early years. Furthermore, there was considerable ambiguity about the
nature of what exactly was produced by these industries.
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Although a radio news broadcast delivered through commercial sponsorship
appeared to be a standard commodity, it retained certain unique characteristics (e.g. it
was not used up in consumption) that made its treatment under orthodox economic
approaches ambiguous. Moreover, while it is the case that Smythe sparked an intellec-
tual debate about the nature of the audience commodity, the industry, as Smythe him-
self recognized, understood quite clearly that it operated in both the market for
programming as well as in the market for audiences. The point is that there was enough
uncertainty about the nature of the primary commodity in the communication indus-
try to prompt consideration of alternatives to standard economic approaches. In sum,
while many critics argued that much of the Western economy does not easily fit the
models that neoclassical economics provides, this lack of fit appeared to be particularly
pronounced in the communication industry. The drive to deregulate and privatize the
communications sector diminished some of the arguments about its distinctiveness,
but there remain significant non-commercial and regulated elements. Perhaps more
importantly, the industry is further away than ever before from the competitive mar-
ket model of mainstream economics (McChesney, 2007).

Following on this interest in substitutes for mainstream thought, over the generations,
political economy has constructed alternatives to orthodox communication policy. For
example, Dallas Smythe, one of the founding figures in the field, pursued a career that
combined academic analysis, policy research, and activism. He began it in 1937 as an eco-
nomic policy analyst with the US Department of Agriculture and followed this with a stint
at the Department of Labor where he worked with trade unions representing newspaper,
postal, and telegraph industry workers. In 1943 he was appointed the first chief economist
at the Federal Communications Commission, where he addressed the many broadcasting
and telecommunications issues that had been put off during the war. After entering an aca-
demic career, Smythe’s policy work continued to advance public interest concerns, includ-
ing support for public broadcasting, for public control over the communications satellite
network, for the development of a New World Information and Communication Order,
and for the demilitarization of global communications systems.

Similarly, a younger generation of political economists, led by Herbert Schiller and
Kaarle Nordenstreng, provided assistance on the development of national communica-
tion policies in Latin America, Asia, and Africa. Thomas Guback, a student of Smythe’s,
applied political economy to the global film industry and carried out policy research on
the industry during the heyday of UNESCO’s interest in democratic communication.
William Melody, a close colleague of Smythe’s, trained in institutional political econ-
omy, has been active in the critique of policies inspired by neoclassical economics across
North America and worked for major policy centers in the UK and Australia. His student,
Robin Mansell, has carried on this work for policy centers in France and Great Britain.
Nicholas Garnham was a trade union activist in the British communication industry
and later joined with Graham Murdock, Peter Golding, Kevin Robins, and other British
political economists who attacked the deregulation and privatization of that country’s
broadcasting and telecommunications systems.

One can find similar policy applications of the political economy perspective in
the work of Robin Andersen, Andrew Calabrese, John Downing, Oscar Gandy, Robert
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Hackett, Edward Herman, Robert McChesney, Eileen Meehan, Manjunath Pendakur,
Dan Schiller, Gerald Sussman, Janet Wasko, and myself, among others in the United
States and Canada. In recent years, Ronald Bettig, Nick Dyer-Witheford, Patricia
Mazepa, Andrew Reddick, Vanda Rideout, Ellen Riordan, Ben Scott, Leslie Regan
Shade, Dwayne Winseck, and Yuezhi Zhao have combined a strong commitment to
political economic analysis with policy research and activism. McChesney especially
has made an enormous contribution to activism in the United States by taking a lead-
ing role in the surge of media reform activity across the country.

Furthermore, Armand Mattelart, who built a well-earned reputation as a leading
scholar and policy activist on communication issues confronting the developing
world, in the 1980s turned his attention to the communication policy ferment in
Europe. The model of the activist scholar working in political economy and public
policy extends to many others with roots in the global South. These include Alhassan
Amin, Indrajit Bannerjee, Paula Chakravartty, Wan-Wen Day, Wayne Hope, Yahya
Kamalipour, Jyotsna Kapur, Keval Kumar, John Lent, Guillermo Mastrini, Zaharom
Nain, Pradip Thomas, Keyan Tomaselli, and Y.Z. Ya'u.

This is simply a sampling of examples that are taken up in the more detailed analy-
sis of political economic work below. The point is that five generations or so of
people whose work has been guided by a range of political economic perspectives
have used that work to engage the major policy issues in communication.

In addition to this consistent critique of orthodox economics and policy research,
the development of a political economy approach responded to intellectual concerns
that run deeper. The first generations of political economists tended to react against
the behaviorist paradigm within which orthodox economics, as well as political sci-
ence, psychology, sociology, et al., were situated.® It is based on the view that the job
of a scholar is to create a science of the social by examining only those behaviors that
the senses can directly observe and measure, and preferably describe in the language
of mathematics. There was no room for a critical view based on moral philosophical
considerations and certainly no room for praxis. Although debates between political
economy and cultural studies receive a great deal of attention, it is absolutely vital to
consider first the relationship to behaviorism.

The political economy of communication started against the intellectual backdrop of
a multidisciplinary movement to apply the epistemology and methods of the physical
sciences to the social sciences. This included the goal of using empirical observation to

5 This point was brought home to me in an interview with Dallas Smythe (December, 1991).
Smythe was taken aback by my question regarding the tension between political economic and cul-
turalist approaches to communication. Referring to the major intellectual divides that occupied his
thinking, beginning with his graduate training in the 1920s, Smythe saw political economic and
cultural analysis as close partners in the critique of behaviorism. In his view, it was the latter that
presumed to limit research to positivist methods of empirical observation. Political economic and
culturalist approaches opened research to questions of meaning, dialectics, and critique. This view
of behaviorism as the principal intellectual adversary for early political economy was confirmed in
interviews with Herbert Schiller (January, 1992) and James Halloran (April, 1992).
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build systems of law-like theories whose constituents were falsifiable propositions.
Propositions or hypotheses would be continually tested against additional empirical
evidence in an ongoing process of refinement. In essence, the scientific method that
appeared to serve the physical sciences so well would realize the goal of creating a sci-
ence of the social (Nagel, 1957).6 Applied to the social sciences, this positivist approach
to investigation was commonly known as behaviorism. Its exemplars can be counted
across psychology (the conditioning theories of Pavlov and Skinner), sociology (the
analysis of group behavior in Homans), and political science (the public opinion work
of Key). Behaviorism made its way into communication studies through several routes,
prominent among them the work of Lazarsfeld and Cantril, who sought to create a
social science of mass communication by examining behavioral responses to mediated
messages. The point here is not to retell the history of behavioral communications
research, a story that has received some interesting treatments (Buxton, 1994; Gitlin,
1979; Morrison, 1978; Park and Pooley, 2008). Rather, it is to situate the first genera-
tions of political economy opposite their principal intellectual adversary.

Early work in the political economy of communication never opposed empirical
investigation or the gathering of material evidence, both quantitative and qualita-
tive, to advance an argument.” Rather, political economy distanced itself from
empiricism or the reduction of all intellectual activity to the production of falsifi-
able statements about observed behavior. The goal was to replace this with a broad
analysis based on the dialectical relationship (what I call the mutual constitution)
between theory and observed behavior. Moreover, political economy aimed to sit-
uate theory about mass mediated activity within the wider framework of political
economic, particularly Marxian, theory. Political economy also argued for a critical
approach that examines empirical findings in the light of a critical purpose, such
as the need to advance democratic communication by building public systems of
communication. For the political economist, empirical results neither arose out of
a black box nor spoke to one. They grew out of a dialectical relationship with the-
oretical formulations and spoke to a broadly defined political interest. Finally,
political economy identified the researcher as an active participant in the social
process under investigation. Denying the possibility of a “free-floating intellectual,”
political economy sought to account for the relationship of the researcher to the
research subject. In this respect, as Smythe noted (Interview, December, 1991), this
placed political economy within the range of the hermeneutic approach that was
more fully developed in anthropology and, specifically, in the critical cultural
studies research of the Frankfurt School. In essence, as Dan Schiller (1996) has

6 I use the word “appeared” because an extensive body of research has called into question
just how faithful the physical sciences have lived up to the strictures of the scientific method
(Haraway, 2003; Latour, 1999; Sokal, 2008).

7 Dallas Smythe carried out one of the first content analyses of commercial television in order to
make the case for a public network. This work caught the eye of Time Magazine, which wrote a story
about it. He was also involved in an attempt to secure Ford Foundation funding for a content analy-
sis of the popular television program The Mickey Mouse Club (Interview, December, 1991).
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described in perceptive detail, the first generation or two of the political economy
of communication, making allowances for variation within specific work, was
allied with cultural approaches against what they both perceived to be the essen-
tialist account proffered by behaviorism.

Subsequent generations of political economy continue to distinguish themselves
from behaviorism. However, what was once an affinity with culturalist approaches
against positivist accounts turned adversarial in the 1990s (Critical Studies in Mass
Communication, 1995). Recently, the tensions between the two approaches have
abated significantly as scholars associated with each come to appreciate and make
extensive use of the other (Meehan, 2005; Miller, 2007; Ross, 2004; Wasko, 2001).
Nevertheless, it is useful to refer to it here because one way to comprehend current
developments in political economic research is by setting it within the context of
a shift from stressing differences with behaviorism, which it still addresses, to its
differences with cultural studies.

Political economists raised several concerns about cultural studies, including giv-
ing near essentialist warrant to the subjective, the local, and the particular; privileg-
ing speech, conceptual or naming activities over all others; and resisting the
development of explanatory schemes that unify a range of activities. Recalling the
behaviorist effort to write a metanarrative of positivist social science, political econ-
omists raise concerns about the metanarrative, however ironic in light of its pro-
fessed opposition to forms of totalizing thought, contained within the culturalist
project. According to Garnham (1990), this tendency grew out of literary and film
studies, extending into the range of structuralist, post-structuralist, and postmodern
thought. In the course of its development, he concludes:

It took with it the bacillus of romanticism and its longing to escape the determining material
and social constraints of human life, from what is seen as the alienation of human essence,
into a world of unanchored, non-referential signification and the free play of desire.
(Garnham, 1990: 1-2)

Strong language is not limited to one side of the divide. Proponents of cultural
studies tended to reject political economic approaches as economistic, totalizing, or
simply derivative of the “outmoded” Marxism of Capital (Critical Studies in Mass
Communication, 1995). Moreover, the heat is not limited to communication and cul-
tural studies. Just about every discipline has been occupied with concerns raised on
either side (Sokal, 2008).% Nevertheless, as Chapter 10 demonstrates, the new century
has brought with it some evidence that the divide between political economy and

8 Consider this analysis of the linguistic turn in history. After acknowledging that “this is not
an entirely pernicious development,” social historian Bryan Palmer concludes:

What I question, what I refuse, what I mark out as my own differentiation from the
linguistic turn, is all that is lost in the tendency to reify language, objectifying it as unmedi-
ated discourse, placing it beyond social, economic, and political relations, and in the
process displacing essential structures and formations to the historical sidelines. (1990: 5)
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cultural studies is diminishing (Miller, 2004; Mosco, 2004; Philips, and Meehan,
2006; Pratt, 2004; Ross, 2004; Wasko).

Conclusion

This chapter began the task of examining the political economy of communication.
It started by defining communication as a social process of exchange whose outcome
is the measure or mark of a social relationship. In keeping with the broad approach to
the field, the definition includes both the transmission of information and the social
constitution of meaning and includes face-to-face and mediated communication in all
of its many forms, from the printed page to Facebook.

The political economy of communication developed in response to several social
and intellectual challenges. The former included the growth of the media as a busi-
ness, particularly in the form of the transnational corporation. It also encompassed
the growth of government and debates about the need for a New World Information
and Communication Order to redress global disparities. Finally, political economy has
developed in part to address the putative rise of an Information Society. The political
economy of communication also emerged in debates with leading intellectual tradi-
tions, including mainstream economics and the policies it supports, such as the pro-
motion of a commercial media system supported by government with minimal
oversight. The chapter concluded by explaining that the behaviorist tradition, actu-
ally an intellectual metanarrative, provided a formative challenge to the political
economy of communication in its early years. Beginning in the 1990s, cultural studies
posed the major challenge. However, the new millennium brought with it closer ties,
if not a rapprochement, between political economy and cultural studies. We now turn
to the first of two chapters that map the political economy of communication.
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THE POLITICAL ECONOMY OF
COMMUNICATION. BUILDING
A FOUNDATION

The foundation for a political economy of communication was established from the
years immediately following World War II to about 1980. This chapter tells the story
of this early development, beginning with key figures and ideas from North America
and Europe. The chapter concludes by addressing the political economy of commu-
nication in the rest of the world, particularly in those societies that comprised what
we once called the Third World. Given the numerous difficulties with that term, par-
ticularly since the fall of the Soviet Union, once the anchor of a Second World, it is
more useful to simply refer to the developing world.

North American Origins

There are many potential starting points for this analysis. For example, Dan Schiller
(1999b) has written about the work of Robert A. Brady (1901-63), who is among the
early critics of business power and one of the first to call for media democracy.
However, we start with Dallas Smythe and Herbert Schiller, the two North Americans
who arguably have exerted the most significant influence on the field.!

Dallas W. Smythe began the study of the political economy of communication
in the United States. He taught the first course in the field and several of his junior
colleagues and students have gone on to do prominent work. Like others who work
in political economy, Smythe was influenced substantially by engagement with
central political issues and social forces. For him, these were principally the Great
Depression and the rise of fascism in the 1930s. Specifically, Smythe cites three
turning points that helped to transform him from someone who cast a 1928 vote

1 This section draws on the written record, on interviews with Smythe (December, 1991) and
Schiller (January, 1992), and on my relationship with them from the late 1970s.
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for the successful Republican presidential candidate Herbert Hoover into a person
who pursued radical ideas and political activism.

These include his observation of clashes between National Guard troops and strik-
ing dockworkers, interviews with impoverished migrant farm workers that formed
the basis of a graduate school project on agricultural assistance programs, and his
contact with people who supported and fought with the anti-fascist forces during
the Spanish Civil War.? He concludes that his own version of political economy
grew first from the practical experience of political struggles and only later from
intellectual encounters.

Trained as an economist at the University of California, Berkeley, Smythe bene-
fited from the wider range of viewpoints then admissible in the economic canon.
Although the neoclassical perspective was achieving some closure by the 1930s,
challenges from institutional and Marxian sources, sustained by horrendous eco-
nomic conditions, were important components of graduate education at that time.
Specifically, Smythe read economic history and theory from people like M.M.
Knight, who accepted institutionalists such as Veblen and American interpreters of
Marx into the economic corpus. Moreover, Smythe placed substantial emphasis on
his immersion in government reports and documents that provided concrete analy-
ses of political economic conditions. These included extensive government hearings
on the economic collapse of the 1890s and research on the history of the trans-
portation industry that would form the basis of his doctoral thesis.

If the Great Depression helped to shape Smythe's thinking, the New Deal response
influenced the course of his career. After being awarded the PhD in 1937, Smythe
went to on work for the federal Department of Agriculture and later the Department
of Labor, where his associations with politically progressive civil servants and trade
unionists strengthened his critical thinking. Smythe's work on the media began with
his job at the Department of Labor, where part of his responsibility was tracking the
media and telecommunication industries, their labor practices, and trade unions. He
observed first hand the struggles between supporters of radical and company unions
battling for the support of workers at the telephone giant AT&T and its counterpart
in the telegraph industry, Western Union. This work also brought him into close con-
tact with the details of a changing labor process in the communications industry as
skilled radio and telephone operators began to feel the effects of new technologies
which were automating work and eroding skills.

Smythe left the Department of Labor in 1943 to become the first economist to
work at the Federal Communications Commission (FCC). His job was to follow labor
relations and to provide advice on rate hearings. Smythe also participated in one of
the busiest periods of radio spectrum allocation as the agency took up the backlog of
license requests, the issue of allocating new FM frequencies and, arguably the most
important, channel allocation for television. Smythe's future work was indelibly

2 His support for the anti-Franco side would place him among those the US government
called a “premature anti-fascist,” a label that would ill-serve Smythe in the 1950s.

e83 e



e e ¢ The Political Economy of Communication e e

marked by the lessons he learned from the mobilization of commercial interests to
defend private control over radio and television.?

Smythe left the FCC in 1948 to begin an academic career at the University of
Ilinois, where Wilbur Schramm had started the Institute for Communication Research.
Opening the first PhD program in communication studies, the Institute became a
crossroads for several people who would leave their mark on the field, including sev-
eral who worked in critical media studies and in political economy. These include the
communication psychologist Charles Osgood and, later on, George Gerbner, for a
brief time Theodor Adorno, and Herbert Schiller. In the Cold War climate and with
communication research so sensitive to the increasingly powerful mass media,
Smythe began cautiously with a course on the economics of communication before
developing one specifically about the political economy of communication. This
period is also marked by Smythe’s research on the need for public broadcasting, pub-
lication of the first political economy of the electronic media (1957), and the begin-
nings of his theoretical work on the audience as a commodity.*

The scourge of McCarthyism did not end with the senator’s demise and, as univer-
sity life in America became more politically repressive, Smythe decided to return to
his native Saskatchewan, Canada, where he established a communication program at
the University of Regina. He had met Herbert Schiller at the University of Illinois and,
when Smythe left, Schiller was brought into the Institute from economics to teach the
political economy of communication. Smythe spent a decade at Regina where, with
William Livant, he further advanced the idea that the audience was the principal com-
modity in the mass media. In 1974 Smythe joined the faculty at Simon Fraser
University in British Columbia, where he worked with the institutional political econ-
omist William Melody. Here, Smythe concentrated on telecommunication policy (the
antitrust case against AT&T was a central concern), on the audience commodity paper,
and on his major academic work Dependency Road, a dialectical analysis of monopoly
capitalism anchored in the case of US domination over Canada’s economy and media.
During this time he traveled widely, carrying out research on the reforms Salvatore
Allende’s Popular Unity government was bringing about in Chile, and on communi-
cation practices and policies in China, Japan, the UK, and Eastern Europe. At Illinois,
his major student had been Thomas Guback, who would go on to become a leading
figure in the political economy tradition. At Simon Fraser, his work in political econ-
omy and public policy influenced an even greater number of future political econo-
mists. In addition to Melody, these included Robert Babe, Manjunath Pendakur,
William Leiss, Sut Jhally, Robin Mansell, and Rohan Samarajiva.

3 Under the influence of pro-market Commissioners, the FCC voted to protect the largest
commercial AM radio broadcasters (whose “clear channel” stations covered half of the United
States in nighttime hours) against the challenges from the advocates of FM and public broad-
casting. The Commission also limited its allocation of the first television channels to commer-
cial interests, most of which were also powers in the radio industry (Mosco, 1979).

4 Smythe gave the first formal presentation of the audience commodity idea at a 1951 talk to
a meeting of the Consumers Union Institute at Vassar College.
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Smythe left Simon Fraser in 1980 to take a position at Temple University where, for a
short time, he joined Janet Wasko, who had been a student of Guback’s at Illinois, Dan
Schiller, and myself. Smythe continued to work in a series of visiting appointments,
eventually returning to British Columbia, where he died in 1992. A Festschrift volume
(Wasko, Mosco, and Pendakur, 1993) gives some evidence of his impact on four gener-
ations of political economists around the world. So too does the annual Smythe Lecture
at Simon Fraser and a prize awarded in his name by the International Association for
Media and Communication Research, the organization that has given the most atten-
tion to political economy over the years, thanks in part to Smythe’s work.

Like Smythe, Herbert I. Schiller attributed his political and intellectual develop-
ment to the experience of transformation in the American and global political
economies. For Schiller, about a half-generation removed from Smythe, this meant
entering his high school and university years during the Great Depression and serv-
ing in World War II. He attended the City College of New York, which provided a free
education to the city’s working class in what most accounts conclude was a highly
politicized atmosphere (Maxwell, 2003). Although his interests ran to the literary, he
chose to study economics, for him “a Depression induced choice,” which was more
likely than a concentration in English Literature to lead to a job. As with many
people living through this economic cataclysm, Schiller was left with an intense
sense that something was fundamentally wrong with the Western political economy.

The other substantial formative influence was his service in the war and his work
for the US military government in Germany immediately thereafter. The latter was
particularly important because it gave Schiller the opportunity to observe first hand
the imposed transformation of a nation’s political economy compressed into a very
short period. Among intellectual influences, Schiller emphasized the research carried
out by US government bodies in the 1930s on the structure of the American econ-
omy and on the causes of the Depression. For him, these detailed political economic
studies provided concrete, systemic evidence of how business power works.

The war, economic necessity, and his own uncertainties about the academic world
delayed the start of Schiller’s academic career.’ He spent ten years as an overworked
sessional instructor, before receiving the doctorate from New York University in
1960 with a thesis on the political economy of postwar relief efforts. He started
with a visiting position at the University of Illinois Bureau of Economic and
Business Research where his interests in resource allocation led eventually to
research on the radio spectrum as a natural resource. Although remaining at the

5 Though accused, as he puts it, of having “an animus against business,” Columbia University
awarded Schiller the master's degree in 1941. He was not impressed with this center of elite
intellectual life:

It was a revelation because I came to realize how totally inadequate the graduate process
was. The textbooks used in those days were just appalling, conservative concoctions that
were presented in ways that were desiccated and abstracted from reality. Not to say any-
thing of the theories they presented. (Interview with author)
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Bureau throughout his time in Illinois, Schiller attracted the attention of the
Institute for Communication Research, where he met Smythe and took over the
political economy course when his Canadian colleague left for Regina. His Mass
Communication and American Empire appeared in 1969 to widespread attention that
included growing pressure from conservatives at Illinois who did not appreciate
the book’s criticism of capitalism and the author’s outspoken opposition to the war
in Vietnam. These factors and the attractiveness of a proposed alternative college
at the University of California, San Diego, where the Frankfurt School theorist
Herbert Marcuse had settled, led to a move in 1970.

At San Diego, Schiller produced a series of books that helped to define the politi-
cal economy of communication in the United States and had enormous influence on
the development of critical perspectives worldwide. Schiller’s work has consistently
aimed to situate communication studies in the wider political economic context. His
second book, The Mind Managers (1973), offered the first sustained critique of the
information society idea by documenting the growing integration and transnation-
alization of the information and cultural industries and the broad political and cul-
tural power of major exemplars, such as the Gallop polling company, Reader’s Digest
Magazine, and the National Geographic.® Following this, his Communication and
Cultural Domination (1976) addressed the question of cultural imperialism and his
first-hand observation of Chile’s effort to build an alternative under Salvatore
Allende. In National Sovereignty and International Communication (1979), Schiller
teamed up with Kaarle Nordenstreng to produce a collection that addressed central
issues in the New World Information and Communication Order debate.”

Schiller returned to issues of information control in his next two books, Who Knows
(1981) and Information and the Crisis Economy (1984). These examined the vital signif-
icance of information and communication systems for the general operation of
transnational capital and, particularly in the second book, the role of these systems in
overcoming the crisis of accumulation that continues to bedevil capitalism.

In Culture, Inc. (1989), Schiller revisited the cultural industries and departed from
his previous work by addressing trends in academic disciplines, specifically his con-
cerns over the turn to cultural studies. Schiller was committed to media research
because he knew that culture was critical to democracy. In the last decade of his life
he assessed its importance for communities by examining culture in city streets and
parks, billboard advertising, museums, libraries, and a host of other places which

6 The book was published in the same year as Daniel Bell’s The Coming of a Postindustrial
Society, a work that shaped the agenda for the debate on the “information society” and one year
before Harry Braverman'’s Labor and Monopoly Capital, now a classic in the study of “informa-
tion labour.” Schiller attracted particular attention when an excerpt on polling appeared in the
popular magazine Psychology Today, whose editors gave what Schiller calls the “inflammatory”
title “Polls are Prostitutes for the Status Quo.”

7 This book is also notable because it was the first communication volume published by Ablex
which, under the editorship of Melvin Voigt, produced many of the major works in political
economy into the early 1990s.
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demonstrated for him that “a community’s economic life cannot be separated from
its symbolic content” and that “speech, dance, drama, music and the visual and
plastic arts have been vital, indeed necessary, features of human experience from the
earliest times” (Schiller, 1989: 31). Schiller focused a critical eye on culture, not as a
superstructural derivative of an economic base, but to demonstrate that the symbolic
is not only inextricably bound to the material, it is material. His concern with
academic cultural studies was based on the fear that it diminished the cultural by
removing it from the arena where it was most important in mutually constituting
economic, political, and social life.

Schiller returned to his longstanding interest in the transformation of interna-
tional communication with Hope and Folly (1989), a book written with William
Preston, Jr. and Edward Herman, that documents the demise of the call for a new
information order, and a second collection with Kaarle Nordenstreng, Beyond
National Sovereignty (1993). Along with Hamid Mowlana and George Gerbner, Schiller
provided a global perspective on the Gulf War with a collection of papers from inter-
national media scholars.?

In Schiller’s final two books he returned to a focus on the United States and its
deepening troubles. In Information Inequality (1996), he wrote about the growing gap
in access to communication, anticipating the soon to be hot topic of a “digital
divide.” But unlike those who would see the gap as merely a matter of providing
people with technology, Schiller saw it as a symptom of ongoing social class and
racial divides in the United States that create gaps in economic and political resources
as well. Finally, in a book he continued to work on until he died in 2000, Living in
the Number One Country, Schiller provides an analytical and personal account of what
it meant to be a critical scholar based at the center of a world empire.

Schiller was a model of the activist scholar. In addition to his enormous research
contribution, with editions published in most major languages, he spoke out on
cultural and information issues before many local, national, and international
organizations. His remarkable record of speaking out throughout the developing
world, before international organizations like UNESCO, and in the First World,
where he starred in the indymedia classic Paper Tiger’'s “Herb Schiller Reads The
New York Times,” demonstrated his belief that it was essential to oppose the

8 Hope and Folly documents the triumph of US-led conservative forces at UNESCO. It was ini-
tially commissioned by UNESCO during a period when the organization supported many of the
concerns raised by NWICO proponents. But by the time the report was completed, the agency
was so concerned to transform itself, in hopes of bringing back US and British membership, that
it refused to release it. The University of Minnesota Press published the book, but with a printed
disclaimer that completely disassociates UNESCO from its contents. According to Nordenstreng
(1993: 253), this is not the first example of “anti-intellectual repression” by the UN agency. In
1973, it dropped Dallas Smythe from a Panel of Experts formed to establish the UNESCO com-
munication research program. This took place after Smythe presented two papers critical of
mainstream international communication policy and its infatuation with new technologies.
Finally, it refused to publish a paper commissioned from Schiller in a 1982 collection.
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global media industries and produce an alternative to commercial culture. His
work provided one of the principal inspirations for the new world information
order idea. He was one of the leading figures in the International Association for
Media and Communication Research. And although the vision of an alternative
college at the University of California, San Diego fell victim to neo-conservatism,
Schiller left his mark on many students there, as well as on his and subsequent
generations of communication research.

As work in Europe developed in the late 1960s into the mid-1970s, North American
research in the political economy approach remained primarily based on the work of
Schiller and Smythe, until Smythe’s student Thomas Guback took a position at the
University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign and began to attract graduate students influ-
enced by the political and social upheavals of the time. By the end of the 1970s the
time was ripe for a significant upward turn for political economy in North America.

One meeting cannot alone be responsible for the emergence of a field. However, if
there was one key event in the development of a political economy of communica-
tion in North America, it took place in March 1979 at a conference held at the
University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign. It brought together students of Smythe and
Schiller as well as others who knew their work and were interested in advancing a
political economy perspective. Thomas Guback, a pioneer in the political economy of
the film industry, took the lead, along with several of Guback’s students, including
Janet Wasko (film), Eileen Meehan (audience studies), Jennifer Slack (technology), and
Fred Fejes (imperialism and Latin America). Addressing critical communication, the
conference gathered numerous people who would go on to make a substantial con-
tribution to a political economy of communication. In addition to these, it included
Dallas Smythe himself, who came from Simon Fraser University with a current grad-
uate student Manjunath Pendakur (film and Indian media), as well as Oscar Gandy
(technology, race), Carolyn Marvin (the history of technology), Timothy Haight (com-
munication activism and policy), and myself (sociology and policy), then a professor
of sociology at Georgetown University.

The meeting was significant for several reasons. It was the first to collect three gen-
erations of political economy scholars, including Smythe, his student Guback, and
several of Guback’s students, as well as Smythe’s student Manjunath Pendakur.
Furthermore, it signaled a major step in the formation of a network of political econ-
omy scholars, a major advance for an approach that had been largely limited, in
North America at least, to the work of Smythe and Schiller. Moreover, the conference
demonstrated that the field was beginning to attract a number of women into what
had been a perspective dominated by men, and the presence of Gandy meant that
the field would not be limited to Caucasians. Finally, the conference was a major step
toward the formation of the Union for Democratic Communications, the organiza-
tion that for close to thirty years has best represented political economy and activist
approaches to communication studies in North America.

At about this same time several other scholars began to establish significant
careers in political economy research in North America. Stuart Ewen'’s research on
advertising, Dan Schiller on the history of journalism, Gerald Sussman on Asian
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media and political communication, and Emile McAnany on Latin American media
and development communication are representative examples.

The Emergence of Political Economy in
European Communication Research

The emergence of a political economy tradition in Europe is not as clearly associated
with key figures like Smythe and Schiller. Nevertheless, it is useful to begin with such
early figures as James Halloran in Britain and Kaarle Nordenstreng in Finland, who
helped to develop the tradition in their own regions and, perhaps more importantly,
called attention to political economy by virtue of their international work.

James Halloran was a leading figure in the development of communications studies
in Britain. For over two decades he headed the Centre for Mass Communication
Research at the University of Leicester, where Peter Golding and Graham Murdock pro-
duced work that helped set the research agenda for the political economy of commu-
nication. Moreover, Halloran influenced the development of communication studies
worldwide with close to two decades of service as President of the International
Association for Media and Communication Research (IAMCR) (Hamelink and Linné,
1994; Hamelink and Nordenstreng, 2007). Although the long-time head of the inter-
national professional association most closely identified with political economy
research, Halloran did not identify with the approach, choosing to situate his work and
that of the Centre within the tradition of critical sociology and social psychology
(Interview, April, 1992). He notes that the Centre was initiated in response to concerns
raised by the Home Secretary in 1961 about problems of juvenile delinquency and the
interest in assessing television’s impact. Although he acknowledged the importance of
political and economic research, his main scholarly and programmatic interest was
focused on developing a critical sociological approach (Centre for Mass Communication
Research, 1984: 8). Halloran distinguished this from the work of mainstream pioneers
in communication research whose positivist approach put data gathering ahead of
“asking the right questions” (Halloran, 1981: 23).

During Halloran’s tenure as Director, the Centre maintained a steady flow of
research reports, several by scholars, particularly Graham Murdock and Peter Golding,
who made important contributions to the political economy of communication.
Nevertheless, as Halloran, Murdock, and Golding all agreed, the overwhelming num-
ber take up specific social problems from a sociological or social psychological per-
spective. Although certainly wide-ranging, the emphasis is on problems facing young
people, families, and communities, including the sociological concerns and commu-
nication needs of ethnic and racial minorities. In fact, Murdock observed that the
Centre received few grants for political economy research. Most of these, such
as Philip Harris’s work on news agencies, Peter Hartmann’s on the New World
Information Order, and Murdock’s on the advertising industry, incorporated several
approaches along with political economy. Moreover, all of this work appeared in the
1970s and early 1980s. Sociological, social psychological, and policy research occupied
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practically all of the Centre’s reports from 1984 on (Interviews with Halloran,
Murdock, and Golding, April, 1992; Centre for Mass Communication Research, 1991).
Almost all of the research and publication in political economy that people have asso-
ciated with the Centre were produced outside the auspices of the Centre itself.
Affirming this point, Golding concludes that there never was a “Leicester School” of
political economy in nearly the sense that one can speak of a Birmingham School of
Cultural Studies under Richard Hoggart and Stuart Hall, or even comparable to a
School of Political Communication under Jay Blumler and Dennis McQuail at Leeds.
Following a pattern common throughout the field of political economy, what appears
to be an institutionalized program of research is actually a collection of individuals,
in this case Graham Murdock and Peter Golding, who, along with Philip Elliott and
from time to time others, pursued political economy research (Golding, Murdock, and
Schlesinger, 1986). They did so in a setting congenial to critical social research, but not
one that gave particular attention to political economy.

Halloran is not alone in his generation of European communication scholars who
have played a role that supported, if not directly shaped, the political economy
approach. For example, Dieter Prokop produced studies on the political economy of
the media that connected the business of communication to concerns raised by the
Frankfurt School (Prokop, 1973, 1974, 1983). Enzensberger’s “Constituents of a
Theory of the Media” (in Enzensberger, 1974) offered one of the early attempts to fill
what he argues is one of the “empty categories” of Marxist thought by developing a
theory of media that accentuates class relations, conflict, and the contradictory and
subversive qualities of media. The point is that, although one can identify examples
of the political economy of communication in Schiller’s, if not Smythe’s, generation
of European scholars, the influence on subsequent political economy work in
Europe is not nearly as evident as the influence of Smythe and Schiller on the devel-
opment of a political economy approach in North America. Sustained research from
this perspective begins with subsequent generations of communication scholars.

For many years Kaarle Nordenstreng of Finland has played a leading role in the devel-
opment of international communication studies and in the political debate over the
NWICO. From the 1960s, he has taken critical issue with the positivism and technologi-
cal utopianism in Western communication research (1968). Nordenstreng is best known
for his work on the dynamics of global communication and specifically on the effort to
redress imbalances and otherwise democratize the mass media (Nordenstreng, 1984;
Traber and Nordenstreng, 1992). He has combined a strong research record in the field
with persistent political activism at the national and international levels in the effort to
bring about the NWICO and in the drive to extend it to the Internet and to other new
media in the process known as WSIS or the World Summit on the Information Society
(Mansell and Nordenstreng, 2006; Nordenstreng and Padovani, 2005). Nordenstreng has
been particularly important for his ability to bring together scholars, including political
economists and policy activists from around the world. There are few parts of the globe
that have not felt the influence of his organizational acumen.

Nordenstreng'’s collaborations with Schiller (1979, 1993) produced major collections
in international communication that exhibit a strong political economic influence.
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Nevertheless, one cannot identify Nordenstreng with a political economy approach as

easily as one can Smythe and Schiller. This is not because Nordenstreng lacked interest

in theoretical matters of major concern to political economists. He has made the case

for a disciplinar y framework that certainly overlaps both Schiller’s and Smythe’s
(Nordenstreng, 2004). Nevertheless, although certainly sharing values and evaluations
congenial to a political economy perspective, Nordenstreng has not taken as strong a
research interest in the economic dimensions of mass media and communication.
Whereas Halloran chose critical sociology as a focus of attention, Nordenstreng concen-
trates on a critical politics of communication, particularly in its international and ethi-
cal manifestations. This has provided him with a grounding for his long-standing
commitment to policy research and intervention. In this fashion, Nordenstreng has
influenced numerous communication scholars and activists, including political econ-
omists. However, the influence has not been as direct on the latter as that of Smythe
and Schiller because Nordenstreng has not taken as sustained a research interest in the
economic aspects of the political economy of communication. Choosing to concen-
trate on explicitly political fora, he has had less to say about the business of media and
the commodification of culture and communication.

Dallas Smythe and Herbert Schiller established a program of research in the politi-
cal economy of communication that influenced the shape of the field internationally,
particularly in the United States and Canada. James Halloran and Kaarle Nordenstreng
provided an important bridge for that research to Europe and, through Halloran'’s
work for the IAMCR and Nordenstreng’s work in a number of international fora, to
the rest of the world. However, the sustained development of a political economy
approach in Europe emerged with the appearance between 1974 and 1982 of a set of
theoretical and programmatic pieces that contributed substantially to placing the field
on the European intellectual map. The core works include Murdock and Golding's
(1973) “For a Political Economy of Mass Communications,” their (1979) “Capitalism,
Communication, and Class Relations,” Garnham'’s (1979) “Contribution to a Political
Economy of Mass Communication,” and the near book-length introductions that
Armand Mattelart produced for the two-volume work he edited with Seth Siegelaub,
Communication and Class Struggle: Capitalism, Imperialism (1979) and Communication
and Class Struggle: Liberation, Socialism (1983). These works are given particular atten-
tion because they set out programmatic positions that have significantly influenced
political economy *research.

9 This was an important period for the development of a political economy of communica-
tion in Europe. In additions to these works, several others sought to bring together political
economy, Marxian theory, and the particular problems posed by communication practices (de
la Haye, 1980; Hund and Kirchoff-Hund, 1985; Prokop, 1983). It is also important to mention
the influence of a political economy group in Italy, including Giovanni Cesareo, Roberto
Grandi, and Giuseppi Richeri, whose publication IKON influenced the development of political
economy in Europe and North America. In Spain, a group including Madrid scholar Enrique
Bustamente developed the journal Telos, which produced political economic and policy analy-
ses on communication and new technology issues.
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Trained in economics and sociology at the London School of Economics, Graham
Murdock began his career by applying this background to understand cultural life.
Specifically, in the late 1960s at the University of Sussex, he wrote about the rise of
New York and the decline of Paris in the elite art market. His interest in popular and
youth culture took him to Leicester where, for two decades, he worked at the Centre
for Mass Communication Research in the sociology and political economy of culture
and communication. In the mid-1990s he left Leicester to rejoin Peter Golding, who
had moved to the University of Loughborough after spending most of his career at
Leicester. Golding’s training is also in sociology, although he has taken a stronger
interest in the social policy dimensions of communications research. Garnham came
to communication research from a background in film. A founding editor of Media,
Culture and Society, he spent his academic career at the University of Westminster.'°

Belgian-born Armand Mattelart received his doctoral training in law and political
economy from the University of Louvain and a postgraduate degree in sociology
from the Sorbonne. He was a professor at the University of Chile from 1962 until the
1973 US-backed military coup d’état ended the government of Salvatore Allende
which had been elected on a platform of democratic reform. During his years in Latin
America, Mattelart was influenced by and helped to shape the course of research in
that region. It also brought him into contact with Smythe and Schiller, who spent
time in the region examining the impact of American media (see Schiller, 1976).
Mattelart also recognizes the influence of a French “cultural industries” approach
developed by the sociologist Edgar Morin. Since leaving Chile he has been a profes-
sor at the University of Paris.

Although differing in some respects, the early work of these scholars shares an
explicit interest in making critical use of Marxian theory, in its different readings,
to understand communication, the mass media, and cultural practices. Murdock
and Golding’s 1973 work is a ground-breaking exercise because it sets out a concep-
tual map for a political economic analysis of the media where none had existed in
the British literature.'! Using the British media as a case study, they examine the
process of consolidation and concentration at work in publishing, the press, broad-
casting, cinema, and recording. In addition to addressing what have become
accepted dimensions of media concentration — integration and diversification —
they also take on what for that time was a new development, the internationaliza-
tion of British media. Finally, they assess the wider implications, including restricted
choice in entertainment and information. Although providing one of the early

10 Garnham emphasizes two primary influences on his development. The first is the tradition
of British cultural studies and social history that grew out of the work of Hoggart, Leavis,
Thompson, and Williams. This led him into the cultural industries where he worked on docu-
mentary films in the 1960s, including a television program with Raymond Williams. The second
is his involvement in debates on the development of British television and the role of the BBC.

11 They note (1973: 205) that the media, unlike the study of education, “has gone largely unex-
amined” and cite a 1973 collection of writing on Power in Britain (Urry and Wakeford, 1973) which
not only lacked a chapter on the media, but contained no reference to the media in its index.
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systematic analyses of the commercial power of the mass media, they are also care-
ful to qualify their conclusions by situating them within an inclusive position:

To describe and explicate these interests is not to suggest a deterministic relationship,
but to map the limits within which the production of mediated culture can operate.
Cultural production retains a real autonomy derived from tradition, occupational ide-
ologies and the genuine tolerance of the liberal consensus. (Murdock and Golding,
1974: 226-7)'?

Murdock and Golding’s 1979 work provides an even more explicitly theoretical
effort to place the political economy approach within the wider framework of criti-
cal theory. It demonstrates that, for them, a critical reading of the Frankfurt School’s
analysis of the cultural industries offers one of the primary links between the
Marxian legacy and their application of it to communication studies. For example,
Murdock and Golding begin their overview of Marxian approaches to cultural analy-
sis by noting the contribution of Horkheimer and Marcuse at the Institute for Social
Research, singling out Adorno’s work on the music industry. They conclude that:
“Adorno’s insistence that the process of cultural domination has its roots in the eco-
nomic dynamics of the ‘culture industry’ is an indispensable starting point for any
Marxist analysis” (1979: 18).

Nevertheless, they insist that “it is only a starting point” and proceed to criticize
as “not sufficient simply to assert that the capitalist base of the ‘culture industry’ nec-
essarily results in cultural forms which are consonant with the dominant ideology”
(1979: 18)." Similarly, in his article of the same year, Garnham applauds the partic-
ular way the original Frankfurt School position addressed the relationship of base
and superstructure in contrast to post-Althusserian tendencies. He credits the
Frankfurt School with recognizing that “under monopoly capitalism the super-
structure becomes precisely industrialized; it is invaded by the base and the
base/superstructure distinction breaks down via a collapse into the base.” He con-
trasts this with the alternative position, taken up in cultural studies, which concludes
that we are observing the “transformation of the base into another autonomous
superstructural discourse” (Garnham, 1979: 130). Nevertheless, like Murdock and
Golding, he takes issue with the Frankfurt tradition on this point:

the real weakness of the Frankfurt School’s original position was not their failure to realize
the importance of the base or the economic, but insufficiently to take account of the eco-
nomically contradictory nature of the process they observed and thus to see the industrial-
ization of culture as unproblematic and irresistible. (Garnham, 1979: 131)

12 It is interesting to observe this caution in one of the earliest attempts to situate the polit-
ical economy of the media in a wider theoretical framework. It suggests that right from the start
the approach steered clear of “economism.”

13 In an interview (April, 1992), Murdock refers to a more immediate link to the Frankfurt
tradition in the early 1970s work of Dieter Prokop.
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Starting from the more explicitly anti-imperialist Marxian literature, Mattelart is
not as concerned to connect his approach to the Western Marxism of the Frankfurt
School. This undoubtedly results in part from what he acknowledges to be a central
problem in French communication research. Little of the theoretical work developed
by French intellectuals like Althusser and Barthes, which influenced Stuart Hall at
Birmingham, was taught in the primary media research schools of France. The fail-
ure to produce French editions of Habermas’s work until the 1980s also contributed
to the lack of a connection to Western Marxism (Mattelart and Mattelart, 1992).
Nevertheless, like his British counterparts, Mattelart steers clear of seeing power as a
singularity and looks beyond it to fundamental contradictions, thereby setting aside
the more rigid Althusserian structuralist approaches to ideology from the start.'*

This interest in rooting communication studies in the Marxian tradition led these
writers and their counterparts to an inevitable decentering of the media.'® True to a
Marxian political economy, this meant placing in the foreground the analysis of cap-
italism, including the development of the forces and relations of production, com-
modification and the production of surplus value, social class divisions and struggles,
contradictions and oppositional movements. Decentering the media actually raised
the stature of media studies by moving it from an isolated, marginalized and largely
untheorized area of activity to one that is fundamental to processes of production
and reproduction within the wider capitalist system. Murdock and Golding (1979)
discuss this specifically with respect to the “double vacuum” in media studies and
sociology. Whereas media studies typically approached the social realm with a laun-
dry list: the media and class, the media and youth, the media and women, etc.,
which suggests a loosely articulated pluralism, sociological theory tended simply to
ignore the media.

Sharing the view that communication needs to be situated in a wider theoretical
framework, Garnham argues (1979: 202) for placing the political economy of
culture within an overall analysis of capitalism with “a political economy of mass-
communication taking its subsidiary place within that wider framework as the analysis

14 As he puts it:

One of the most misleading tendencies of Althusserian ideological theory is that its monolithic
and vertical concept of how the dominant ideological apparatuses function does not conceive
of them as being subject to class contradictions. The most concrete effect of this approach is
that its field of observation marginalizes the resistance practices of the dominated classes
against the dominant ideology, as well as it marginalizes the internal incoherencies which
characterize the operation of these ideological apparatuses. (Mattelart and Siegelaub, 1979: 29)

15 It is not possible to discuss every one of their counterparts. Nevertheless, it is important
to mention Seth Siegelaub, who worked closely with Mattelart on several projects, including co-
editing the two-volume Communication and Class Struggle and editing issues of the multi-volume
bibliography Marxism and the Mass Media. He also founded the International Mass Media
Research Center and directed the publishing enterprise International General, which was
responsible for these and other volumes of critical media research. Siegelaub's principal educa-
tion was as a political activist and a manual laborer.
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of an important, but historically specific mode of the wider process of cultural
production and reproduction.” Much of Garnham'’s interest in this area grows out
of his reading of and involvement in central policy debates about the course of the
mass media and telecommunication in the UK.! It also flowed out of his associa-
tion with Raymond Williams, who aimed to secure a place for popular culture as
democratic, resistant, and alternative, in contrast to the market-driven effort to
align popular with mass consumption (Interview, November, 1993)."” Similarly, for
Mattelart, “the manner in which the communication apparatus functions, which
determines the elaboration and exchange of messages, corresponds to the general
mechanisms of production and exchange conditioning all human activity in capi-
talist society” (Mattelart and Siegelaub, 1979: 36).

This process of decentering the media placed in the foreground the concepts of cap-
ital, class, contradiction, conflict, and oppositional struggles. The analysis of capital is,
for Murdock and Golding (1973), “the obvious starting point for a political economy
of communications.” Specifically, this means, “the recognition that the mass media
are first and foremost industrial and commercial organizations which produce and
distribute commodities” (Murdock and Golding, 1973: 205-6). Challenging what he
refers to as the theorization of social formations into relatively autonomous levels,
Garnham argues for seeing the mass media “first as economic entities with both a
direct economic role as creators of surplus value through commodity production and
exchange and an indirect role, through advertising, in the creation of surplus value
within other sectors of commodity production” (1979: 132). Rather than relative
autonomy, the result is a “close inter-weaving within concrete institutions and
within their specific commodity forms of the economic, the political and the ideo-
logical” (1979: 132). All of these are embodied in the generalizing and abstracting
drive to reduce everything to exchange value, which Garnham perceives to be Marx’s
central insight into the capitalist mode of production. Drawing on Capital, which he
argues is “the most mature work,” Mattelart draws out specific dimensions of the
mode of production of communications: (1) production instruments (machines used
to transmit information); (2) working methods (genre specific practices, codes, etc.);
and (3) relations of production (property relations, transmitter-receiver relations,
division of labor, organizational forms and practices).

In their view, social class relations are central to political economic analysis,
although they all see the articulation of class relations as a set of complex and con-
tradictory processes. These involve principally the relationship between communi-
cation entrepreneurs and the wider capitalist class, the relationship between media
industry leaders and the concrete activities of those who actually make media

16 One of the more important expressions of this is his 1973 monograph (revised in 1978)
on political economic and public policy issues in the UK television industry (Garnham, 1978).

17 Garnham emphasizes that the political economy of communication is itself part of a wider
process of popular cultural activity, i.e. it is one academic wing of a wider intellectual and pop-
ular movement for democratic action (Interview, November, 1993).

e95 ¢



e e ¢ The Political Economy of Communication e e

products (the specific form of the labor process),'® and the dynamics of reception,
i.e. how people adopt, reconstitute, and resist the range of meanings embodied,
however tightly or loosely, in cultural commodities.

Notwithstanding capital’s power, each of these moments in the valorization of cap-
ital is marked by contradictions. As a result, while acknowledging the power of
capital to absorb social, including communication, practices into the logic of
exchange value, they reject correspondence theories that unequivocally align capital
logic with cultural production. Noting the tendency to see the imposition of this
logic as non-contradictory, Garnham concludes that:

One must stress at the outset that this is not so. Because capital controls the means of cultural
production ... it does not follow that these cultural commodities will necessarily support,
either in their explicit content or in their mode of cultural appropriation, the dominant ide-
ology. (1979: 136)

Not only can such products be, in Garnham'’s words, “profoundly subversive,” they
must be seen as the product of struggles between distinct capitalist and non-capitalist
social formations, and among classes within and between these formations. For
example, one can see artisan or craft production of books and films as congruent
with a capital logic as long as capital controls mass reproduction and distribution.
Artisan production provides capital with diversity and absorbs much of the risk.
Nevertheless, this form of production has also been the site of struggles against the
economic logic of capitalism in defense of customized, craft production for use over
mass production solely for profit.

Mattelart extends this research by situating contradiction and conflict within a
global context. His early work is particularly revealing for the number of ideas that
would later be taken up by political economists and communication scholars gen-
erally. He offers a highly nuanced perspective on cultural imperialism that, in addi-
tion to comprehending patterns of communication power, takes into account
complex forms of “secondary imperialism,” for example in Mexico, India, Egypt,
and Italy, the manifold social practices that these cultural imperialisms take, e.g.
sports, tourism, etc., and various ways to conceptualize contradictory and conflict-
ual relations of production and reception, including mass, popular, and national
cultures.' By the beginning of the 1980s, the political economy of communication
was ready to develop as a collective enterprise in North America and Europe. This

18 Although they praise Adorno for his work on the influence of capitalism on the music
industry, Murdock and Golding (1979: 18) take him to task for neglecting the “concrete activi-
ties of the people who actually make the products the ‘culture industry’ sells.”

19 These ideas are presented in the 1979 volume and developed more fully in the 1983 col-
lection. As Mattelart notes (Mattelart and Siegelaub, 1979: 56), Michele Mattelart (1977) pro-
vided a clear sense of the distinction between mass and popular culture. The latter is not a
formal substitute for mass culture but “a qualitatively different practice, embodying the expe-
rience of a people who become the active subject of a cultural experience linked to their own project
for liberation.”
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chapter concludes by identifying one additional pillar of this foundation, the
growth of a political economy perspective in and about the rest of the world.

Steps toward a Global Political Economy of Communication

The political economy of communication built a foundation in much of the world,
including other developed regions like Australia (Graham, 2000), New Zealand
(Hope, 2006), and Japan (Morris-Suzuki, 1988, 2005). Some of this work is taken up
in subsequent chapters, but the focus of the remainder of this chapter is the emer-
gence of a political economy approach to communication in the developing world.

The struggle for a New World Information and Communication Order (NWICO),
which developed during the 1960s and 1970s out of the Non-Aligned Movement
formed by Asian, African, and Latin American states that proclaimed a commitment
to national self-determination, imparted both political purpose and a dynamic new
research agenda to the political economy of communication. What role did commu-
nication play in the US-led postwar reorganization of global capitalism? How were
communication and culture implicated in the renewal of domination over formally
independent nations? What measures could be taken to redress international com-
munication disparities?

Developing world research departed from its counterpart in the developed world
because it was largely forged out of a series of social struggles defined in a variety of
ways in different regions of the world. Variously identified as anti-colonial, national
liberation, or socialist struggles, these eruptions of the post-World War II era helped
to create an intellectual and research agenda. In fact, it was those who played a lead-
ing role in revolutionary activity, people like Mao Zedong, Ho Chi Minh, Amilcar
Cabral, and Che Guevara, who were also its leading intellectuals. These leaders of the
period’s liberation movements are also notable in that they explicitly recognized the
importance of controlling the means of communication, including radio and other
electronic means, to build support for revolution. Intellectual leaders, such as Frantz
Fanon (1965) in Algeria and the Brazilian Paulo Freire (1974) throughout Latin
America, wrote specifically on the mass media and literacy as tools of revolutionary
activity. Although a concern for communication, public opinion, and ideology had
marked earlier variations on Marxian and critical thought, their work provided a
departure from economistic tendencies.

Forged in the “hot wars” of the 1950s and early 1960s, developing world research
took off in two related directions. First, it forged a critique of modernization
approaches, the major response of the former colonial powers to the political and
military successes of anti-imperialist struggles. Second, it presented a spectrum of
perspectives, best known as dependency theory, that constituted its own framework
for understanding transformations in the global political economy. The approach
known as developmentalism or modernization theory was also forged in struggle. In
this case, it was the recognition of the developed West, particularly the United States,
that the victory over fascism left little time for triumphalism because Communism,
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and what the West perceived to be its many manifestations in wars of socialist and
national liberation, stood in the way of global capitalist expansion. In order to over-
come these impediments, to win the “Third World” War, i.e. to defeat Communism
and pacify the developing world, the West mounted an unprecedented global
military, political, economic, and ideological campaign.

Developmentalism, one of its leading intellectual inspirations, brought together an
elite corps of academics based in leading universities and research centers to determine
how to safely secure the developing world within capitalism. Since its core notions have
been subjected to a withering criticism that helped hone the intellectual strength of
developing world scholars and their colleagues in the developed and socialist worlds,
modernization theory is easy to dismiss as a simplistic apologia for capitalist hegemony.
But that would be a mistake. There is no doubting the use of the perspective as a vehi-
cle to defend the image of the United States as a different world power, one that helps
nations beyond its shores, including those it conquered in warfare, to join the modern
world. However, in addition to this, modernization theory, particularly as a theory of
communication, contained a sophisticated set of tools that responded to changing mil-
itary, political, and intellectual conditions in order to construct a hegemony.

Modernization theory arose out of a fundamental problem facing the United
States, and to a lesser degree its Western allies, in the aftermath of World War II. The
West confronted decolonization movements across Africa and Asia, and political
upheavals in Latin America. Only the United States was in a position to manage
these developments and bring the many newly independent nations within the
evolving stratified hierarchy of the postwar circuits of capitalism. Much has been
made of modernization theory as an outgrowth of classic sociological models, devel-
oped most explicitly by Tonnies, that distinguished traditional from modern, rural
from urban, gemeinschaft from gessellschaft (Mattelart and Mattelart, 1992: 171-2).
The problem with this view is the implication that modernization proponents were
unsophisticated social scientists trying to apply simplistic, textbook sociology.
People like Lerner, Pool, and other modernization theorists not only read their
Tonnies, they understood just how the conception of “modern” had changed from
his turn-of-the-century view.

The theory of modernization meant a reconstitution of the international division
of labor, amalgamating the non-Western world into the emerging international
structural hierarchy. One element of this was “nation-building,” a process of creating
national elites that could effectively substitute nationalism for the alternative mod-
els of socialism on offer from the Soviet Union and, soon after the end of the war,
China. Under the banner of national identity, these elite class fractions would incor-
porate the remaining social structural forces necessary to fend off the challenge of
revolution and socialism that threatened to transcend national differences and orga-
nize the range of excluded classes and strata against the growing power of transna-
tional business and an increasingly militarized US government. Although it repeatedly
attempted to do so, the United States could not achieve this goal by military means
alone, nor would its own domestic pressures permit matching the post-World War II
massive assistance program known as the Marshall Plan with a similar program for
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the underdeveloped world.?® Along with military and economic weaponry, the
United States made use of those communication and intelligence tools that its media
and information industries had begun to hone before the war and which paid
significant dividends throughout the conflict.?!

In the early years, as Samarajiva (1985) and others (Mattelart and Mattelart, 1992;
Sussman and Lent, 1991) have documented, this meant applying the methods of
psychological warfare to, in the words of one of its leading figures Harold Laswell,
“clarify the identity of genuine allies and enemies” in the struggle with the Soviet
Union. Daniel Lerner’s book Sykewar (1949) became the model for his classic work in
the field, The Passing of Traditional Society (1958). The latter used extensive interviews
to map the range of attitudes and values that would support or retard modernization,
understood in numerous ways, but particularly as support for those national and
international forces whose goal it was to construct a market economy. Later on, par-
ticularly in the work of Schramm (1964), modernization theorists turned directly to
the mass media as a vehicle to achieve this goal. In fact, the level of media develop-
ment became one of the principal indicators of general societal development.
Following directly from this premise, Rogers (1971) took on the task of examining
the general propensity to innovation and social change, including the introduction
of modern means of communication. This was crucial because improving the general
receptiveness to media technologies and media messages was vital to the wider aims
of development, including the social need to change extended family structures, the
economic need to create a market economy, and the political need to build a sup-
portive class of national and local leaders. Charting the diffusion of innovation was
another means to map a target, in this case a target of opportunity for the Western
way of life, including its mass media.

The communication research program inspired by the modernization thesis was very
influential. It provided enormous quantities of information on the behavior, attitudes,
and values of developing world people and helped to shape university communication
programs and research centers. Speaking about Latin America, McAnany (1986: 29)
concluded that the first generation or two of indigenous communication scholars were
trained in the American functionalist tradition from which modernization theory
descended. In a region with scant resources, this meant that most schools, journals,

20 Proposals for a developing world equivalent to the Marshall Plan received little serious
attention and when they did, as with President Kennedy's proposed Alliance for Progress in
Latin America, the actual dollars never matched the rhetoric. It is also important to note that
although the Marshall Plan involved a real economic commitment, the commitment was most
important to US businesses understandably eager to win access to European markets unimpeded
by socialist or communist threats.

21 There is research on the links between wartime intelligence activity and the American
developmentalist strategy (Samarajiva, 1985; Sussman and Lent, 1991). But the communication
strategy was not only forged in action against the enemy. In fact, some of the most significant
strides in survey and intelligence research were carried out on the most substantial “captive
audience” ever marshaled in American history, its armed forces (see Stouffer, 1949).
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and texts were funded and organized with US government assistance and led by
proponents of the modernization thesis. Nevertheless, however powerful the impact
on all of these levels, modernization could do little to improve the real economic con-
ditions of developing world people. The yawning gap between prescription and accom-
plishment was filled by a growing number of critics, some of whom sharpened their
skills in the political economy of the mass media by dissecting the modernization the-
sis. This was particularly the case in Latin America, partly because this region was
arguably the most important target of the developmentalist project. The general prob-
lem of sharing the hemisphere with nations in poverty and social upheaval was com-
pounded for the United States following the 1959 victory of the Cuban revolution.

Partly as a result of the “special treatment” that the modernization program
brought to Latin America, critical scholarship developed relatively early there with the
1960s work of Mattelart in Chile, Freire in Brazil, Pasquali (1967) in Venezuela, and
Veron (1967) in Argentina.?? These were among the first to examine the consequences
of media development programs. In their studies of literacy, mass culture, journalism,
and television, they showed how Western media companies were the chief beneficia-
ries of modernization programs. For the people of Latin America, these programs were
either a waste of money or the instrument to deepen inequalities between rich and
poor within developed countries and dependencies on the rich West.

In the late 1960s and throughout the 1970s, the critique mounted as research
expanded over the range of mass media and received significant theoretical ground-
ing with the emergence of dependency theory (Beltrdn, 1976). Political economy
research received a significant boost in 1976 with the establishment in Mexico City
of the Instituto Latinamericano de Estudios (ILET). ILET originally comprised a group
of scholars led by Fernando Reyes Matta, Rafael Roncagliolo, Herbert Schmucler, and
Diego Portales. Its principal interest was the study of transnational business, particu-
larly the impact of media companies. ILET’s impact was most strongly felt in inter-
national policy debates, particularly through the work of Juan Somavia, a member of
the UN’s McBride Commission on the need to redress imbalances in the global pro-
duction and distribution of information (Marques de Melo, 1991: 59-73). According
to Roncagliolo (1986: 79), the ILET media research agenda addressed three central
questions that political economists continue to face:

1. What is the place of culture in the transnationalization process and of communication
within cultural processes?

22 The work of Antonio Pasquali and Eliseo Veron is less well known in North America. The
former made use of his training in existentialist philosophy to critique the mechanistic formu-
lations of modernization theorists who, he contended, were not interested in communication
at all but rather with using information and technology as the means to build a mass society in
Latin America. Veron was a Marxist, influenced by the structuralist work of Lévi-Strauss and
Barthes, whose principal interest was the critique of ideology, including the ideological appara-
tus of Western “modernization.” For an overview of the emergence of cultural studies in Latin
America, see A. O’Connor (1991).
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2. What does the transnationalization of consumption consist of, if it signifies something
more than the homogenization of demand at the international level?

3. s there such a thing as a “transnational culture,” or are there simply internationalized
patterns of behavior? (See today’s version in Chakravartty and Zhao, 2008.)

This conceptual scheme situated media within cultural production and consumption
and the latter within the general process of transnationalization. Moreover, it placed
at the center of its research agenda the relationship among transnationalization,
internationalization, and homogenization.? In addition to documenting the nega-
tive consequences of media modernization projects for the people of Latin America,
ILET and others contributed to, and benefited from, the development of an alterna-
tive theoretical framework generally referred to as dependency theory.

Among other centers of communication research, the Institute for Latin America
(IPAL), founded in Lima, Peru in 1983, stands out as a major source of research
in political economy. Under the direction of its founder Rafael Roncagliolo, IPAL
carried political economic research in two directions that are increasingly important
to the approach today. Going beyond the study of print and electronic media, IPAL
was particularly interested in the social relations of new communication and infor-
mation technologies. This placed it at the center of debates over the next phase of
modernization theory, i.e. the establishment of market-based telecommunication
and telematics systems across the developing world. Furthermore, IPAL was inter-
ested in the culture of social resistance and in alternative social practices organized
around popular culture and communication.

The political economy of communication was also a prominent feature in Cuban
research, led by Enrique Gonzalez-Manet at the University of Havana. Gonzalez-
Manet (1988) was particularly active in providing the political economic ground-
work, with thorough analyses of media systems across Latin America, for developing
a socialist version of a New World Information and Communication Order.

Forged in practice, the political economy of communication in the developing world
was nevertheless animated by the theoretical formulation known as dependency theory
(Amin, 1976; Baran, 1957; Cardoso and Faletto, 1979; Dos Santos, 1970; Emmanuel,
1972; Gunder Frank, 1969). Although there have been enough disagreements about the
meaning of dependency to warrant some caution in any brief on the perspective, there
appears to be most agreement on a handful of key ideas. These include the view that
transnational businesses based in core countries, with the support of their respective
states, exercise control over countries outside the core by setting the terms for market
transactions over resources, production, and labor. By controlling the terms of exchange
and the structure of markets, transnational capital establishes the conditions of eco-
nomic activity in the hinterland, including the extent of development. At best, the out-
come is dependent development, at worst the development of underdevelopment. As its

23 This approach is significant because it suggests that Latin American media scholars recog-
nized early on that the relationship between political economy and culture is not only impor-
tant but problematic and complex as well.
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critics have not been hesitant to point out, the dependency approach concentrates on
how external forces set the conditions for the form of social and economic develop-
ment, paying less attention to the contribution made by local forces and relations of
production, including the indigenous class structure.

One version of the dependency approach shifted the terms of debate to the
cultural domain, as scholars whose interest was primarily in media and culture exam-
ined dependency on circuits of production, distribution, and reception controlled by
transnational media firms and the state. Here was more than an empirical assessment
of how well modernization theorists met their development goals. Dependency the-
ory offered an alternative explanation that situated the practices described by
modernization theorists within the wider context of transnational power and dependency,
including an admittedly functional observation that modernization was an instru-
ment to develop underdevelopment.

Dependency theory enjoyed widespread influence and equally widespread
criticism. It was criticized for concentrating on the impact of transnational business
on development to the neglect of internal class and power relations. Dependency
theorists responded by examining the roles of comprador elites in these societies,
and the impact of the richer semi-peripheral societies on specific regions, each of
which played a substantial role in the core-hinterland circuit of value creation.
Criticism was also directed at economistic tendencies within the perspective.
Specifically, critics maintained that dependency theory tended to rest on the logic of
transnational capital that appeared to capture the state, turning government into
little more than an instrument to manage the accumulation process. One response
was to broaden the dependency approach by incorporating a more activist reading
of the state, one which recognized the need to develop transnational state structures
on the order of the European Community (EC), the World Bank, and the G-8, to har-
monize conflicting economic, political, and social policies, and to respond to the
conflicting demands of social classes, movements, and interests. Moreover, the cri-
tique of dependency theory provided additional room for the analysis of culture, a
longstanding interest of critical communication research in the developing world, but
an interest that had fit uneasily within the overall economic thrust of the dependency
approach. Specifically, a more mature dependency theory provided some room for
those who would make the case for cultural imperialism, particularly to advance an
examination of the full political economic circuit and of the processes and struggles
that made up the reception and constitution of culture (Mattelart, 1986).

Nevertheless, criticism of dependency theory contributed to the deeper attacks on
political economic analysis developing in various strands of post-structuralist
thought. This view rejects the value of talking about circuits of capital and linkages
between political economic processes and cultural practices. Maintaining that such
analysis mistakenly constructs social totalities out of at best loosely articulated, dis-
crete, local practices, post-structuralism would do away with dependency theory as
simply another attempt to create a metanarrative, a totalizing discourse unwarranted
by social and cultural practices (Featherstone, 1990; Tomlinson, 1991). Such attacks
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deepened the divide between a global political economy of communication and the
emergence of a global cultural studies. It was left to new scholarship, particularly
emerging outside the Western core, to face up to this divide and attempt to overcome
it. For some of the results, we turn in Chapter 6 to current trends in the political
economy of communication.

Conclusion

This chapter described the first decades of sustained research in the political economy
of communication. It grew out of concerns with the shortcomings of mainstream
research, especially with the dominant behaviorist paradigm, and with the policies that
protected large media businesses from the development of a more democratic media
system. In the less developed world, concrete political struggles over the shape of the
postcolonial world played a large role in the growth of a political economy approach.
Embodied in dependency theory, political economists contended with modernization
theory and then with post-structuralism in debates about the most useful way to
understand communication and culture outside the Western core. These produced the
first steps toward a global transcultural political economy of communication.
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6

THE POLITICAL ECONOMY OF
COMMUNICATION TODAY

Chapter 4 addressed the social and intellectual influences on political economy
research and Chapter 5 took up the process of building a foundation. This chapter
addresses five trends in current research.

One of the most significant developments in the last decade or so of political econ-
omy research in communication is the sheer volume of material. When I wrote the
first edition of this book in 1996, it was possible to map out the field in a few
chapters. That is no longer possible because the quantity of good research has
expanded substantially. A complete accounting today cannot be contained within
the pages of one book. It calls for something more like an encyclopedia. However, it
is possible to examine central trends in contemporary research that provide a useful
guide to the political economy of communication today. So before turning to
Chapters 7-9, which offer my own theoretical perspective on the political economy
of communication, let’s consider five major tendencies in current research. These
include the globalization of the field, the expansion of an enduring emphasis on his-
torical research, the growth of research from alternative standpoints, especially fem-
inism and labor, the shift from an emphasis on old to new media, and the growth of
activism connected to the political economy tradition. None of these are brand new
tendencies but rather build on existing tendencies which were often submerged
beneath dominant trends in the field.

The Globalization of Political Economy

The political economy of communication has always contained an important inter-
national dimension. For example, two founding figures, Dallas Smythe and Herbert
Schiller, joined Armand Mattelart to assist the Chilean government of Salvatore
Allende to create a democratic media system. Moreover, research outside the devel-
oped core began as a response to what was perceived to be media imperialism in the
West. Nevertheless, on balance, most of the research in political economy had
nationalist tendencies and distinct regional emphases. For example, the bulk of
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Smythe’s major book Dependency Road (1981) addresses Canada’s dependence on
US media and asks why the Canadian nation state permitted it to continue for so
long. From this perspective, nationalism became an alternative to US media imperi-
alism. Similarly, resistance to Western media domination over the developing world
was met with calls for national resistance along the lines of the national liberation
movements that had won independence for many nations after World War II.

In addition to the tendency to focus on nationalist resistance to globalizing
media, political economy developed specific regional tendencies that distinguished
North America from Europe and both from research in the developing world. As the
previous chapter described, research in the United States and Canada tended to
address systemic and specific problems in the communication industries, including
the deepening concentration of media power and the growth of supportive national
governments. These helped to establish a military-industrial-media complex that
threatened democracy and freedom for citizens of those countries and elsewhere.
European research was more self-consciously theoretical, concerned about how to
integrate the study of communication into the overall body of political economy
and, more specifically, Marxian theory. Finally, research on and from the develop-
ing world supported the social movement for a New World Information and
Communication Order. It would do this largely by countering the modernization
theories of the West with national and regional applications of dependency theory.
There were certainly exceptions to these tendencies, but they were sufficiently strong
that when I wrote the first edition of this book, I could confidently map the politi-
cal economy of communication in the mid-1990s along these regional emphases. But
that is no longer possible because these regional differences have substantially
diminished. Political economists from different regions are working together on
common projects (Calabrese and Sparks, 2004; Murdock and Wasko, 2007) and it is
no longer unusual to see research from one region taking up themes that were once
prominent in another (Artz, Macek, and Cloud, 2006; Mansell, 2004).

North American scholars have made substantial contributions to political economic
theory, including research on the integration of digital technologies into a capitalist
economy (Schiller, 1999a), the relevance of Marxian theory to communication schol-
arship (Artz, Macek, and Cloud, 2006), and the application of autonomist theory to
social movements that make use of new media (Dyer-Witheford, 1999). It is also just as
likely that one would find concrete studies of media problems such as the commer-
cialization of media and the decline of public media in European scholarship (Mansell,
2002; Sparks, 2007). Finally, while it is the case that scholars from developing societies
are involved in the successor movement to the NWICO, the World Summit on the
Information Society (WSIS), there is just as much evidence that scholarship in the for-
mer Third World has taken a strong interest in the growth of political economic the-
ory (Chakravartty and Zhao, 2008; Liu, 2006; Review of African Political Economy, 2004).

The process of globalizing political economy research is proceeding rapidly. Some
of this is the result of the sheer movement of scholars, a development that has sped
up over the last two decades. For example, the Canadian political economist Robin
Mansell established a base for institutional political economy at the London School
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of Economics. Yuezhi Zhao, who has provided the foundation for a political economy
of China’s media and telecommunications system, moved from that country to the
United States and from there to Canada, establishing important connections among
scholars in all three countries.! One of her students A.J.M. Shafiul Alam Bhuiyan
came to Canada from Bangladesh and has produced important work on political
economy from the perspective of a postcolonial subject (2008). The Korean political
economist Dal Yong Jin moved to the University of Illinois, Urbana, and worked with
Dan Schiller to complete a dissertation on the political economy of telecommunica-
tions in South Korea. He has since joined Yuezhi Zhao and Robert Hackett to con-
tinue the historically strong presence of a political economy perspective at Simon
Fraser University in Canada.

In addition to formal and informal movements of scholars across regions, univer-
sities with a strong political economy orientation have established an institutional
base concentrating on international research. For example, the University of
Westminster, where Nicholas Garnham helped to found the political economy per-
spective, has established, under the leadership of political economist Colin Sparks, a
major global research program with particular strength in the study of communica-
tion systems in the Middle East and in China. Similarly, the political economist John
Downing, who was once based in the UK, has led the Global Media Research Center
at Southern Illinois University.

At a more formal level, scholarly associations have been active in their support of
global research. The International Association for Media and Communication
Research (IAMCR) was founded in 1957 and, for many years, was the only global aca-
demic society that supported political economy research, making the political econ-
omy of communication one of its major sections. The organization continues to
grow and to support political economic research with an international orientation.
Under the leadership of its recent President Robin Mansell and through the hard
work of political economy sections heads, including Janet Wasko, Graham Murdock,
and Helena Sousa, the IAMCR provides a genuine home to political economists
worldwide. The establishment of the Herbert Schiller and Dallas Smythe awards to
recognize the work of young scholars offers the kind of recognition and incentive for
continuing the political economy tradition that these founding figures were so
instrumental in developing.?

1 One fruit of her labors is the development of a book series that makes important work in
the political economy of communication available in Chinese translation through Peking
University Press. This resulted from a collaboration between her, Jin Cao from Fudan University,
Zhou Lijin of Peking University Press, Dan Schiller, and me. Another is the production of a two-
volume collection of major work in the political economy of communication completed with
Jin Cao and distributed in China (Cao and Zhao, 2007).

2 Awards in the name of Dallas Smythe are also given at the regular conference of the Union
for Democratic Communications and annually at Simon Fraser University. Both honor political
economists who have made significant contributions to the field.

106 ¢



e o ¢ The Political Economy of Communication Today e e ¢

The general growth of academic journals has assisted the process of globalization but
specific examples have been especially helpful to political economy. Founded in 2002
by the political economist Yahya Kamalipour of Purdue University in the United States,
The Global Media Journal (http://lass.calumet.purdue.edu/cca/gmj/gmj_about_us.htm)
is an online scholarly publication that features critical, especially political economic,
research. By early 2008, the journal appeared in eleven different editions, including
African, Arabic, Australian, Canadian, Chinese, Indian, Mediterranean, Pakistani, Persian,
Polish, Spanish, and Turkish. In addition to content from practically everywhere in the
world, the linguistic range assures a genuinely global character.? Additionally, the
Union for Democratic Communications, a US-based organization of critical scholars
and media practitioners, has established The Democratic Communiqué, a journal that
strongly supports political economic research.

One might reasonably wonder what this means for the content of research in politi-
cal economy. Aside from more research, has this process of global expansion made a dif-
ference for what political economists have to say? After all, from its earliest days, the
political economy approach to communication has been interested in global issues such
as media imperialism, modernization theory, the call for a New World Information and
Communication Order, and its own preferred theoretical approaches such as world sys-
tems and dependency theory. The primary difference is that current research addresses
the profound integration of the global political economy and its media systems.
Heretofore the focus was on how one (the United States) or even a handful of nation
states (the United States plus the European Union) and their own corporations domi-
nated weaker states and their nascent economies, in the process of producing little more
than dependency and underdevelopment. Today the emphasis is on the integration of
corporations, states, and classes across national, regional, and even developmental
divides (Mosco and Schiller, 2001). In the view of Chakravartty and Zhao (2008), this
involves the creation of a “transcultural political economy,” which they document in a
book containing contributions from primarily non-Western scholars.

Where once, corporations, including those in the communication industry, were
based in one country and moved through the world as an external force, today they
are increasingly integrated into the fabric of societies to the point where it is often
difficult to determine their national origin. Operating as owners, partners, and in
strategic alliances with companies based in the host country, they have led political
economists to shift from talking about the power of multinational corporations to
addressing the rise of a worldwide transnational economy. Many of these companies
originate in the West but the growth of other economies, especially the Chinese and
Indian economies, render simplistic many of the standard models of Western domi-
nation. India, for example, which has traditionally been portrayed, quite accurately,

3 I have contributed to three of the editions, including an article mapping the political economy
of communication completed with one of my graduate students and translated into Farsi for
Iranian scholars (Mosco and Lavin, 2007).
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as the victim of British and then general Western imperialism, now contains its own
transnational firms that have integrated into Western economies, including those of
North America. Conglomerates like Tata, Infosys, WiPro, and ICICI have strong bases
in North America, employing hundreds of thousands of workers, some of whom are
dismissed because, after training their own replacements, their jobs are outsourced
back to India. They also train North American students as interns and operate their
own outsourcing ventures throughout Latin America (Mosco and McKercher, 2008).

Political economic research has also documented the restructuring of public
authorities, including nation states, regional blocs, and global governance organiza-
tions, and it has described their integration into the commercial sector to produce
hybrids that blur the distinction between public and private at every level of govern-
ment activity. Again, it is no longer just a question of demonstrating how a large cor-
poration “captures” a government by getting it to steer policies and resources to big
business. Rather, we are witnessing the thorough integration of both forms of power
in a transnationalization of political authority (Braman, 2007). As a result, intra-
national social class divisions, which once occupied the bulk of social class analysis
in political economy are now less significant than transnational class divisions that
restructure networks of power across nations to link newly wealthy people in China,
India, and Russia to their counterparts in the United States and Europe. Indeed, any
examination of the media elite may need to start with those who run large compa-
nies in the United States, but is increasingly incomplete and downright inadequate
without reference to those who wield media power in numerous other nations. This
would now include, for example, the Chinese executives who own and operate
Lenovo, what was once the personal computer arm of IBM, an icon of US dominance
in the high-tech sector.

Much of this activity is aimed at establishing a new international division of labor
with the communication industry in the forefront. By creating global labor markets
and by making extensive use of communication technologies to carry out the
restructuring process, transnational business gains the flexibility to make the most
effective, least costly, and therefore most profitable use of labor. Students of culture
have spent a great deal of time charting the transnationalization of culture (Lash and
Lury, 2007; Tomlinson, 1999). Much of this work has enriched what we know about
the social production of meaning worldwide. But political economists and some
students of culture are making up for a yawning gap in that research: the transna-
tionalization of the labor that produces culture as well as the other material and
immaterial products of contemporary society.

The global integration of corporate, government, and social class structures is a
work in progress. It is fraught with risks, tensions, and contradictions. There is also
considerable opposition, evidenced in the rise of social movements that have
protested this development at meetings of international agencies like the World
Trade Organization and other international bodies, like the World Summit on the
Information Society (WSIS), which aims to extend this process into the communica-
tion industry. Political economists have not only examined these developments,
they have also taken praxis seriously and participated at the political and policy
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levels. In doing so, they acknowledge the importance of the trend to transnationalize
the political economy of communication. They also recognize the need to create
transnational democracy and a genuine cosmopolitan citizenship.

A Political Economy Approach to the History of Communication

The first trend documented an expansion in the spatial vision of political economy,
from, for example, a national to a transnational orientation. There has also been an
expansion in the temporal view with substantial growth in historical research. True
to a central characteristic of the general theory of political economy, communication
research making use of this perspective has always been sensitive to history. For
example, beginning in the 1980s, historical research on the political economy of
electronic media focused on the relationship between centers of political power and
centers of media power. This included Herbert Schiller’s (1981, 1992) research on the
development of a global and heavily militarized electronic media system and
Smythe’s work (1981) on the evolution of Canadian dependency across publishing,
broadcasting, and telecommunications. Subsequent generations of scholars further
developed and reworked several of their prominent themes, greatly emphasizing the
relationship between government and corporate power. These include studies of
American broadcasting (Kellner, 1990; Winston, 1986) and telecommunications
(McChesney, 1993; Mosco, 1982; Schiller, 1982) as well as their counterparts in
Canadian broadcasting (Raboy, 1990) and telecommunications (Babe, 1990; Martin,
1991) history. Dan Schiller’s work is particularly important because it identified the
development of powerful forces in the telecommunications industry that had begun
to flex considerable muscle. These were well-organized, large business users of
telecommunications services and their emergence signaled a significant shift in the
industry power structure. Raboy’s book challenged the idea that public broadcasting
necessarily contributes to political democracy by documenting the ways state control
of the public system have silenced the voices of community and civil society groups.

Recent years have brought about significant growth in the amount of historical
research and important departures from earlier work. Indeed, this expansion of
research has led a leading political economist to call for shifting critical attention
from political economy to history because the latter provides better guidance for the
media reform movement, including those committed to advancing democratic com-
munication (McChesney, 2007). One can understand this view if only because his-
torical research, particularly in the area of building a more democratic media system,
is one of critical scholarship’s major contributions. This is particularly because,
beginning in the late 1980s, scholars developed a strong interest in examining com-
munication power from a grass-roots historical perspective that features the role of
labor and social movement organizations. For example, Montgomery (1989) took up
the history of the media reform movement in the United States across the political
spectrum, McChesney (1992) addressed the struggles to establish labor radio broad-
casting, and Winseck (1993) considered the history of labor involvement in the
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development of telecommunication policy in the advanced industrial societies. And,
as we shall see, this specific area of interest has grown in recent years. However, there
are good reasons to maintain the important link between history and political econ-
omy. History, along with a commitment to study the social totality, to moral philos-
ophy, and to praxis, is one of the pillars of political economic theory. One simply
cannot do good political economy without an historical dimension. It is also the case
that the broad collection of people active in creating democratic communication
mainly comprises scholars who emphasize political economy and history. To suggest
an emphasis on one over the other would diminish the solidarity that has generally
characterized social intervention in the political economy of communication.

Research from the mid-1990s to the present has continued the important trend to
pursue historical analysis from a political economy perspective. More importantly, it
has departed from more traditional forms of historical analysis in communication
studies. These have tended to emphasize personalities, such as media moguls like
Rupert Murdoch who, it is often maintained, drive the development of media. This
version of the old “Great Man” theory of media history may be entertaining but it is
as wanting today as it was in the time of William Randolf Hearst. It was good for
movies like Citizen Kane, but bad for understanding the media. More sophisticated
approaches to media history focused on the arc of technological development, equat-
ing communication history with the history of a specific medium like radio or televi-
sion. However, this approach tends to reify technology, giving it a life of its own, out
of proportion to the ways social and political forces shape the development of tech-
nology. When historical research has turned to the social and political, it has tended
to be a top-down study of the policies and politics crafted by elites in government and
business. Such a perspective is more useful than one that enshrines either a media
mogul or a specific technology and, at its best, provides insights into the clashes
between elites who share a general political inclination (Hills, 2007; Winseck and Pike,
2007). But it generally neglects to account for resistance outside elite circles and
specifically how communication history is a more widely contested terrain.

Such a recognition characterizes today’s historical analyses that adopt a political
economy perspective. Specifically, they demonstrate that media systems in place
today are the result of a deeply contested history, involving not just dueling capital-
ists and their allies in government, but labor unions, citizens groups, consumer
cooperatives, religious enthusiasts, and social justice organizations of all stripes.
McChesney (1993) firmly established the importance of this approach in his analy-
sis of the battle for control over radio in the United States. Neither above politics, nor
the privileged policy domain of a handful of elites, radio broadcasting was recog-
nized early on as crucial to democracy and numerous social movement organizations
used what power they had to democratize radio. They did this by fighting for stations
that trade unions, local communities, and public interest organizations of all types
could control for themselves. They fought for citizen access to the airwaves to
counter the dominant corporate control of broadcasting. And they fought to democ-
ratize the policy process by making the case for popular control over regulations that
gave and took away licenses, that assigned spectrum to services, and that established
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rules for the fair use of the medium. In essence, the struggle for radio was the struggle
for democracy. More than the instrument of a handful of pioneers, or the esoteric
magical diviner of the air, radio was embedded in the most significant political bat-
tles of the twentieth century, pitting supporters of the New Deal against the domi-
nant conservative forces which generally held the upper hand in American politics.

Radio was a central instrument of what Denning also calls “the cultural front,” a
movement extending from the late 1920s to the early 1950s in the United States
which provided the cultural energy for attempts to establish alternatives to America’s
traditional power structure led by big business. In addition to New Deal liberals, it
included social democrats, socialists, and some communists. It gained strength in the
Great Depression and withered in the 1950s when business marshaled a massive
counter-attack, including the reactionary movement known as McCarthyism.
Communication scholars writing history today from a political economic perspective
are explicitly and implicitly telling the detailed story of the media’s role in the cul-
tural front. Some have continued to enrich the story of radio. For example, Nathan
Godfried (1997) examines the history of a Chicago radio station that was established
and run by a labor federation representing unions in that city. Providing a voice for
labor in a sea of commercial broadcasting was no easy task, particularly since many
of the unions, whose members were also big fans of commercial stations, struggled
to define a labor alternative. In the face of enormous commercial and business pres-
sures, WCFL (for Chicago Federation of Labor) was able to retain its unique charac-
ter through the 1940s, providing both news and entertainment from a labor
standpoint. Returning to WCFL, Elizabeth Fones-Wolf (2006) describes the broader
role of radio in the effort to build a democratic Left in twentieth-century America.
She not only tells the story of several alternatives to commercial radio; Fones-Wolf
describes the political battles that pitted labor and its allies against business in some
of the central policy debates of the time. These included decisions about granting
and renewing broadcast licenses, determining the limits of station ownership, setting
rules about acceptable content, and deciding precisely what should be the require-
ments to air diverse perspectives (see also Fones-Wolf and Fones-Wolf, 2007).

Political economy has also addressed the historical trajectories of other media, espe-
cially print journalism. For example, Tracy (2006) has written about the crucial role of
the International Typographical Workers Union in battles to control the labor process
and the introduction of new technologies in the printing industry. They culminated in
a 1964 strike that shut down the newspaper business in New York City for four months.
Drawing on interviews with the leader of the labor action, Tracy documents labor’s
once powerful voice in the media industry and assesses its strengths and also the weak-
nesses, such as hanging on to a narrow craft ideology that ultimately contributed to
muting that voice. My research with Catherine McKercher extends this view by telling
the story of the battles between craft and class among communication workers
throughout the history of American media (see also Mosco and McKercher, 2008).

As political economists who study media concentration have demonstrated, one of
the ways business was able to defeat those calling for more democratic communication
and press for a singular commercial form of media was through cross-ownership or the
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purchase of multiple media located in a single community or region. But that also met
with strong opposition from coalitions of citizen and labor organizations (Fones-Wolf
and Fones-Wolf, 2007). The battle for control over Hearst-dominated media in San
Francisco provides a stunning example of a company that refused to tolerate the slight-
est deviation from a conservative viewpoint in either print or broadcast media.

One can also find major recent examples that document the history of resistance
in the telecommunications and computer industries. Countering the traditional
great inventor, technicist, and pro-corporate readings of AT&T’s story, Venus Green
(2001) examines the significant interplay of race, gender, and class in the company’s
history. Dan Schiller (2007b) recounts the struggles in the workplace and in policy-
making circles that challenged business efforts to control the postal and telephone
system. Pellow and Park (2002) take the analysis into Silicon Valley by telling the
story of the struggles first of indigenous people, then of agricultural workers, and
now those of immigrant women who do the dirty hardware work and of more priv-
ileged but often exploited young software workers.

This is not just an American tale. Political economists north of the US border have
also worked in this heterodox form of history. It is one of the truisms in countries with
a national broadcaster like the BBC or the Canadian Broadcasting Corporation (CBC),
that such institutions provide a public defense against universal commercialism. But in
her groundbreaking research on media history in Canada, Patricia Mazepa (2003, 2007)
demonstrates that the story is significantly more complex. And unlike academic com-
plexity which often does not appear to matter, hers makes a difference for how we
think about public media and for what we do about it. Drawing on archival sources,
she shows that the CBC developed not just to defend against commercial broadcasting
crossing the border from the United States, but also to protect against alternative defi-
nitions of “public” embodied in the media produced by immigrant, socialist, and labor
organizations in Canada, which the national broadcaster generally ignored. In Canada,
public broadcasting came to be associated with white settler media, mainly English,
and a largely elite French version based principally in the province of Quebec. As a
result, community and regional media developed by organizations outside the main-
stream was not deemed fit for the CBC. Immigrant, socialist, and labor media went up
against both commercial media and the state. And the state often demonstrated far less
tolerance and considerable eagerness to use its policy powers to undermine media
emerging from outside the CBC and outside big private broadcasting. Mazepa’s work
not only uncovers the largely ignored story of media production and resistance from
below. It also calls on scholars, especially those involved in the process of making
broadcasting policy, to question the meaning of “public” in public broadcasting. As
well, it broadens that definition to incorporate genuine democratic alternatives and
not just those that represent a white settler vision of Canada.

Writing about the history of journalism in Canada, McKercher (2002) charts the
conflicts that erupted over control of the labor process, the use of technology, and
the shape of the news. These were not simply established by those who owned the
presses, nor imposed by the changing technologies in the workplace, but arose from
strikes and other labor actions as well. Several of these opened spaces for workers and
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for those who wanted or needed a more diverse press. Many of them fell far short of
success. But her historical work, like those of other political economists described in
this section, offers a genuine alternative to the standard stories and, in doing so,
gives back to social activists and workers the agency that is rightfully theirs.

Standpoints of Resistance

Historical research in the political economy of communication has begun to empha-
size resistance and not just the admittedly important story of how the powerful dom-
inate. The emphasis on resistance is increasingly generalized in research on the
contemporary political economy, marking a shift in the central standpoint from a
focus on capital, dominant corporations, and elites to alternatives that draw from fem-
inist and labor research. This marks a departure from a trend that has been a hallmark
of political economy from the start: focus on media concentration and on the erosion
of content diversity (Bagdikian, 1992; Green, 1973; Herman and Chomsky, 2002).

The political economy of communication has been especially concerned with the
tendency for fewer and fewer companies that grow ever larger to control more of the
media market than every before. Such concentration takes place within media, as
fewer newspaper companies control more of the newspaper market. It takes place
across media, as owners of newspapers buy broadcasting outlets and other media
properties, a process known as cross-ownership concentration. This often grows into
conglomerate concentration as transnational corporations built in non-media busi-
nesses buy up media properties. The General Electric Corporation’s purchase of the
NBC network is a good example. Political economists have identified the leading
companies, dissected their structures, and examined the impact on content diversity.
As a result, we now know a great deal about who owns the media. The list of the most
important does shift but the outstanding ones include the News Corporation (Fox),
Viacom (CBS), Disney (ABC), General Electric (NBC), Time Warner (CNN, AOL), and
Sony. Adding telecommunications and new media to the mix expands the list to
include AT&T, Microsoft, and Google (McChesney, 2007; Schiller, 2007a; Wasko,
2003). Each of these companies acts to influence the global marketplace. Political
economists have also demonstrated the widespread pattern of media concentration
outside the United States. For example, four companies have a dominant influence
in the Canadian media business. They are led by Bell Canada Enterprises (BCE),
which adds control over the largest private broadcaster and the largest national news-
paper to its dominance in the telecommunications market. The others include
CanWest, Rogers, and, with the greatest influence in the French Quebec marketplace,
the firm Quebecor (Winseck, 2008).

The emphasis in this literature does vary, with some focusing on media concen-
tration (Kunz, 2006) and others on the combined power of media capitalism as a
structural force (Artz and Kamalipour, 2003). The difference can have significant
implications. Those focusing on media concentration are likely to call for breaking
up big media firms in favor of several smaller-sized companies that would compete
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with each other more vigorously than they do today. Those placing the emphasis on
the combined power of capital would see less value in breaking up media giants. For
them, big or small, the problem isn’t so much the number or size of firms; it is that
they share an interest in maximizing profit by selling audiences to advertisers and
using all other means to create networks and content that serve their business inter-
ests. They may all agree with the now classic work of Baran and Sweezy (1966) which
concluded that the problem was monopoly capitalism. It is just that some would
focus on monopoly and others on capital.

Recent research in the political economy of communication recognizes the impor-
tance of this research but argues in favor of a departure. There is nothing entirely new
about departing from the focus on media concentration or capital as the central prob-
lems. After all, the long tradition of examining class struggle in the Marxian tradition
produced now classic research such as E.P. Thompson’s monumental study The Making
of the English Working Class (1963). This work started from the standpoint of the work-
ing class and defined capitalism not as the dominance of capital but as the antago-
nism and subsequent struggle between classes. This certainly has its embodiments in
the political economy of communication, where the work of Mattelart and Garnham
made class struggle a focal point. However, research since the mid-1990s has acceler-
ated the interest in finding alternatives to capital as the dominant standpoint.

One of the models for this type of thinking is feminist standpoint theory which
maintains that social science needs to be practiced and society needs to be under-
stood from the standpoint of women'’s rather than men’s experience, as has been the
case for so much of what has passed for general social science. Developed by Hartsock
(1999) in the early 1980s, feminist standpoint theory has flourished in the work of
Harding (2003), Haraway (2003), and others who maintain that women’s subordina-
tion provides a uniquely important basis for understanding a wide array of issues
from the most general philosophical questions of epistemology and ontology to such
practical issues as the appropriate social science techniques to deploy in research. The
perspective has faced charges of relativism from inside and outside feminist scholar-
ship (Haraway, 2003), but it counters with the view that feminist standpoint theory
offers a genuine alternative to the equation of science and universalism with research
by and about men, as well as the reduction of feminist research to work that only
documents the exploitation of women.

Feminist standpoint thinking has begun to influence research in the political econ-
omy of communication. Feminism began to enter discussions about the media and
power in the 1980s. One of the leading figures in putting it on the table of political
economy was the Irish scholar Margaret Gallagher (1980, 1984, 1985, 1992), who
provided a general critique of leading political economy approaches and proceeded
to map the terrain of a gendered political economy of the mass media. The con-
stituents of such an approach included the positions that women have historically
occupied in circuits of cultural production. Although the market for literate middle-
class women has been strong almost since the invention of the printing press, that
market has subordinated women in significant ways. For example, Gallagher docu-
ments the four-fold subordination of women in the social relations of fiction writing
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in the nineteenth century. Women novelists were tolerated as artisans, provided their
work did not disturb their primary household duties. Moreover, women were subor-
dinated with unskilled labor in the printing trade (along with child labor).
Furthermore, the exploitation of women in domestic service freed up middle-class
women to read and sometimes to write. Finally, novels were saturated with content
to structure and appeal to the female as consumer: romance, femininity, domesticity,
and motherhood. Gallagher builds on this historical argument with an analysis that
connects the structural position of women in the cultural industries, i.e. underrepre-
sentation save for certain highly visible positions, with the depiction of women
across the cultural industries. This combination of historical, social structural, and
cultural analysis linking social class and gender offered an important model for
rethinking the political economic approach to the cultural industries.

In addition to Gallagher, Colleen Roach (1993) offered a gendered assessment of
the political economy of the peace movement and of the NWICO. Steeves (1989) set
out an agenda of “global gender issues.” Her account included the transnational cor-
poration as an instrument of both capitalism and patriarchy, the relationship of
advertising to editorial and entertainment content promoting ideas and images of
class and gender, and the presence and absence of women in media organizations
and in the process of media production. She concluded by addressing forms of resis-
tance to both social class and gender divisions, and the problems and opportunities
presented by new information and communication technologies.* For Steeves and
others, an approach based on the duality of patriarchy and capitalism has the advan-
tage of providing a broad field of analysis because it permits one to concentrate on a
specific grounding without ignoring the other, as in studies of capitalist patriarchy or
patriarchal capitalism. But the approach faced some of the same challenges of any
framework based on the mutual constitution of two elements, such as how to char-
acterize the field they occupy - patriarchal or capitalist, which is adjective and which
is noun, and how to describe the nature of their interaction.

Contemporary feminist research has built on this work by examining media and
power from a feminist standpoint. One of the first major attempts to do so is con-
tained in a collection by Eileen Meehan and Ellen Riordan. Meehan has made exten-
sive contributions to political economy, most notably by extending the work of
Dallas Smythe on the question of how the audience is made into a marketable com-
modity. In 2002 Meehan and Riordan produced Sex and Money, which gathered the
work of leading feminists and political economists to address the relationships

4 In another article, Steeves (1987) offered a critical evaluation of liberal, radical, and social-
ist feminist perspectives on the media. She concluded that liberal perspectives tend to “speak
only to white, heterosexual, middle and upper class women.” Radical, including structuralist,
perspectives tend to concentrate on texts, to the neglect of the wider social framework. Socialist
feminism is most promising, because it is capable of addressing the linkages between the eco-
nomic and cultural positions of women, i.e. the mutual constitution of class and gender, work
and consumption.
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between these perspectives. Specifically, it describes how both political economic and
feminist standpoints contribute to understanding capitalism at many different lev-
els, including the personal, experiential, institutional, and structural. For example,
Balka’s chapter on women'’s work in the telecommunications industry starts from the
lived experience of women as they understand what she calls “the invisibility of the
everyday.” This includes how women experience the detailed measurement and
monitoring of their work as well as their attempts to gain some control over it. Her
description of this process is connected to a political economic analysis of the indus-
try which, in the region of Atlantic Canada which she studied, is undergoing intense
change. Specifically, the shift from regulation in the public interest to a more intense
commercial model leads companies to eliminate jobs and, using advanced technolo-
gies, impose tighter controls on those that remain. This gendering of political econ-
omy offers a rich reading of an experience that is all too often simplistically described
as the inevitable consequence of technological change and global imperatives.
Chapters such as this enable Meehan and Riordan to provide the empirical detail that
carries out a genuine integration of feminist and political economic theory.

In their 2007 book, Feminist Interventions in International Communication, Sarikakis
and Shade take a further step to advance a feminist standpoint. This volume engages
with central issues that political economists address but from a more explicitly femi-
nist starting point. Like many political economic analyses, the book addresses power,
technology, labor, and policy, but it views them from the entry point of gender. So, for
example, the globalization of media industries is tightly connected to women's
employment in media and new technology. In using a feminist standpoint, they enable
us to rethink the study of international communication. Yes, traditional issues such as
flows of news between rich and poor nations, do matter. But international communi-
cation is also about policies for women’s development, media production of pornogra-
phy, media representations of HIV/AIDS, and global campaigns to bring an end to this
plague. It is about the locations of women in the new international division of labor,
especially media and high-tech labor, and what women are doing about workplace
exploitation. In essence, Sarikakis and Shade demonstrate that international commu-
nication is not gender blind; nor is it a field that simply describes a set of impacts on
women. Rather, they and the contributors to their volume demonstrate how women
can shape international communication, from production through employment to
policy, and their book takes an important step by seeing all of these as women'’s issues.

There is a strong and growing literature that has taken off from the issues
addressed in these two books. The work of Micky Lee (2006, 2007) and McLaughlin
and Johnson (2007), among others, clear an enormous amount of ground in address-
ing political economic power from a feminist standpoint. Their work ranges from
media, through telecommunications, and on to information technology, from con-
sumption to production, and from home to office (see also Huws, 2003; and Mosco
and McKercher, 2008: Chapter 2). There is also interesting work on feminist stand-
point theory that spans political economy and cultural studies by examining how
audience performances can be viewed as performances of power that defend or resist
a dominant ideology (Atkinson, 2005).
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Chapter 9 will revisit the relationship between feminist research and political
economy. This section concludes by taking up new departures in political economy
research from a labor standpoint. Communication studies in general has done a
more thorough job of addressing media content and audiences than it has commu-
nication labor. In the 1980s and 1990s political economy literature took some steps
to address this blindspot, particularly by examining the introduction of new com-
munication and information technologies into the workplace (Mosco and Wasko,
1983). Research started to address the transformation of work, including patterns of
employment and the changing nature of labor in the media and telecommunications
industry. Decrying the absence of a labor perspective in journalism history, Hardt
(1990) connected what is primarily a political economic perspective with a cultural
history of the newsroom that focuses on the introduction of new technologies
deployed to carry out work. This extended the pioneering research of political econ-
omists working outside communication studies who have examined the labor
process in the newsroom (Zimbalist, 1979).°

Relatedly, research addressed the application of new technologies to reduce
employment in the industry and to restructure the work of editors by implementing
electronic page layout and by transforming reporters’ jobs with electronic news gath-
ering (Russial, 1989). These provided specific applications of the labor process view
that points to the use of communication and information technologies to shift the
balance of power in conceptual activity from professional newsworkers, with some
control over their means of communication, to managerially controlled technologi-
cal systems. Similar work began to address the transformation of the labor process in
film (Nielsen, 1990), broadcasting (Wasko, 1983), telecommunications (Mosco and
Zureik, 1987), and the information industries (Kraft and Dubnoff, 1986).

A start was also made on political economic work that addressed the international
division of labor and labor internationalism. The former resulted from the pressures
to rationalize production and the opportunities that technologies, particularly in
computers and telecommunication, provided to overcome space and time constraints
that once set limits on business. This research began to probe the formation of global
labor markets which enabled business go take advantage of differential wages, skills,
and other important characteristics on an international scale. Much of the early polit-
ical economic work in this area concentrated on the spread of the hardware (south-
east Asia) and data entry (the Caribbean) businesses into the developing world where
companies were attracted by low wages and authoritarian rule (Mosco, 1989b; Sussman,

5 Following a useful overview that situates current conflicts over electronic news production
technologies in the context of over one hundred years of struggle in which “newsrooms, like
factory floors, have been a laboratory for technological innovations and a battleground of eco-
nomic and social interests,” Hardt offers a political economic perspective to explain the neglect
of labor: “under prevailing historical conditions that privilege dominant visions of the press,
press histories ignored working-class issues and questions of labour practices (reflecting the
anti-labour attitudes of publishers)” (Hardt, 1990: 355).
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1984). The growth of the international division of labor in communication sparked
an interest in labor internationalism. Specifically, this involved making use of the
means of communication, including new technologies, to forge close links among
working-class and trade union interests across borders (Waterman, 1990, 2001).

The research on labor internationalism expanded in subsequent years and a gen-
uine labor standpoint has begun to emerge. My work with Catherine McKercher
demonstrates different dimensions of this expansion (McKercher and Mosco, 2006,
2007; Mosco and McKercher, 2008). For us, while it is important to understand how
corporate power, new technology, and conservative governments are changing labor,
it is equally important to determine what labor is doing about this. We identify two
important developments. The first is the creation of labor convergence, which brings
together trade unions from separate areas of the communication industries into one
large union representing journalists, broadcasters, technicians, telephone workers,
and those employed in the high-tech world. Two major examples are the
Communications Workers of America (CWA) and its Canadian counterpart the
Communications, Energy and Paperworkers Union. The development of integrated
unions that span the converging media and information technology industries pro-
vides the resources to better face the power of transnational business. The CWA demon-
strated this by carrying out an effective action against the Canadian Broadcasting
Corporation when the national broadcaster locked out its workforce because it had
refused to accept a shift to part-time labor and contracting-out. Believing that a
union which brought together high-paid performers and lower-paid technicians
would not remain unified, especially one led by a union from the United States, the
CBC locked out its workers, anticipating a rapid decline in solidarity. Using its finan-
cial resources and international networks, the CWA provided the support needed to
carry on and the workers not only demonstrated their solidarity across occupational
and social class lines, they were able to enlist audiences to their side. After seven
weeks, the CBC backed down. Other cases have not been so successful but enough
success has been achieved to see some promise in the return of a One Big Union
movement, this time in the communication industry.

A second labor strategy is the formation of worker associations which emerge out
of social movements that aim to address a significant problem. In his book Cyber-
Marx (1999), Nick Dyer-Witheford takes a social movement standpoint to address
opposition to capitalism around the world today (see also Hackett and Carroll, 2006).
He is especially focused on how social movements use new media to counter the
transnational political economy. In this respect, the growth of what Marx called the
General Intellect lives on in information-rich and media-savvy movements that
resist and demonstrate alternatives to the status quo. McKercher and I have given
attention to this among workers who develop new movements and organizations in
the world of informational or knowledge labor. We pay particular attention to work-
ers on either side of a major divide in the communication industry: technical
employees, such as those who produce software like new codes for computer systems,
and cultural workers, primarily those who produce media content. The Washington
Alliance of Technology Workers, or WashTech, has built a movement of contract
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computer workers that has achieved some success at Microsoft and has also been in
the forefront of efforts to address the problem of outsourcing high-tech jobs to India
and other foreign locations (see also Brophy, 2006; and Rodino-Colocino, 2007).
Moreover, the Freelancers Union in the United States has grown rapidly from a
movement of people who work on a short-time, contract basis for media companies
that pay low wages and provide few, if any, benefits.

Organizations like these are redefining the nature of the labor movement by
rethinking trade unionism and by connecting its activities to wider political and social
issues. For political economy, they demonstrate the importance of taking a labor
standpoint (see also Kumar, 2007). Focusing on worker self-organization captures an
enormous range of activities and problems that are simply not addressed in traditional
research that concentrates on how capital exploits workers. Both are important, but
it is time to restore the balance by describing the active agency of communication
workers. This has political implications because one of the central issues of our time
is determining whether those technical and cultural workers can come together. More
broadly, it is not just about what will be the next new thing (i.e. the latest technolog-
ical gadget), but rather, whether communication workers of the world will unite.

The Transition from Old to New Media

While understandably skeptical about research that focuses exclusively on technol-
ogy, political economy made important contributions to the understanding of tradi-
tional media including advertising and public relations (Ewen, 1996, 2001);
journalism (Chomsky, 1999; Curran, 1979; Herman and Chomsky, 2002; Sparks,
1985), radio (McChesney, 1993), television (Kunz, 2006), film (Guback, 1969;
Pendakur, 1990, 2003; Wasko, 1982, 2003), music (Attali, 1985), and telecommuni-
cations (Babe, 1990; Garnham, 1990; Martin, 1991; Schiller, 1982; Sussman, 1984;
Winseck, 1998). They have also addressed what was considered new media at the
time. Smythe (1957) wrote about television when it was new, Mattelart and Siegelaub
(1979, 1983) about cable television, and I wrote about videotex, which anticipated
the Internet by about fifteen years (Mosco, 1982). While by no means setting aside
older media, political economy has since made the transition to a focus on new
media, especially the Internet and the new media forms that it has stimulated.

Some political economists have responded by emphasizing continuities between
old and new media. For them, old media issues endure in the world of new media. For
others, the emphasis is on discontinuities or the new connections that the networked
media make possible. Still others have focused a skeptical eye on the promises that
new media experts and gurus promote, while some concentrate on newer issues that
today’s media raise. To understand how political economists approach the shift from
older to newer media, it is useful to consider each of these points.

Political economy has tended to give considerable attention to describing and ana-
lyzing capitalism, a system which, in short, turns resources like workers, raw materials,
land, and information into marketable commodities that earn a profit for those who
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invest capital into the system. Political economists of communication have focused
on media, information, and audiences as resources and charted the ways they are
packaged into products for sale. Many who make the shift from the study of old to
new media emphasize the continuities between old and new media capitalism. For
them, new media deepen and extend tendencies within earlier forms of capitalism
by opening new possibilities to turn media and audiences into saleable commodities.
As a result, media concentration, commercialism, rich nation dominance over the
global economy, divisions between information rich and poor, and militarism persist
and grow (McChesney, 2007; Murdock and Golding, 2000, 2004; Schiller, 1999a,
2007a; Sparks, 2007; Wasko, 2003). To paraphrase the title of one of Dan Schiller’s
books, new media may lead us to call it “digital capitalism,” but it is still capitalism
and there is no doubt about which is the more important term.

Within such a framework, social and technological change does take place, as new
technologies expand the market and global governance becomes necessary, but it
also creates problems for capitalism. What was once a largely national market for
film and video products and audiences is now a global one, posing serious challenges
for coordination. In such markets, what was once a largely national system of gov-
ernance and government regulation has proven to be inadequate. Global systems of
governance are necessary if only to insure the coordination of something as complex
as the Internet address system. As a result, we have a new alphabet soup of interna-
tional organizations, such as the ICANN (Internet Corporation for Assigned Names
and Numbers), which provides Internet addresses. However, such solutions create
new problems as the United States tries to protect its interests by controlling the
ICANN and many of the world’s nations protest because they view it as little more
than an extension of American power. Nevertheless, amid the changes, contradic-
tions, opposition, and conflict, there is a consistency in the central tendency to
deepen and expand the capitalist market system.

For other political economists, the emphasis is on discontinuity and departure from
these tendencies in capitalism. Hardt and Negri (2000, 2004), Lazzarato (1997), and
Dyer-Witheford (1999) remain political economists because they are concerned about
the power relations that mutually constitute the production, distribution, and exchange
of resources. However, as a result of the growth of new media, they view those power
relations differently from those who focus on continuity in capitalist relations. Their
autonomist perspective, so named because it starts from the autonomy of the working
class, maintains that capitalism is propelled by the energy and activity of those who
work within it. From this perspective, the focus needs to be on the self-activity and self-
organization of what Hardt and Negri refer to as “the mass,” the vast majority of people
typically viewed as exploited from other critical perspectives. Furthermore, the growth
of communication and information technology does not just serve capitalism, it sig-
nificantly disrupts it. There are three major ways this happens.

Capitalism is based on the market and a system of private property and these
require legal controls that set limits on what people can do. Copyright, trademark,
and patent law constrain people’s use of information and ideas that others own.
Markets establish the value of products, including the information products that are
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increasingly prominent today. According to autonomists, the widespread availability
of information and communication technology makes it very difficult for capitalism
to preserve the legal regime of private property that historically limited flows of com-
munication and information. It is now more difficult than ever to figure out what
capitalism is doing when technologies challenge traditional ideas of production and
consumption, use and exchange value. The ease of freely downloading music and
video, of sharing files containing data, audio, and video, and of copying material of
all sorts, challenges the ability of capitalism to maintain and police its property and
market regimes. Like the common lands that were once widely available to all until
capitalism made them private property, cyberspace was once available to all. But in
order to make money it too needs to be turned into property, in this case the intel-
lectual property of Microsoft, Google, Disney, and the other commercial giants
(Terranova, 2000). But unlike the commons of old, cyberspace is difficult to fence in
because it is a fundamentally immaterial resource.

For the autonomists, capitalism faces a second challenge. Although communica-
tion and information technologies provide it with the tools to manage and control
large numbers of people from anywhere on the globe, these tools are also available
to the masses of people and at relatively low cost too. For the autonomist, not only
does technology challenge property and market rules, it enables people to disrupt the
system just at a time when capitalism requires careful global coordination. For exam-
ple, electronic social networking permits social movements to mobilize and coordi-
nate as never before. The vast expansion in the number of people skilled at producing
disruptive software, who can hack and crack open seemingly secure programs, cre-
ates critical problems for private property, markets, and the overall ability of capital-
ism to maintain authority.

Finally, the autonomist concludes that the very immaterial labor that capitalism
requires to carry out more and more of its work presents serious problems for main-
taining control and discipline. Capitalism needs a highly educated workforce but
such a workforce is less likely to cede control over thought and ideas to management
than did its blue-collar predecessors. Whether employed in developing software or
working at a call centre, knowledge workers are less likely to submit to rigid time and
motion controls. And the very attempts to loosen rules and introduce a more play-
ful atmosphere into the workplace lead to more questioning of the need for any
rules, including those that determine who profits from labor. How do you manage a
“no-collar” workforce (Ross, 2004)?

In addition to approaches emphasizing continuity and disjunction, the political
economy of communication has responded to new media in a third way, by taking
a skeptical view of the enthusiasm that inevitably accompanies it. This has been par-
ticularly important in historical work which demonstrates that much of what is con-
sidered new and revolutionary in new media was actually associated with every
communication technology when old media were new. For example, Winseck and Pike
(2007) address the concept of convergence which has become a popular notion in con-
temporary discussions of what’s new about computer communication. Convergence
denotes the technological integration that powers new media technologies (Jenkins,
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2006). It also refers to the integration of big companies that make use of new media.
In essence, interconnected technologies and large integrated companies create the con-
vergence it takes to make a revolution. Skeptical of the view that convergence is unique
to new media, Pike and Winseck demonstrate that convergence is as old as the tele-
graph and that the promises and challenges we associate with the Internet were antic-
ipated by that mid-nineteenth-century technology (see also Standage, 1998).

It is not just the social relations of capitalism that retain continuity; there is also
nothing new about the hyperbole or mythologies that accompany today’s media.
Martin (1991) has described the promises associated with the telephone in much the
same way. Whereas the telegraph was expected to bring about world peace, she docu-
ments the expectation that the telephone would end the exploitation of women
because it would permit them to run a household and participate fully in society.
Similar research has examined the Internet. Flichy’s work on l'internet imaginaire (2007)
views the Internet as more than just a tool or a social force. It also embodies a myth,
by which he means a narrative containing both utopian visions of alternative realities
and ideological discourses about how we should conduct our lives and organize soci-
ety in a time influenced by proliferating computer and communication networks.

This work is also important because it reflects a stepped-up interest among politi-
cal economists to demonstrate the continuity between old and new media by engag-
ing with culture, something that I called for in the first edition of this book and
which was exemplified in The Digital Sublime (Mosco, 2004). Drawing on the work of
Martin and others, The Digital Sublime demonstrates that the same promises made
about the Internet have been made when old technologies, like the telegraph, tele-
phone, radio, and television, were new. World peace, gender equality, online educa-
tion, racial harmony - all of these were once viewed as the inevitable consequences
of these once new media. For believers, the Internet will realize all of these promises
and more, including, in the work of MIT professor Raymond Kurzweil, an end to
death as we know it. Ultimately, digital technologies imagine the end of history, the
end of geography, and the end of politics. Those who advance these views, I main-
tain, are doing something prominent throughout the history of “new” media. They
are invoking technology as an opportunity to achieve the sublime or the experience
of transcending the constraints of everyday life (including time, space, and social
relations) to achieve a utopia beyond language. Once the province of art and litera-
ture (the sublime painting or poem), and of nature (e.g. the sublime Grand Canyon),
the sublime is now to be achieved through technology and, increasingly, through
communication technology.

Demonstrating continuity and a link to culture are important. But it is also impor-
tant to return to political economy and document how all of this matters for the study
of power. First, those who have made important contributions to studying the sub-
lime do not give enough attention to the connections between constructing the sub-
lime and marketing, whether selling the latest computer, video game, or political
candidate. Visions of transcendence make for great advertising. Second, connecting
new media to the end of history, geography, and politics freezes into near inevitability
and permanence the current political economy. The message is simple and powerful:
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There is no sense struggling over the control of transnational capital if there is no
likelihood of ever creating an alternative. Finally, the sublime can mask the often
banal world of everyday politics. New York’s World Trade Center was to embody the
sublime new world of informational capitalism that transcended old political rela-
tions founded in an industrial era, until the cataclysm of 9/11 when history returned
with a vengeance. The seductive lure of the sublime can blind its seekers from the
banal and terrible politics that lurk just around the corner.

The fourth response of political economy to new media is to address problem areas
that are particularly significant in this cycle of development in communication and
information technology. One should be hesitant to call them new issues because
there are really no significant problems that political economy has neglected to
address. Rather, there are issues that are particularly important today and, among the
major ones, copyright/intellectual property issues, surveillance, and the tendency
toward what some call a network economy are worth some comment.

From the time of Charles Dickens, who railed against what he considered the fail-
ure of the United States to pay royalties for his novels when they were distributed in
the United States in the nineteenth century, copyright has been a hot topic in
debates around media. For media scholars today, including political economists, the
debate has stepped up because new media make it easier to copy and share work
under copyright. Bettig (1996; see also Bettig and Hall, 2003) has written about how
business uses copyright to tighten its control, and Schiller (2007a) and Zhao (2008)
have studied the intellectual property challenge from China and other developing
nations. “Who will control intellectual property?” is one of the central questions fac-
ing political economy today.

So too is the threat of electronic surveillance. As Lyon (2003) and others have
demonstrated, new media make it possible for governments and companies to mon-
itor our activities on an unprecedented scale. The so-called war on terror has accel-
erated the spread of surveillance and legitimized activities that were once considered
unacceptable violations of personal privacy. Political economists have addressed the
extent of the problem and have also begun to document what can be done about it
(Kiss and Mosco, 2005).

Finally, as the work of the autonomists demonstrates, new media call into question
traditional economic categories and the capacities of capitalist economies to control
them. But political economists outside the autonomist orbit are also wondering
about the challenge of new media to the understanding of economics. Specifically,
should we begin to think about the emergence of a network economy and the need
for a network economics to address it? Network economics argues that the value of
goods shift in a world of electronic networks. In particular, the value of a product or
service increases when others buy the same good or service, especially when the pur-
chase connects people in a network (Mansell, 2004; Melody, 2007). New media are
based on networks of cell phone users, Internet users, participants in social network-
ing sites, etc. Traditional economics, it is argued, undervalues additions to the net-
work because it does not take into account the geometrical expansion in the number
of potential transactions that an addition to the network makes. The question for
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political economists is what does this do to its conception of power? In other words,
is network economics also political economy?

Media Activism

Praxis, or the unity of research and action, is a fundamental characteristic of a politi-
cal economy approach. Most political economists of communication have been
activists as well as scholars, involved in media democracy, development communica-
tion, independent media, and universal access work, as well as involved with labor,
feminist, and anti-racist movements. The Union for Democratic Communications,
which was created in the early 1980s, continues to bring together activist-scholars and
media practitioners. The International Association for Media and Communication
Research provides a global forum for political economists, including those active in
public policy work, such as its recent President Robin Mansell. Where once political
economists like Herbert Schiller and Armand Mattelart worked to make UNESCO a
focal point to build a New World Information and Communication Order, politically
active scholars are concentrating on democratizing the Internet through the interna-
tional project known as the World Summit on the Information Society.

Important as these developments are, one of the most significant advances in
political activity has been the creation in 2002 of the Free Press by the political econ-
omist Robert W. McChesney (McChesney, 2007). The organization has been a focal
point for the remarkably resurgent media reform movement in the United States that
has brought together a diverse collection of public interest groups, including the
Consumers Union, the Center for Digital Democracy, the Media Access Project, and
the Consumer Federation of America. These have joined with independent media
organizations, such as Democracy Now!, a daily, national, independent news pro-
gram hosted by journalists Amy Goodman and Juan Gonzalez. Free Press has
attracted enormous attention, including the support of well-known people like Bill
Moyers, Jane Fonda, and the Reverend Jesse Jackson. It has sponsored an annual con-
ference on media reform that has attracted literally thousands of people, including
scholars, media activists, politicians, and trade unionists. In the past such meetings
might bring together at most hundreds of people, suggesting that we are observing a
populist upheaval around the issue of media reform.

The upswell in the media reform movement can be attributed to the widespread
view that the elimination of rules restricting media ownership, providing for some
measure of content diversity, and limiting the prices that major cable, satellite, and
other media firms can charge consumers, has threatened what remains of media
democracy, media quality, and universal access to essential services. The loss of
nearly 200,000 media jobs, out of about 1.1 million in the United States over the past
five years, demonstrates for many that media concentration is an enormous labor-
saving project that is eroding the quality of journalism and what remains of its inde-
pendence. To counter these tendencies, Free Press mobilizes activists, lobbies
politicians, and makes use of the media (including Bill Moyers’ own public television
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show) to press for alternatives. These include ending the concentration of old and
new media in the hands of a few giant transnational firms, supporting content diver-
sity and vigorous debate, and creating social policies that guarantee universal access
to essential telecommunications and Internet services.

Of particular importance is the fight to preserve “network neutrality.” As pressure
mounts on large media firms to increase profits, companies are tempted to restruc-
ture their networks to make more money. Specifically, they would like to create a sys-
tem of faster and slower “lanes” on the information highway, reserving the faster
lanes for higher paying content providers, such as certain advertisers, or for those
linked to the network service provider, such as its own subsidiaries. Traffic would
move more slowly for those paying less and for competitors. One important conse-
quence is that the websites of companies outside the mainstream, including alterna-
tive media sites, which do not have the funding to pay the premium for a fast lane,
would only be available in lesser quality. Responding to this threat, the media reform
movement has fought for legislation and regulations that would preserve what has
been the standard practice, with a few exceptions, of treating all content equally —
with what amounts to one highway at one speed, delivering one standard of quality.
Whatever the outcome of these specific struggles, it is evident that political econo-
mists have made a significant contribution to the overall resurgence of activism
around major communication issues.

Conclusion

This chapter has addressed major trends in the contemporary political economy of
communication. These include the globalization of research. The field is no longer
characterized, as it once was, by specific regional tendencies, nor is it simply domi-
nated by North American and European research. Political economy research is now
global in that it is carried out by scholars from all over the world who are increas-
ingly interested in addressing global issues.

The field has also expanded its commitment to the history of communication,
especially the history of resistance to dominant powers in industry and government.
In doing so, it has uncovered the unexamined stories of efforts to build alternatives
to the dominant commercial system that fed into wider oppositional movements.
Political economy has also departed from its traditional focus on examining domi-
nant powers and processes of exploitation to address standpoints of resistance. These
include especially feminist and labor perspectives on media and communication.

Furthermore, political economy has begun to make the transition from its estab-
lished strength in examining how power operates in older media to a variety of
approaches to new media, especially the Internet. In addition to accounting for con-
tinuities between old and new media, including describing how dominant powers use
both to make money, political economists have also addressed discontinuities in the
challenges that new media pose for traditional patterns of capitalist development.
Moreover, they have documented the connections between promises made about old

©125¢



e ¢ ¢ The Political Economy of Communication e e e

and new media and, more importantly, linked these efforts to reach the sublime, from
the time of the telegraph to the Internet, to systems of power in society. Political econ-
omists are also taking on social issues that new media make especially prominent,
including control over intellectual property, electronic surveillance, and the signifi-
cance of a network economy.

The final trend in political economy research is an upsurge in political activism.
This includes the growth of established organizations such as the Union for Democratic
Communications and the International Association for Media and Communication
Research. But it is also energized by the experience of new national (Free Press) and
international (the World Summit on the Information Society) movements.

The next three chapters describe and analyze a specific theory to guide the political
economy of communication. Following a section that describes the philosophical
foundation of the theoretical approach, I turn to its primary dimensions: the
processes of commodification, spatialization, and structuration.
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COMMODIFICATION. CONTENT,
AUDIENCES, LABOR

Introduction to Chapters 7-9

Having examined the political economy approach, the concept of communication,
and the development of a political economy of communication, the book now draws
on this work to offer a general theory to guide our understanding. Specifically, this
chapter is the first of three to provide a conceptual framework for the political econ-
omy of communication. It starts with a philosophical foundation and proceeds to
address the core ideas for thinking about the field.

We begin by considering the philosophical foundation in non-technical language
and then move to a more formal presentation. The political economy of communi-
cation calls for an approach to understanding that accepts as real both the abstract
ideas that guide thinking as well as concrete observations or what our senses per-
ceive. It thereby rejects the view, prominent in some theories, that only our ideas or
only our observations, but not both, are real. Political economy also rejects the posi-
tion that there is no reality, that neither ideas nor observations are in any important
sense real. Moreover, this philosophy means that reality is made up of many ele-
ments and cannot be reduced to one essence. Neither economics (e.g. money alone
drives the media) nor culture (e.g. people’s values shape the media) provide the
magic key to unlock our understanding of communication. This philosophical foun-
dation also brings to the forefront the ideas of social change, social process, and
social relations which require re-evaluating the emphasis that political economy has
traditionally placed on social institutions, like media businesses, or on seeing social
class as a structure rather than as a social relationship.

Putting these ideas into practice, this and subsequent chapters move to identify three
processes that make up the main starting points for political economy research, thereby
guiding us on how to apply political economy to the world of communication.
Commodification is the process of transforming things valued for their use into marketable
products that are valued for what they can bring in exchange. A good example is the
process of turning a story that friends enjoy into a film or novel to be sold in the market-
place. How does the human act of communication become a product produced for a
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profit? Spatialization is the process by which mass media and communication technology
overcome the constraints of geographical space. For example, television overcomes dis-
tance by bringing images of events on the globe to every part of the world. Moreover, com-
panies increasingly use computer communication to organize business on a worldwide
basis, thereby allowing them greater access to consumers, workers, technology, and capital.
It also provides them with the flexibility to move rapidly when the need arises, e.g. the
availability of low-cost or better skilled labor elsewhere. What happens when communi-
cations goes global and when businesses make use of communication to create and man-
ufacture their products worldwide? The third key concept is structuration or the process of
creating social relations, mainly those organized around social class, gender, and race. For
example, political economy describes how access to the mass media and new communi-
cation technologies is influenced by social class inequalities that divide people according
to income and wealth, enabling some to afford access and leaving out others.

In more formal terms, the political economy of communications is grounded in
specific epistemological and ontological principles. An epistemology is an approach to
understanding how we know things. The political economy of communication is
based on a realist, inclusive, constitutive, and critical epistemology. It is realist in the
strong sense that it recognizes the reality of both concepts and social practices (see
Latour, 1999: Chapter 1; Shimony and Malin, 2006). In this respect, it is to be dis-
tinguished from idiographic approaches that argue for the reality of ideas alone and
nomothetic approaches which maintain that ideas are only labels for the singular real-
ity of human action. Following from this, political economy is also inclusive in that
it rejects essentialism, or the tendency to reduce all social practices to a single polit-
ical economic explanation, in favor of an approach that views concepts as starting or
entry points into a diverse social field (Resnick and Wolff, 1987, 2006). To under-
stand social reality you need to choose concepts and theories. The choice of one con-
cept or theory over another is made because you conclude that the concept or theory
is more valuable than the alternatives. However, such choices are not meant to be
assertions of the one best, or only, way to understand social practices.

Additionally, the epistemology is constitutive because it acknowledges the limits of
causal determination, including the assumption in causal analysis that units interact as
fully formed wholes and in a linear fashion. Rather, political economy approaches
social life as a set of mutually constitutive processes, whose units act on one another
in various stages of formation, and with a direction and impact that can only be
described in specific research. Finally, this approach to political economy is critical
because it sees knowledge as the product of comparisons with other bodies of knowl-
edge and with social values. For example, my political economy is critical in that it reg-
ularly compares the knowledge acquired in research against alternative bodies of
knowledge in, for example, neoclassical economics, pluralist political science, and cul-
tural studies. Furthermore, this approach measures the knowledge gathered in political
economic research against the social values that have guided much of it over the years,
including democracy and its components, civic participation, and social equality.

In contrast to epistemology, which provides a framework for understanding how
we know things, ontology describes a framework for understand the nature of being.
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Specifically, ontology distinguishes seeing things as structures or as processes. Is the
river a thing or a flow? It is both, but which one is emphasized? Traditionally, polit-
ical economy has emphasized things or structures such a multinational media firms
and the governments that oversee them. My theoretical framework calls for a depar-
ture from this traditional approach to political economy by placing social processes
and social relations in the foreground. This means that research starts from the view
that social change is ubiquitous, that structures and institutions are constantly
changing, and that it is therefore more useful to develop entry points that charac-
terize processes rather than simply to identify relevant institutions. According to this
view, studying media institutions is important but it follows from an analysis of a
social process, e.g. turning stories into films and other marketable products.

Guided by this principle, the remainder of this chapter and the following two
develop a substantive map of political economy with three starting processes, begin-
ning with commodification, the process of transforming use to exchange value, mov-
ing on to spatialization, the transformation of space with communication, and finally
to structuration, the process of building structures with social agency. Placing these
processes in the foreground does not replace structures and institutions, something
that would substitute one form of essentialism for another. Rather, these are entry
points that comprise a substantive theory of political economy, one preferred choice
among a range of possible ways to explain social reality.

What is Commodification?

Adam Smith and classical political economy distinguished between products whose
value derives from the satisfaction of a specific human want or need, i.e. use value,
and those whose value is based on what the product can command in exchange, i.e.
exchange value. The commodity is the particular form that products take when their
production is principally organized through the process of exchange. Commodification
is the process of transforming use values into exchange values.

Marx began Capital with an analysis of the commodity because he found it to be
the most visible form, the most explicit representation, of capitalist production.
Capitalism literally appears as an immense collection of commodities. Although this
appearance did not go unnoticed in classical political economy, the tendency was to
naturalize it, a point that marked a critical departure in Marx. What for Smith and
his followers was “a self-evident and nature-imposed necessity” was instead for Marx
the product of “a social formation in which the process of production has mastery
over man, instead of the opposite” (Marx, 1976a: 175). One of the keys to Marxian
analysis is to deconstruct the commodity to determine what the appearance means,
to uncover the social relations congealed in the commodity form. As Jhally (1990)
has documented, in one of the few sustained analyses of the commodity form in the
communication literature, Marx took a broad view of both the commodity and the
meaning of use value. For Marx (1976a: 125), commodities ensue from a wide range
of needs, both physical and cultural (“from the stomach, or the imagination, makes
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no difference”) and whose use can be defined “in various ways.” The commodity
might arise from a range of social needs — including satisfying physical hunger and
meeting or contravening the status codes of a particular social group. Moreover, con-
trary to some interpretations, use value is not limited to meeting survival needs but
extends to the range of socially constituted uses.

Some critics have not been satisfied with this formulation, arguing that the dis-
tinction between use and exchange value obscures more than it illuminates. For
example, according to Sahlins (1976: 15), Marx acknowledges the social character of
all value but tends to naturalize use value, “to trade away the social determination of
use-values for the biological fact that they satisfy ‘human wants’.” Baudrillard (1981)
extends this critique by maintaining that use value is ultimately left outside the sets
of structures and codes that constitute specific exchange values. This critique
reminds us that Marx’s chief aim was to interrogate capital and, given the primacy
of this interest, he neglected detailed treatment of ideas that embody the funda-
mental negation of capitalism, including use value and the social contours of a
socialist or Communist society. Nevertheless, the cultural critique also defines a
boundary that political economy will not cross because the critique aims to do more
than suggest gaps. It also substitutes an idealist relativism that defines value as what-
ever the cultural code specifies and, as suggested in the variability of human cultural
practice, this can amount to practically anything. Political economy admits to vari-
ability, but bounds it by the understanding that uses are conditioned (in Marx’s lan-
guage) or limited (in the language of Raymond Williams) by the structural properties
of the commodity and take their existence from them. Drawing on Rubin, Jhally
(1990) suggests the language of “partial necessity” to deal with Marx’s recognition
that “usefulness does not dangle in mid-air.” Alternatively, one might suggest the
mutual constitution of use values and retain the distinction between socially consti-
tuted use values and values which arise from a specific set of social arrangements,
such as the market, which produce exchange values.

Peeling back what Marx called the “onion skin” of the commodity’s appearance
reveals a system of production. There are two general dimensions of significance in
the relationship of commodification to communication. First, communication processes
and technologies contribute to the general process of commodification in the economy as a
whole. For example, improving the channels of communication in the clothing busi-
ness, particularly with the introduction of global computer and telecommunication
technologies, expands information about the entire circuit of production, distribu-
tion, and sales. This improves inventory controls, thereby saving on space and
increasing the likelihood that stores stock only what customers want. Second, com-
modification processes at work in the society as a whole penetrate communication processes
and institutions, so that improvements and contradictions in the societal commodification
process influence communication as a social practice. For example, the international ten-
dencies to liberalization and privatization of enterprises, which picked up steam in the
1980s, transformed public and state-run media and telecommunications institutions
throughout the world into private enterprises. This turned public service communi-
cation with social commitments to universal access and content that reflects the
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broad range of society into commercial communication that provides access to those
who can afford it and content that delivers audiences to advertisers.

Given the interest in situating communication within a general political economic
analysis, it is useful to start from the general process of commodification and exam-
ine how it relates to communication. From the point of view of capital, the produc-
tion process begins with the capitalist’s purchase of the commodities labor power and
the means of production. The total output is sold for more than originally invested and
the addition is called surplus value, which may itself be invested to expand the accu-
mulation of capital. In essence, capital is value that expands through processes of
production and exchange. Marxian theory takes this analysis one step further by
concluding that these are exploitative processes because the expansion of capitalist
control eliminates alternative systems of production and forces labor into a social
relationship wherein it takes on the status of a commodity, or a factor of production,
along with land and raw materials, and is made to give up its control over the means
of production. As a result, workers are made to exchange their labor power for a wage
that does not compensate fully for the labor they sell. The commodity labor is repro-
duced through processes of absolute exploitation (extending the working day) and
relative exploitation (intensification of the labor process) that deepen the extraction
of surplus value. Exploitation is a sine qua non of the capitalist labor process, but the
degree of exploitation depends on the state of class struggle. For example, when
workers organize a union or otherwise resist exploitation, capital has to make adjust-
ments in the labor process. Thus, the commodity whose appearance fills the markets
of capitalism is also a congealed set of social relations that connect capital to the
commodity labor in a struggle for control over the value generated from production
and exchange. For example, the DVD of a Hollywood film that appears in a video
store is also a set of social relations that links Hollywood producers to screen actors,
directors, and writers, who struggle over who will profit from the value generated
from sales in stores and from distribution over the Internet.

In the Marxian view, the commodity objectifies exploitative social relations by pre-
senting them in a congealed form that makes them seem natural. Hence a computer
appears to us as a commodity with a defined set of use values and a specific exchange
value marked by its price. Its value in use and in exchange tends to mystify the ability
to comprehend the computer as the embodiment of an international division of labor
that stratifies productive relations along class, gender, national, and spatial dimensions.
A deeper level of mystification is revealed in Marx’s analysis of commodity fetishism,
according to which the commodity not only congeals social relations and hides the
struggle over value, but takes on a life and a power of its own, over that of both its pro-
ducers and consumers. For Marx, such fetishism was once limited to religion:

In order, therefore, to find an analogy we must take flight into the misty realm of religion.
There the products of the human brain appear as autonomous figures endowed with a life
of their own, which enter into relations both with each other and with the human race. So
it is in the world of commodities with the products of men’s hands. | call this the fetishism
which attaches itself to the products of labour as soon as they are produced as commodi-
ties and is therefore inseparable from the production of commodities. (1976a: 165)
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In fact, for Marx, the commodity fetish is more powerful than its counterpart in
religion because commodities have a material embodiment that presents itself
directly to the senses in ways that religious beliefs do not.! In this view, the com-
modity contains a double mystification. First, it naturalizes the social relationship
between capital and labor. It is the computer that appears and not a struggle at the
point of production over, for example, how much workers who produce comput-
ers will earn. Second, the commodity is reified, i.e. it takes on a life of its own that
stands against the individual and society and comes to shape both. We turn the
computer into a mystical icon, the embodiment of what I have called “the digital
sublime” (Mosco, 2004). The first point sees the commodity as the natural outcome
of a production process, rather than the social consequence of a fundamental
social struggle; the second point completely cuts the tie to a production process
and situates the commodity in its own social realm. The computer appears as a
power over people, as the force that shapes, determines, constrains, or otherwise
controls social development. The outcome of this double mystification is that the
product of a social process is given an existence of its own and the power to mold
social life (Free and Hughson, 2006; Hope and Rosser, 2004).

Commodification refers to the process of turning use values into exchange values,
of transforming products whose value is determined by their ability to meet individ-
ual and social needs into products whose value is set by their market price. Owing in
part to the emphasis on structures and objects over processes and relations in much
of political economic thought, the term commodification has not received substan-
tial explicit treatment. Nevertheless, it is implicit in discussions of the process of
capitalist expansion, including the global extension of the market (Fiirsich and
Roushanzamir, 2004; Murdock and Wasko, 2007), the privatization of public space
(Gibson, 2003; Schiller, 1989), and the growth of exchange value in interpersonal life
(Ewen and Ewen, 2006) and in sexuality (Mayer, 2005).

It is important to distinguish commodification from commercialization and
objectification, processes with which it tends to be associated. Commercialization
is a narrower process that specifically refers to the creation of a relationship
between an audience and an advertiser. For example, the commercialization of the
airwaves means the growth of broadcast advertising and the development of pro-
gramming to deliver audiences to advertisers. Since the market encompasses more
than commercialization, e.g. the commodification of labor, we view commodifica-
tion as a broader process. Objectification is a still broader notion that is often con-
fused with commodification. For example, in his work on reification, Lukécs
(1971) describes the process whereby the relations between people “take on the
character of a thing and thus acquire a phantom objectivity.” Commodification is

1 One might dispute this contention as an unwarranted conflation of the real and the
material. A spiritual being can be real without being material. Nevertheless, the argument for
commodity fetishism does not rest on agreeing that the commodity is somehow more real than
religious faith.
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a specific form of this process whereby the “thing” that acquires phantom objectivity
is a commodity, that is, an object whose value is established in the marketplace.
Obijectification is a general process that refers to the many different ways de-
humanization takes place. Political economy focuses on one important manifesta-
tion of this, the process of commodification.

The Commodity Form in Communication

The political economy of communication has been notable for its emphasis on
describing and examining the significance of organizational structures responsible
for the production, distribution, and exchange of communication commodities and
for the regulation of these structures, principally by governments. Although it has
not neglected the commodity itself and the process of commodification, political
economy has tended to foreground corporate and state structures and institutions.
When it has treated the commodity, political economy has tended to concentrate on
media content and, to a lesser extent, on media audiences. It has paid considerably
less attention to the commodification of labor in the communication industries.

The emphasis on media institutions is understandable because today’s global
media conglomerates are very powerful. They are able to extend that power by cre-
ating content that brings in revenue each time it is used and reused by audiences
around the world. Companies then deepen that revenue stream when they take that
same content and repackage it for use and reuse by subsidiaries that extend across the
print, video, film, and new media sectors (Broe, 2004).

Notwithstanding the importance of institutions, emphasis on their activities has
meant less than adequate attention to the commodity form of the mass media and,
particularly, to the commodification of audiences and of labor.

The Commodification of Content

When political economists think about the commodity form in communication,
they have tended to start with media content. Specifically, from this point of view, the
process of commodification in communication involves transforming messages,
ranging from bits of data to systems of meaningful thought, into marketable prod-
ucts. For example, consider a newspaper reporter whose job it is to apply professional
skills to produce stories that contain many different use values. The history of news-
paper production in capitalist society has involved numerous processes, including
commodification, which make the story teller a wage laborer who sells her labor
power, or the ability to write stories, for a wage. Capital turns that labor power into
a newspaper article or column which, along with other stories and advertising, forms
a packaged product. It sells the newspaper package in the marketplace and, if it is suc-
cessful, earns a profit or surplus value, which it can then invest by expanding its
newspaper business or by investing in any other venture that promises additions to
capital. Marxian political economy views this as the realization of surplus value
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because the control that capital wields over the means of production (ownership of
presses, offices, etc.) enables it to earn in profit more than it pays out in wages.

The extent of surplus value realization depends on numerous factors in labor, con-
sumer, and capital markets. With respect to labor, Marxian political economy has
examined the process of creating absolute and relative surplus value. The former
involves extending the working day for the same wage; the latter to intensifying the
labor process through greater control over the use of work time, including measure-
ment and monitoring systems to get more labor out of a unit of work time. The suc-
cess of these strategies depends on the ability of labor to resist, something that rests
on the strength of its own organizations, and on more general social conditions, such
as capital’s ability to replace the workforce with new workers and new technologies.
Specifically, how powerful are the trade unions representing news workers? How easy
is it to outsource newspaper labor and get machines to do its work? It also depends on
the extent to which government sides with capital or labor in law and public policy.

Capital also aims to control consumer markets through a range of tactics that amount
to achieving the status of the “natural” or taken-for-granted provider of a product. These
include building a market monopoly or controlling an oligopoly arrangement, using
advertising to create brand identification with the company, and diversifying its prod-
uct line to achieve the flexibility to overcome changes in market demand. The ability to
realize surplus value also depends on the extent to which consumers are able to resist, a
consideration that depends on its history of collective action and the general social con-
ditions that enable or retard the ability of consumers to substitute products and services.
Again, it also depends on the extent to which government sides with capital or with
consumers. Finally, the realization of surplus value depends on the state of capital
markets, specifically, on the cost of capital which permits the replacement of labor with
capital and also allows for the expansion of the commodity form (from, for example,
the newspaper format to an all-news pay cable channel, or to an online service).

This brief description suggests that the process of creating exchange value in the
content of communication draws an entire complex of social relations into the orbit
of commodification, including labor, consumers, and capital. The general tendency
in communication research has been to concentrate on the content as commodity
and, by extension, to identify the connections between the commodity status of the
content and its meaning. As a result, communication is taken to be a special and par-
ticularly powerful commodity because, in addition to its ability to produce surplus
value (thereby behaving like all other commodities), it contains symbols and images
whose meaning helps to shape consciousness. Numerous studies have documented
the value of this approach and its conclusion that the mass media in capitalist society
have expanded the process of commodity production by, among other things, pro-
ducing messages that reflect the interests of capital. Through however circuitous,
contradictory, and contested a process, these messages advance support for the inter-
ests of capital as a whole as well as for specific segments of capital (Bettig and Hall,
2003; McChesney, 2004; Meyer, 2006; Murdock and Wasko, 2007).

Although they concurred in general terms with this conclusion, some political
economists, notably Garnham and Smythe, suggested alternative formulations. Both
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raised concerns about the tendency to emphasize the meaning or ideological dimension
of media production. Throughout his career, Garnham has directed his strongest
salvos against those who would, in effect, jettison the economic for the analysis of
“autonomous discourses.”? Nevertheless, he is also concerned about the tendency
within political economy to address the message, its meaning and ideology, to, as
Jhally puts it, adopt a “consumer model of communications,” without adequately
addressing the mass media as “economic entities with both a direct economic role as
creators of surplus value through commodity production and exchange and an indi-
rect role, through advertising, in the creation of surplus value within other sectors of
commodity production” (Garnham, 1979: 132). In this reading, the mass media are
important because they are the immediate site of commodity production and because
they play an important, if indirect, role, through advertising media, in the process of
commodification throughout the economy. The point is not that the ideological is
insignificant; rather that it is thoroughly integrated within a process of production
that is too often treated as instrumental to ideology (in some political economy) or
autonomous from it (in some cultural theory).

New media expand opportunities to commodify content because they are funda-
mentally grounded in the process of digitization, which refers specifically to the
transformation of communication, including data, words, images, motion pictures,
and sound, into a common language. Digitization provides enormous gains in trans-
mission speed and flexibility over earlier forms of electronic communication which
were largely reliant on analog techniques (Longstaff, 2002). This has advanced to the
point that a single electronic communication can now be broken up into packets and
sent down different pathways along telecommunication networks to be recombined
at the destination, thereby ensuring the most efficient use of networks.

Digitization expands the commodification of communication content by extending
the range of opportunities to measure and monitor, package and repackage, information
and entertainment. The packaging of material in the paper and ink form of a newspaper

2 In his influential 1979 “Contribution to a Political Economy of Mass Communication,”
Garnham wrote:

Thus economism, the concern for immediate physical survival and reproduction within
the dominant relations of exchange, is an immediate and rational response to the deter-
minants of social being. What E.P. Thompson has recently dubbed “lumped bourgeois
intellectuals” too easily forget this, both because their material conditions of existence
are often less immediately determinant and also because of a guilty conscience concern-
ing the subjective relationship of exploitation in which they stand vis-a-vis productive
material labour. (1979: 126)

And in his Capitalism and Communication, Garnham attacks first “the tendency which privileged
the text,” (structuralism and post-structuralism), for its unanchored romanticism (a “bacillus”), a
view “perfectly designed as an ideology of intellectuals or cultural workers for it privileges their
special field of activity, the symbolic, and provides for cheap research opportunities, since the only
evidence required is the unsubstantiated views of the individual analyst” (Garnham, 1990: 1-2).
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or book has provided a flexible, but limited, means to measure the commodity and
monitor purchases. Challenges to the commodification of communication arose when
what political economist Bernard Miege calls flow type communication systems arose,
most importantly television (Miege, 1989; see also McAllister and Giglo, 2004). How
does one package a television program for sale to a viewer? Initially, commodification
was based on an inflexible system of delivering a batch of broadcast channels into the
home with viewers paying for the receiver and for a markup or increase in the retail price
of products advertised over the air. This system did not account for differential use of
the medium or make any clear connection between viewing and purchasing. It amounted
to a system of delivering generic programming to a mass audience which was marketed
to advertisers for a price per thousand viewers.

Each step toward the digitization of television has refined the commodification of
content, allowing for the flow to be captured or, more precisely, for the commodity
to be measured, monitored, and packaged in ever more specific or customized ways.
Early cable television improved on broadcast systems of commodification by charg-
ing per month for a set of channels. As this medium has become digitized, compa-
nies can now offer many more channels and package them in many different ways,
including selling content on a per view basis. Material delivered over television, the
Internet or some combination of these and other new wired and wireless systems can
now be flexibly packaged and then repackaged for sale in some related form with the
transaction measured and monitored by the same digital system.

The sheer ability to expand the commodification process does not guarantee its suc-
cess. Internet entrepreneurs learned the hard way that charging for content can be a
risky business indeed. Technical, management, marketing, and consumer demand prob-
lems can often get in the way. Nevertheless, the growth of pay-per-view television,
satellite-delivered subscription radio, video delivered over the Internet, web cams, and
the rise of the iTunes pay-per-song system, which has made Apple the largest commercial
distributor of music, demonstrate that new media commodification has made substan-
tial progress (Lynch, 2004; Murray, 2003; Thrift, 2006). This progress has been assisted by
intellectual property laws that permit content owners, increasingly large enterprises, to
control the use of content and even the formats through which content is delivered. So
a company can now control not only the entertainment delivered in the television pro-
gram American Idol, it can profit by licensing the format for the program to companies
in other countries who produce, for example, Canadian Idol (Baltruschat, 2008).

The Audience Commodity

Nicholas Garnham has examined two principal dimensions of media commodifica-
tion: the direct production of media products and the use of media advertising to
perfect the process of commodification in the entire economy. Dallas Smythe (1977)
took these ideas in a different direction by advancing the claim that the audience is
the primary commodity of the mass media. According to him, the mass media are
constituted out of a process which sees media companies producing audiences and
delivering them to advertisers. Media programming is used to attract audiences; for
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Smythe, it was little more than the “free lunch” that bars once used to entice customers
to drink. From this vantage point, audience labor or its labor power is the chief prod-
uct of the mass media.

New media amplify the elements of Smythe’s argument (Shimpach, 2005). In addi-
tion to expanding the commodification of communication content, the recursive
nature of digital systems expands the commodification of the entire communication
process. Digital systems which measure and monitor precisely each information
transaction are now used to refine the process of delivering audiences of viewers, lis-
teners, readers, movie fans, telephone and computer users, to advertisers. In essence,
companies can package and repackage customers in forms that specifically reflect
both their actual purchases and their demographic characteristics. These packages,
for example, of 18-25 year old men who order martial arts films on pay-per-view tele-
vision, can be sold to companies, which spend more for this information because
they want to market their products to this specific sector with as little advertising
spilling over to people who would not be interested or able to buy. This is a major
refinement in the commodification of viewers over the earlier system of delivering
mass audiences and it has been applied to practically every communication medium
today, including the Internet, where social networking sites like Facebook provide
detailed information on users.

Smythe’s analysis provoked one of the more interesting and well-examined exchanges
in the political economy literature (Livant, 1979; Murdock, 1978; Smythe, 1978).
Rather than review the debates on the primacy of the audience as commodity and as
labor, exchanges that have been detailed more than once (Jhally, 1990), it is more
useful to take up the wider significance of Smythe’s argument. Neglected in the
debate about whether the audience labors or whether it is the sole media commod-
ity, is arguably the central contribution that Smythe made to our understanding of
the media commodification process. For him, the process brought together a triad
that linked media companies, audiences, and advertisers in a set of reciprocal rela-
tionships. Media firms use their programming to construct audiences; advertisers pay
media companies for access to these audiences; audiences are thereby delivered to
advertisers. Such an argument broadens the space within which media commodifi-
cation takes place beyond the immediate process whereby media companies produce
newspapers, radio broadcasts, televisions programs and films, and websites to include
advertisers or capital in general. The process of commodification thoroughly inte-
grates the media industries into the total capitalist economy not primarily by creat-
ing ideologically saturated products but by producing audiences, en masse and in
specific demographically desirable forms, for advertisers. Smythe thereby aimed to
rescue the materialist analysis of the media by demonstrating that it is the produc-
tion of audiences for the general capitalist economy that is central to the commodi-
fication process rather than the production of ideology.

Putting aside the contentious and doubtfully productive argument about whether
audiences constitute labor, Smythe’s deployment of the labor process concept is use-
ful as metaphor or analogy because it offers a way to think about the triad of media
company-audience-advertiser without submitting to the mechanistic thinking that
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such a structural argument invites. Bracketing the question of whether audiences
work in the traditional sense of the term (with all of the questions it raises about the
labor theory of value), it is useful to think about analogies between audience activ-
ity and the labor process because the latter is a dynamic activity involving complic-
ity and contestation between capital and labor over control of the process and of the
product. This is considerably more valuable than addressing the audience as the inert
mass that so-called mass society theorists dating from Ortega y Gasset (1957) have
conjured or, alternatively, as the co-producers of media products, the view on offer
from pluralists like Fiske (1989) and Ang (1991), who responded to traditional criti-
cism of a passive mass society by going to the other extreme and describing an active
audience of co-producers. The latter are correct in pointing to the co- or mutual con-
stitution of media products, but they neglect to situate this process within a structure
of decision-making that places in the hands of capital most, though not all, of the
levers on the control over decision-making about what gets produced, how it is dis-
tributed, and what it costs.

Capital, in its own manifold and contested manifestations, must actively construct
audiences as it constructs labor, but even as it does so, both audiences and labor con-
struct themselves by deciding, within a social field whose terms of engagement are pri-
marily set by capital, how to activate their audience and their labor power. For the
audience, this means a range of alternatives: attending or watching as capital would
like, interpreting programming in oppositional or alternative ways, or simply not
watching at all. The new media field of computer gaming offers important insights into
the concept of audience labor (Grimes, 2006). As with traditional labor, which the lit-
erature on work demonstrates brings a wide range of responses to the point of produc-
tion, from full compliance to withholding labor power, the audience exercises power,
but also like labor, it is power circumscribed within terms largely set by capital.

Political economy extends the analogy further by examining how the relationship
between capital and the audience at the point of media reception is carried on over
the expansion of commercial broadcasting at the expense of non-commercial public
and community broadcasting. It also does so by addressing the use of new technolo-
gies to expand the process of measuring and monitoring audience activity, and the
introduction of pay-per channel, per-view, and per-song services. Moreover, political
economy examines how audiences respond and resist with file sharing, blogging,
social networking, and other forms of media use that aim to counter the prevailing
commercial system. These activities have sparked important new work in the political
economy of the audience (Andrejevic, 2003a, 2003b; Arvidsson, 2004; Carlson, 2006;
Grimes, 2006; Hope and Johnson, 2004; Morris, 2005; Shimpach, 2005; Thrift, 2006).

The Commodification of Labor

In the interest of examining the commodification of content and audiences, there
has been a tendency to neglect the labor commodity and the process that takes place
at the point of production. Braverman'’s (1974) work gave rise to an intellectual drive
to end this marginal status by directly confronting the transformation of the labor
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process in capitalism.* According to him, labor is constituted out of the unity of
conception, or the power to envision, imagine, and design work, and execution, or the
power to carry it out.* In the process of commodification, capital acts to separate con-
ception from execution, skill from the raw ability to carry out a task. It also concen-
trates conceptual power in a managerial class that is either a part of capital or
represents its interests. Finally, capital reconstitutes the labor process to correspond to
this new distribution of skills and power at the point of production. In the extreme,
this was done through the application of so-called scientific management practices,
pioneered by Frederick Winslow Taylor.’ These amounted to the precise measure-
ment of the time and the amount of labor it takes to accomplish tasks most effi-
ciently, i.e. to permit the maximum return on investment. In the process, management
became the scientific brains of an enterprise and workers, who once possessed the
craft skill to control the labor process, were turned into appendages of the machin-
ery. Braverman documented the process of labor transformation in the rise of large-
scale industry, but he is particularly recognized for producing one of the first
sustained examinations demonstrating the extension of this process into the service
and information sectors. Braverman’s work gave rise to an enormous body of empir-
ical examination and theoretical debate, the latter focusing principally on the need
to address the contested nature of the process and the active agency of workers and
of the trade union movement (Burawoy, 1979; Edwards, 1979). Much of this work
constituted what the philosopher Thomas Kuhn (1970) would call “normal science,”
i.e. working through and expanding upon the wide range of problems and implica-
tions contained in Braverman’s contribution. This included mapping the contested
terrain at the point of production, documenting its history, and demonstrating how
the transformation of the labor process was experienced differently by industry,
occupation, class, gender, and race. Recent work, including scholarly assessments
and business press accounts, has tended to incorporate an interest in how the means
of communication, sharpened by steady improvements in technological proficiency,
have enhanced the commodification of the general labor process (Baldoz, Koeber,
and Kraft, 2001; Huws, 2003; Mosco and McKercher, 2008).

Despite a strong political economy tradition and a broad interest among
economists and policy-makers in the cultural industries, communication studies
has tended to situate its object within the sphere of consumption and this has

3 Braverman's work was especially timely in that it appeared in 1974 at the start of the eco-
nomic decline following the sustained postwar boom. It also corresponded with the start of
intense use of computer communications systems to control the factory and the office.

4 The distinction between conception and execution corresponds to Marx’s view that it is the
potential to conceive or imagine and not just carry out or execute what our genes dictate that
distinguishes the human architect from the bee. Both can produce great structures but only one
can unite conception with execution.

5 In the hands of Lilian Gilbreth (whose husband, a follower of Taylor, developed the unit of
worktime measurement, the “therblig”) this process of Taylorization was applied to the home,
thereby enabling mainly women to manage the household “scientifically.”
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contributed to a focus on the relationship of audiences to texts more than on the
media labor process. Political economists of communication have paid considerable
attention to the institutional control over media production and to the impact of
this control on audiences, including the concept of audience labor. Although this is
changing, arguably more attention has been directed to the labor of audiences than
to the traditionally understood labor process in the media industries. Moreover, work
in the media industries carries strong craft, professional, and artisan traditions that
continue, even as the labor process is transformed (Deuze, 2007). The image of the
crusading professional journalist or the high-tech entrepreneur overwhelms the less
romantic reality of a media and high-tech world, most of whose workers toil under
conditions that industrial workers of the past would recognize. There is an under-
standable tendency to emphasize the individual creative dimensions of media pro-
duction which distinguish this sector from the many occupational sectors that share
the characteristics of industrial production. Authors write books, some directors are
the auteurs of film, stars make movies or television programs, etc. There are substan-
tial grounds for this view, principally based on the relatively high level of conceptual
thought that this industry requires. This is the chief reason why print workers and
their trade unions have historically occupied a privileged position in the workforce.
But the emphasis on individual creativity only obscures a complex process of pro-
duction, one that, however unevenly, has come to look more like the labor process
in the general economy.

Organizational communication and sociology have provided some of the better
insights into the bureaucratic structure and production processes in the media indus-
tries. The work of Tuchman (1978), Fishman (1980), and Gans (1979), and more
recently Deuze (2007) among others, has examined the system of bureaucratic con-
trols that manage the complex process of, principally, news production. Their work
highlights those simplifying routines such as beat reporting, a detailed division of
labor, and regularized features that establish a template for what is potentially an
open-ended production process. This body of research demonstrates that a substantial
amount of organizational planning and pre-processing are used to gather, package,
and distribute news and information on a routine basis. This line of research is
important for a political economy that addresses the labor process because it
describes in rich empirical detail the socio-technical processes that help to constitute
the work of producing media even as it turns labor into a marketable commodity.
Nevertheless, although this work gestures to political and economic influences, these
are left untheorized in favor of a framework based on theories of bureaucracy
and organization that foreground abstract administrative needs and functions.
Notwithstanding nods to power and profit, this approach concentrates on how the
structural pressures of bureaucracy, following on a literature originating in the work
of Max Weber and Robert Michels, rationalize production in the cultural industries,
just as they do throughout an economy managed by complex bureaucracies.

From a political economic perspective, the organizational literature contributes
rich empirical detail but rests on an idealist foundation that substitutes an adminis-
trative essentialism for what it perceives to be the economic essentialism of the
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market. It places, as the sociologist Max Weber suggested, the determining influence
of the means of administration over that of the means of production. The challenge
that the organizational literature poses to political economy is to develop a position
that examines the process of production foregrounding political and economic
power, specifically the commodification of labor. This would constitute an important
link between institutional and textual analysis that retains the materialist strength of
a political economic approach. The point is not to reclaim ground lost to one essen-
tialism by restoring another, but to theorize the commodification of labor in the
process of media production. As Chapter 6 described, the political economy literature
has taken some steps in this direction, but considerable work remains to be done
(Huws, 2003; Kumar, 2007; Martin, 2004; McKercher and Mosco, 2006, 2007; Mosco
and McKercher, 2008; Wasko, 2003).

Immanent Commodification

Thus far we have considered three major products of the commodification process in
communication: content, audiences, and labor. The chapter now turns to consider
two more dimensions of commodification: how commodities produce their own new
commodities, or immanent commodification, and how new commodities are pro-
duced through the associations among different commodities.

We begin by returning to the audience commodity where the political economist
Eileen Meehan offers an alternative way to think about it which centers on the audi-
ence ratings services. Since “neither messages nor audiences are exchanged: only rat-
ings,” she maintains (1984: 223) that these reports on audience size, composition,
and patterns of media usage constitute the primary commodity in the media system.
Meehan's research makes a significant contribution to several dimensions of political
economic analysis, including the materialist history of an industry which the
A.C. Nielsen Company made famous and the social construction of a statistic, the
rating, whose exchange value barely resembles its use as an empirical marker for
actual audience characteristics. For the purpose of this analysis, her research is par-
ticularly valuable because, when combined with research in other areas, it points to
the recursive nature of the commodification process. Audience ratings are a com-
modity produced by another commodity. In this case, a commodity is born directly
out of the process of creating another. We call this an immanent process because one
commodity gives rise directly to another.

Commodification demands the use of measurement procedures to produce com-
modities and monitoring techniques to keep track of production, distribution,
exchange, and consumption. An example of the former is the precise length of an
advertisement or the amount of commercial time produced for sale to advertisers.
Monitoring is exemplified by a range of practices, including traditional business
accounting, marketing studies, capital cost assessments, wage and benefit studies,
customer surveys, and more recent innovations like data matching systems that link
a credit or debit card purchase to demographic and attitudinal information. These
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practices are part of the commodification process because the information they
produce is used in the production of commodities, like newspapers, television situ-
ation comedies, and social networking websites. They are immanent because the
outcome of the information production process is the production of a new com-
modity. In this respect, ratings are immanent commodities because they are consti-
tuted as commodities in the process of contributing to commodity production.
Specifically, they are produced as an important element in the commodification of
content and of audiences and are themselves the central commodity of the ratings
industry. This makes the ratings services important not because they are the media
commodity, but because they represent one rather advanced stage in the general
process of media commodification. They are part of a family of such commodities
that grow out of the development of generalized monitoring and surveillance pro-
cedures that make use of advanced communication and information technology
(Campbell, 2005; Campbell and Carlson, 2002; Carlson, 2006).° In this respect,
audience ratings are as important, though not inherently more so, than commodi-
ties produced and marketed from data automatically gathered on consumer pur-
chases. Both are immanent commodities containing a secondary order of exchange
value that depends on a first order.

Back in 1992 the prescient head of a major company which marketed such imma-
nent commodities recognized their significance. For DeSimone (1992), they build on
the original commodification process by shifting

from the value that is intrinsic in the product to values associated with the knowledge
of who needs it, who supplies it and what it does. You buy a magazine and pay for
it with a credit card. A simple transaction? Hardly. The information about who you
are and what magazines you prefer — recorded by a computer — is worth as much as
the return on the sale of the magazine. The information can be variously packaged. It
can be marketed to others. Moreover, all the internal processes are affected by your
decision — from marketing to purchase to finance. Today, all organizations are in the
information business.

6 Giddens’ work has been undoubtedly valuable in calling our attention to the development
of institutional surveillance systems. Nevertheless, by locating surveillance in an institutional
realm occupied with the “control of information and social supervision” and separate from cap-
italism, which he describes as primarily taken up with “accumulation in the context of compet-
itive labour and product markets,” he and many other social theorists miss the central
contribution that the accumulation process makes to the development of surveillance systems
and the necessity of these systems for the expansion of capital accumulation. Giddens does speak
of interpenetration, but accumulation and surveillance remain separate realms, their boundary
reinforced in his identification of surveillance with the nation state. The latter is certainly implicated
in the constitution of surveillance, but, by locating surveillance in the state, Giddens foregoes
the point that surveillance, in the form of rationalizing production, distribution, and consump-
tion, is integral to and propelled by business corporations in the commodification process (see,
inter alia, Giddens, 1990: 55-63). For a thorough analysis of corporate and state forms of mea-
suring and monitoring transactions, see Andrejevic (2003a, 2003b) and Lyon (2006, 2007).
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Notwithstanding the need to discount for the hyperbole that typically accompanies
emanations from the corporate center of the information industries, one is left with
the view that it is essential to move beyond the notion of finding the commodity in
the media. It is more significant to foreground a process of commodification that con-
nects a range of practices in a spiral of expanding exchange value that, as DeSimone
concludes, draws all organizations into the orbit of the information business that pro-
duces immanent commodities. It is within this general framework of commodifica-
tion that it becomes useful to examine the application of new measurement and
surveillance technologies to expand the production of media commodities. Internet
cookies, digital television recording devices, “smart” cards, etc., produce new prod-
ucts, in the form of reports on viewing and shopping, containing demographic details
that are linked to numerous databases. But these new products are more than discrete
units. They are part of a commodification process that connects them in a structured
hierarchy. The implications for privacy are powerful. According to one analyst:

The driving force behind this prying is commerce. The big growth area in online advertis-
ing right now is “behavioral targeting.” Web sites can charge a premium if they are able to
tell the maker of an expensive sports car that its ads will appear on Web pages clicked on
by upper-income, middle-aged men.

The information, however, gets a lot more specific than age and gender — and more sensi-
tive. Tech companies can keep track of when a particular Internet user looks up Alcoholics
Anonymous meetings, visits adult Web sites, buys cancer drugs online or participates in
anti-government discussion groups (Cohen, 2008).

Immanent commodification not only produces new commodities; it creates power-
ful surveillance tools that threaten privacy.

Externalizing Commodification

One can also observe a process of expansion that extends commodification to areas
that, for a range of social, political, cultural, and economic reasons, were histori-
cally left outside the process or only lightly affected by it. These include numerous
information and cultural areas that have been taken up prominently in communi-
cation and cultural studies (Murdock and Wasko, 2007), geography (Graham,
2002), urban studies (Gibson and Lowes, 2006), development studies (McDonald
and Ruiters, 2005), and environmental studies (Dorsey, Steeves, and Porras, 2004).
This work describes how the process of commodification has been extended
to institutional areas that were once resources available to all irrespective of mar-
ket power. These include media and telecommunications, but also water, educa-
tion, streets, playgrounds, museums, libraries, and other objects, locations, and
services that were certainly created out of a range of contested forces and motives,
but which nevertheless had preserved principles of use value and universal access
irrespective of one’s ability to pay.
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The manifestation of extensive commodification takes many notable forms, though
this is not the place for a detailed discussion of each. Declines in economic growth
and the rightward shift in political power have prompted funding cutbacks for public
information institutions, such as libraries and public schools (Monahan, 2004; Tracy
and Hayashi, 2007). We have also witnessed the broad-based privatization and com-
mercialization of public information, postal, broadcasting, and telecommunications
systems and the introduction of the neoclassical economic logic of “cost-based” pric-
ing or what amounts to governance in the interests of those with market power.
Extensive commodification also includes the transformation of common spaces, from
public parks to privately governed shopping malls, and the increasing reliance on
commercial sponsorship of museums, sports, and festivals (Gibson, 2003; Gibson and
Lowes, 2006; Gittings, 1998; Negra, 2001). The growing power of branding and the
tendency for people to wear corporate logos and other advertising commercializes the
body and personal identity (Arvidsson, 20035; Klein, 2002; Rajagopal and Bojin, 2004;
Riordan, 2001). We are also seeing the commodification of privacy itself, as people are
required to pay to maintain anonymity (Deery, 2004a, 2004b). These developments
suggest that the process of commodification has extended into places and practices
that once tended to be organized according to a different social logic, one based on
universality, equality, social participation, and citizenship, which, for all of its well-
chronicled shortcomings, broadened the grounds of social action that is now increas-
ingly reduced to a market logic that equates rights with market power.

One of the important contributions of a political economy perspective has been to
document the process by which government and corporate power extend commodi-
fication. What this perspective needs to address more substantially than it has is how
the process is linked to what takes place, as it were, at the point of extension. The use of
political and economic power holds considerable explanatory value for understand-
ing the success of commodification. The process reduces the resources, the time, and
the space available to alternatives, so that commodification is perceived not as a
process of power but as the natural order, common-sense, taken-for-granted reality of
social life. This is an important argument, but the process of arriving at it foregoes an
important step that takes us to the border of political economy and cultural studies.
Institutional power, promoting one logic and eliminating alternatives, is central to the
construction of a dominant view or hegemony. But there is also the question of the link
between institutional power and the power that works on the multilayered relation-
ship between use value and exchange value. Exchange value expands not only by
undermining use or non-commodity values, but also by using these values to enhance
its own attraction and, in the process, by transforming use to exchange values.

Consider how Crawford (1992) describes this process at work in a shopping mall.
Research based in political economy documents the use of institutional power to
change transportation, land use, investment, media, and other institutional policies
to reconstruct patterns of shopping and, more generally, of social interaction around
the shopping mall. Crawford gestures to this literature but concentrates on how the
process of commodification works inside the mall. She offers an example from a shop
window display that sets an ordinary pot in a Moroccan harem scene. This, she
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argues, decontextualizes the pot, thereby turning it into something unanticipated,
exotic, and hence, stimulating. As she puts it:

This logic of association allows noncommodified values to enhance commodities, but it also
imposes the reverse process — previously noncommodified entities become part of the mar-
ketplace. Once this exchange of attributes is absorbed into the already open-ended and
indeterminate exchange between commodities and needs, associations can resonate infi-
nitely. (Crawford, 1992: 15)

The reference to infinite resonance exaggerates by turning an interactive process into
runaway feedback. Numerous processes, including the recollection of our mundane
experience with pots, can short-circuit this one. Moreover, the description of the
process as “retail magic” idealizes something that is mutually constituted out of
material use and images of association. Nevertheless, Crawford’s description gives
texture and nuance to the process of commodification by suggesting how it takes
place at the point of extension where use value meets exchange value. It provides
one means to deepen the analysis of a process whose general structure has been well
described by political economists.

If Crawford’s example provides a useful broadening at the boundary of political
economy and cultural studies, two other tendencies are less productive. Since these
bear directly on the process of commodification, it is useful to address them here
rather than wait until Chapter 10 which takes up general challenges at political econ-
omy’s borders. One unproductive tendency is to conflate commodification with uni-
versal tendencies to social reciprocity. The latter refers to a generalized sociality that
binds people in exchange relationships. Proponents of this view (Davis, 1992;
Schudson, 1984) tend to reference the anthropological literature on gift exchange rit-
uals, such as the Potlatch, which suggests that the construction of markets and the
development of exchange value are deeply rooted in more general processes of social
group formation, i.e. the market is natural. From this vantage point, rather than a
principal entry point for comprehending the social field, commodification is merely
one among many expressions of a universal tendency to social exchange. This view
is valuable in that it directs attention to the layers of ritual that adhere to social
processes and contributes to their constitution (Davis, 1992).

In political economy, Veblen (1934/1899) put this approach to use in what are best
appreciated as the anthropological insights of an ethnographer among the leisure
and business classes. But Veblen recognized and steered clear of the temptation to
conflate the general tendency to ritual exchange with its specific manifestation in
the commodification process. He recognized that the former is an idealist trap, sug-
gesting, in its abstract universality, that the dynamic processes of social transforma-
tion, which gave rise to capitalism, are less important than the general similarities
among tribal, feudal, and capitalist societies. Veblen would appreciate this powerful
irony: today academics aim to de-historicize exchange, diminish the concrete signif-
icance of the transformation to capitalism by referencing tribal practices in societies
that capitalism has all but eliminated. Political economy acknowledges that the
process of commodification involves ritual practices that can serve to tighten or
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loosen social bonds. Indeed, one of its primary criticisms against orthodox economics
is the tendency to eliminate the power of custom and morality in economic life.
However, political economy also aims to avoid idealism by focusing on the power
contained in the historically specific substance and form that the process takes in
mutual constitution with a capitalist society (Rucinski, 1991).

Another problematic tendency does the reverse by arguing for the universality of
commodification in a form that replaces its traditional connection to the transfor-
mation of use to exchange value and the production of goods with the production
of codes and the hegemony of sign value (Baudrillard, 1981). Offering the converse
of an approach that would fold commodification into tribal ritual, Baudrillard pro-
poses a radical mitosis in which objects and the labor process that gave rise to them
break off and dissolve before the free-floating power of the sign. All is absorbed
within a transformed process of commodification. He could not be more emphatic:

The super-ideology of the sign and the general operation of the signifier — everywhere sanc-
tioned today by the new master disciplines of structural linguistics, semiology, information
theory and cybernetics — has replaced political economy as the theoretical basis of the sys-
tem. (Baudrillard, 1975: 122)

This is not the place to examine the widespread debate over Baudrillard’s position
(see Gane, 2006; Kellner, 1989). Rather, it is more useful to consider the implications
for the specific process of commodification. Here Baudrillard appears to support the
view that the commodity has swept aside alternatives to its universal power and won
out — a view that is shared by political economists of communication. However,
political economists take issue with two fundamental dimensions of the argument.
First, whether framed in the modernist discourse of universal contamination or the
triumphalism of post-structuralist thought, the argument for the emergence of com-
modification suggests that there are no alternatives to this all-encompassing process.
Commodification is everything, so make the best of it. Such an argument lacks a
sense of the contradictions that emerge in the process of commodification and of
alternative processes. Moreover, it is not clear just what the victory of the commod-
ity actually means because the sense of the term changes fundamentally in Baudrillard’s
analysis. Particularly in his later work, Baudrillard replaces the process of using com-
modified wage labor to turn use into exchange value with a generalized social process
that creates sign value. But to the extent that it holds a specific meaning, sign value
is limited to the needs of capital to produce a dense, hierarchical system of meanings,
of status identifications, in order to cement its power. However warranted as one
reading of political economy, it purchases this warrant by eliminating two funda-
mental considerations of political economy - the existence of human needs, which
emerge in use values and which constitute the standpoint of political economy from
the viewpoint of the working class, and an institutional system organized around
transforming use into exchange value for the purpose of producing surplus value or
political economy from the standpoint of capital.

Consider, once again, Veblen, whose influence Baudrillard acknowledges but
whose analysis of status he treats as an independent ground of social organization
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without what Veblen saw as its fundamental foundation — the existence of human
need and an institutionalized political economy that supports and subverts it. In
Baudrillard, the process of commodification is reduced to the free-floating circulation
of symbols, an outcome obscured by the misappropriation of political economy’s
conceptual apparatus, itself reduced to a set of free-floating terms, torn from their
historically constituted and specific meanings, to add weight to an otherwise light
argument. Instead of escaping into the hopeless conclusion that commodification is
everything, it is more useful for political economy to firmly establish its under-
standing that the commodity is not everything, that genuine alternatives exist and
that they should be pursued.

Alternative Processes in Private and Public Life

Critics of political economy, including those who resist its use in communication
studies, have consistently raised concerns that it has tendencies to essentialism. The
argument is put in many ways, but, with respect to communication research, it
rejects the idea that one can reduce all communication and cultural practices to an
underlying or more fundamental political economic reality which encompasses the
process of commodification (Critical Studies in Mass Communication, 1995). Earlier
chapters offered evidence that this view is overstated. Both general political economy
and its application in communication contain rich, diverse, and comprehensive bod-
ies of research that are not at all reducible to simple categorizations or simplistic
charges. Specifically, commodification transforms media content, but does not
reduce it to a singularity that would allow one to interpret media content directly
from the commodification process. By beginning with commodification, this chapter
has established a theoretical frame of reference, even as it recognizes the multiple
determination and mutual constitution of all processes. The chapter now proceeds to
identify additional processes and their accompanying structures that are made up of
alternative and oppositional practices.

One of the more valuable theoretical suggestions in this area addresses the role of
the state in what Offe calls the process of “administrative recommodification.” For
Offe, a period of laissez-faire, which emphasized the market as the solution to most
problems, is inevitably followed by decommodification or the “socialization” of polit-
ical economic life. This takes place in response to instabilities and conflicts brought
about by failures in the overwhelming reliance on the market mechanism. The col-
lapse of banks and investment firms which succumbed to the crisis in housing and
lending in 2007-08 led to government intervention to nationalize or otherwise assist
failing financial institutions like Northern Rock in the UK and Bear Stearns in the
United States. It also included assistance to homeowners unable to meet mortgage
payments. Decommodification involves the creation of social policies and programs
to protect the economic existence of social actors, in the ranks of both capital and
labor, including those who are by and large incapable or unable to participate in
commodification. However, the transfer payments and other sources of income that
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prevent these people from “dropping out” of the process prove to be fiscally
unsustainable in the longer term. Moreover, Offe maintains, the process proves to be
politically unsustainable because it is practically impossible to politically regulate the
economy without materially politicizing it (Offe, 1984: 35-64). As a result, Offe sees
capital responding with recommodification, that is, “to solve the problem of the com-
modity form by politically creating conditions under which legal and economic sub-
jects can function as commodities” (Offe, 1984: 124).

Specifically, this calls for a set of programs intended to enhance the market value
of labor, integrate and concentrate transnational capital, support those with the
propensity to consume, and permit the exclusion of those who fail the market test.
However, according to him, these are only partially successful because the state is
caught up in trying to use non-market means to advance the market and must pay,
however indirectly, the price of exclusionary practices, e.g. crime control and prison
expansion. Moreover, as critiques of bureaucratization dating back to Max Weber
have demonstrated, the result is often that non-market mechanisms, initiated as a
means, become ends in themselves and undermine the recommodification process.
This brings about its own government response, particularly prominent in the 1990s
and the early years of this century, that amounts to the application of market prin-
ciples to the state in the expectation that if the state took on the look of a market
enterprise, it would advance market principles. The problem, one that Offe returns
to time and time again, is that although the state can be made to look like a market
enterprise, there are fundamental limits on its ability to act like one, primarily
because the state is ruled out of direct accumulation. In other words, when the state
succeeds as a capitalist, i.e. by making money, capitalism pressures the state to cease
competing with private enterprise.

Offe’s arguments, echoed in others (Jessop, 2001), take a step toward correcting the
essentialism inherent in the assertion of a simple, deterministic process of commod-
ification. Nevertheless, it is limited to the demonstration that social change comes
about from the limits of commodification and the limits on genuine social change
in a capitalist society always lead back to commodification. Are there genuine alter-
natives to commodification in private and in public life?

Social Process in Private Life

The remainder of this chapter draws out tendencies in contemporary social thought
and communication scholarship that point to alternatives to commodification. They
suggest that commodification, although powerful and pervasive, is not a singularity.
These alternatives are each generally linked to use value and specifically to what we
typically call private and public life. Private life refers specifically to the process of
face-to-face interaction, what Habermas (1989) calls the domain of the life-world
(lebenswelt) or, in phenomenological sociology, the realm of intersubjectivity. Processes
based in private life are typically affective ones that center around identity forma-
tion, friendship, and kinship. The emphasis is placed on how people and objects,
both material and symbolic, are valued as ends in themselves and not for their
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market value. Those that emanate from public life tend to be civic processes that
bring people together to exchange ideas, govern themselves, support, resist, oppose,
and attempt to create alternatives to what Habermas (1989) calls the organization of
power and money in the “system” world. One of the central alternatives to the
process of commodification in the private sphere is the constitution of friendship
and kinship; in the public sphere, it is citizenship.

One of the challenges facing the attempt to address the relationship between com-
modification and social processes at work in private and public life is overcoming the
inclination to mechanized thinking embodied most powerfully in the general ten-
dency to reduce the discussion simply to the dichotomy between private and public.
One of the major problems with this is that the term private has taken on the bur-
den of including both the most intimate of human experience and the market behav-
ior of the transnational business system. Both are part of the private sphere. It is easy
for the idea to collapse under such weight and it seriously constrains the ability to
comprehend the wider implications of commodification. We would be much better
off to eliminate the term “private sector” and reserve private for the sphere of inti-
macy and identify business with the “market sector” or something similar. The divi-
sion among private, public, and market spheres is not perfect but is certainly an
improvement over the private-public dichotomy. But given the power and the iner-
tia of popular usage, it is not easy to be optimistic about remedying the problems
associated with the term private and with the mechanical dichotomy between pri-
vate and public life. Consider this one small step in the direction of doing so.

The structure of communication studies, reflecting divisions within the social sci-
ences, makes it particularly difficult to conceptualize the relationship between private
processes and commodification, as well as those that mark public life. This is because
the discipline tends to be organized along levels of social complexity which set apart
interpersonal from organizational and institutional communication. Although there
are exceptions, it is generally the case that interpersonal communication, like microso-
ciology, is set apart as the sphere within which one can examine affect and intimacy.
Affect and intimacy gradually lose their significance as one leaves the interpersonal
level of analysis. By the time one reaches political economy, located at the upper lev-
els of social complexity, the issues taken up at the micro or interpersonal level virtually
disappear. This is significant for the broadest conception of political economy’s mission
because it restricts both theoretical comprehensiveness and social praxis (Eagleton,
2003). Without a direct encounter with the interpersonal, political economy has little
to say about that realm of experience, the realm of affect, and therefore little to say
about the consequences for action among people who experience an enormous gap
between what takes place at the institutional levels of power, the traditionally central
focus of political economy, and their daily existence as a series of encounters in small
groups, with mediated presentations of word and image, and with themselves.

Over the years, the concern over mediating the institutional and the personal has
taken up considerable theoretical reflection. Back in 1959, the sociologist C. Wright
Mills began one of the classic works in sociology by identifying as a central problem in
modern society the inability of people to connect private well-being and problems with
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“historical change and institutional contradiction ... the big ups and downs of the
societies in which they live.” It is hard, he went on, to live up to our potential to
change history when we are unable to connect our lives to it (Mills, 1959: 3). To rem-
edy this problem, we continue to observe the growth of work within social science on
identity, including the politics of identity and self-identity (Calhoun, 1994; Castells,
2004; Giddens, 1991; Hall, 1989; Van Galen and Noblit, 2007; Woodward, 2004). There
are numerous reasons for this, including a tendency which Hall (1989: 12) observes,
that “the great social collectivities which used to stabilize our identities — the great sta-
ble collectivities of class, race, gender, and nation — have been, in our times, deeply
undermined by social and political developments.” Globalization is frequently cited as
the major socio-political development propelling this destabilization. Moreover, the
rise of feminism, especially the political and intellectual drive to overcome the promi-
nent division in social thought under patriarchy which separates the personal from the
political, has played a leading role in the ensuing ferment over these developments and
the process and possibility of reconstitution. Finally, the growth of new media which
enables the creation of virtual worlds in cyberspace makes possible the development of
many persona situated throughout virtual communities.

There is considerable room to debate the issues raised by this literature. For exam-
ple, given globalization, the feminist movement, and the digital media, one can
understand how Hall was correct to call attention to the destabilization of subjective
identities. But it is also the case, as political economy has demonstrated, that capi-
talism has always destabilized identities and that, in terms of education, income,
power, and general life chances, social class, race, and gender matter now as much or
even more than they ever have.

Conservative and liberal thinkers have offered their own specific solutions to the
problem of the divided self (Bell, 1976). The former call for a return to traditions that
historically provided moral anchors for the self in private life. The latter tend to
argue for more communication, viewing participation in networks of flows, includ-
ing the social networking sites that form digital communities today, as improve-
ments on the more rigid and absolutist ties that bound people in the past (Castells,
2001; Jenkins, 2006). Since the 1970s, more radical forms of thinking, embodied in
the movements called postmodernism and post-structuralism, have addressed the
problems of private life by accepting the inevitability of fracture, division, and
deconstruction and, instead of attacking these with old values or new communica-
tion, they value the freedom it provides. This includes the freedom from the need to
construct and maintain a single identity (McGowan, 1991; Newman, 2007).

Political economy has struggled with these issues. Better equipped to examine
commodification’s assault on private life than to figure out how to resist and create
alternatives, it has suffered the consequences of being left out of an important
debate. When it has engaged these issues, it has been to chide the varieties of cultural
theory for choosing to focus so intensely on how everything solid seems to melt into
air, on how all grand narratives are dissolving, that they tend to miss the 800-pound
gorilla in the room, capitalism, which is more alive than ever as a solid global force
and as a grand narrative.
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A more positive alternative would be for political economy to return to the anchors
of critical social thought by creating alternatives to commodification in a lived expe-
rience that includes the moral, the libidinal, and the aesthetic. These interact with
more distinctly social forms like social class, race, ethnicity, gender, and the social
movements with which we might identify. Provided that we view these not as rigid
categories given to us but as social relationships that we create to make both history
and ourselves, they can help us to make the connection between the personal and the
political (Eagleton, 2003: 222). This would enable political economy to speak of a con-
tested terrain in which the processes at work in private life meet commodification in
a contested terrain of ongoing tension. Furthermore, one can push beyond the map-
ping of this tension to the point of resistance, which O’Connor describes in this way:

This moment of crisis is precisely when transformation into a social individuality becomes
possible. ... At this moment, one can externalize the internal struggle, or know and feel that
the ways in which one suffers are also the ways in which others suffer, grasp suffering as a
social process, externalizing suffering through social and political struggle. (1987: 181-2)

Two significant problems continue to confront the political economist of communi-
cation regarding this resistance. How is it organized and how is it expressed? For this
we turn from private to public life.

Social Process in Public Life

Social theory and communication research have taken up public life as a set of processes
that advance fundamental characteristics of democracy, i.e. social equality and the
fullest possible participation in the decisions that affect our lives. It is thereby a form of
resistance to commodification and provides guidance on the development of alternative
social practices. The work of Habermas (1989) on the public sphere is particularly impor-
tant because it has examined the idea critically and has provided the conceptual tools
that help to restore an historic debate on public life and citizenship. His work attracts the
attention of communication scholars partly because he maintains that communication,
or the “ideal speech situation,” provides the foundation for a flourishing public sphere.
He also concludes that the contemporary commodified mass media, along with the gen-
eral expansion of consumerism and of the bureaucratic state, are root causes of its
decline. Habermas began a debate on the public sphere and others have improved on
the idea by incorporating women, the non-Western world, and other features that
would give it a more universal or cosmopolitan scope (Crossley and Roberts, 2004; Negt
and Kluge, 1972; Peiss, 1991). But not all are satisfied with this. Some would discard the
notion as hopelessly compromised, reduced as Detrida (see Keenan, 1993) says of pub-
lic opinion to the “silhouette of a phantom.” Another attempt to critically advance the
idea views the public sphere as a set of principles, including democracy, equality, par-
ticipation, and citizenship, that point to an alternative to the set of practices bound up
with commodification. The latter has been the most prominent position taken in com-
munication research, particular by those with an interest in political economy
(Calabrese and Burgelman, 1999; Calabrese and Sparks, 2004; McChesney, 2007). This
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work addresses the use of the press and new media, as well as systems of regulation and
policy, to create oppositional spaces for the development of a public sphere.
Communication research has also been interested in the concept of the public interest, a
term with roots in the law governing regulation of the communication industries. The
notion has received extensive treatment, including criticism for ambiguity, particularly
when set against the seemingly clearer test of the marketplace. The public interest idea
nevertheless survives in law, though the process of commodification has weakened its
standing. It also survives in research as an extension of the public sphere notion to refer
to those interests that transcend commercial gain and consumerism.

The debate on the public sphere is undeniably one of the more significant intel-
lectual currents in social thought today. This is partly because it constitutes a wide-
spread movement to develop substantial alternatives in social life to the market and
the process of commodification. But it is also an exasperating debate because the
public sphere umbrella covers the widest range of definitions and positionings. For
some, it opposes both the state and the market; for others, it is aligned with one or
the other. For example, Herbert Schiller (1989) offered a powerful critique of the
state, but also pointed to the value of government-operated public institutions, such
as public libraries and public schools and universities, that have suffered from the
attacks of commercialism. On the other hand, Andrew Ross (1993) made the case for
viewing the market as an oppositional force to repressive forms of regulation.
Depending on the theorist, the public sphere encompasses civil society, is encom-
passed by it, or is distinct from it. It can occupy physical space, institutional space,
or electronic cyberspace. It includes the widest range of social behavior from debate
on central public issues to shopping and music videos. Notwithstanding these prob-
lems, the alternative, scrapping the idea altogether, is less appealing.

The problem is how to address whatever it is. Or, since it is popular to think of it as a
sphere, where it is. My view is that the latter question raises a critical problem with the
notion of a public sphere. The tendency is to think of it as an object that occupies a
specifiable space, whether physical, social, electronic, or mythical. Defenders of the pub-
lic sphere sound like they are protecting a territory from a powerful, hostile invader
whose goal is conquest. The analogy works to help one comprehend how the market
and the public are opposed. But it suffers when it leads one to think of the market and
the public as objects that occupy specific places, that are themselves difficult, if not
impossible, to pin down. As a result of this difficulty, positions change about what is in
or out of the public sphere. The term “public” is far from unambiguous, but the prob-
lem appears to be less with it than with the idea of a sphere, however it is specified.

One way to address the problem is to define the public sphere as a set of social
processes that carry out democracy, namely advancing equality and the fullest pos-
sible participation in the complete range of economic, political, social, and cultural
decision-making. These processes are distinct from those centered in private life,
which promote interpersonal intimacy, and from those of the marketplace, which
advance the creation of exchange and surplus value. The value of thinking in process
terms is that, while there may be a greater likelihood that equality and participation
adhere to some institutional forms and spaces rather than others, it does not rule out,
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by definition, any structural embodiment or location. The latter are better viewed as
contested terrains, whether the state, the marketplace, or those structures, such as
social movements, that manage to distance themselves from both state and market,
in which the processes of commodification and democracy contend. All can be sites
of the struggle between one’s identity as, for example, a consumer and as a citizen.

Thinking in terms of a public process is difficult because the alternatives, clearly dis-
tinguished institutions and structures, give a concrete sense to what can otherwise be
viewed as an idealist abstraction. More than that, they provide a road-map which, how-
ever often it needs to be revised, offers guidance on getting from one point to the next,
suggesting what course to follow and what to avoid. Nevertheless, institutions and
structures can also offer false security. It is now fashionable to argue that the state in
advanced capitalist societies, to which many once turned for alternatives to commod-
ification, is hopelessly compromised, if not thoroughly market-contaminated and
bureaucratized beyond any likelihood of realizing anything more than formal democ-
racy. And, as the US presidential elections of 2000 and 2004 demonstrated, even the
formal democracy of voting in elections appears compromised. As a result, the search
for oppositional and alternative forms, including media and culture, must be found
outside, in places that have managed to maintain some distance from both state and
market. There is considerable substance to the charge against the state and much to be
said about finding uncontaminated spaces. Depending on how you define free, i.e.
how much contamination can be absorbed before free space turns into market or state
space, the free spaces in communication include traditional forms, such as the alter-
native press, public service (as opposed to state controlled) broadcasting, as well as new
forms, like public access cable channels and computer networks that open an electronic
meeting place through blogging and social networking. The problem with seeing these
as embodiments of free space is that, in non-trivial ways, they are neither free nor
spaces. The alternative press may be the most free but, depending on state practice,
makes use of mail subsidies and direct government grants, as well as market support
mechanisms that include subscription fees, advertising, and commodified labor
processes and distribution networks. Again, depending on the jurisdiction, public ser-
vice broadcasting depends on user fees, government grants, commercial advertising,
and government appointment of major management personnel, who are often
required to demonstrate their ability to meet either political or market criteria of suc-
cess. Public access cable channels produce demonstrably more diverse content, but
they are limited to those who can afford a cable subscription fee and, again, depend-
ing on the jurisdiction, are subject to the oversight of both the cable operating com-
pany and government regulators. Interactive computer networks are particularly
constrained by market and class considerations. They require access to computers and
to telecommunications, and either the ability to pay for communication charges or the
privileged access of the university professor whose charges are underwritten by the
state, by universities (which are the recipients of considerable state support), or by com-
panies trying to create a market in new forms of communication.

It is important to emphasize that these media provide major forms of alternative
and oppositional communication. Nevertheless, by looking at them as free spaces, we
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tend to miss the significant ways in which the unequal structure of representation, of
hierarchies organized according to class, gender, and race, are replicated, admittedly
with specific variations, within each of these media forms. Additionally, it also draws
attention away from struggles that take place over resistance to commodification in
both state and market. Here is where the contributions of political economists are so
telling because they have addressed media, communication, and information issues in
the contested terrain at the heart of state activities, including public education, public
libraries, government information, and the social welfare system. Furthermore, research
on commercial speech and design describe the contested nature of the commodification
process within the innermost regions of the market. It is, above all, research that starts
from the lived experiences of people who today confront the clash of opposing
processes in schools, in shopping malls, in social service agencies, and on the job, as
much as they do in alternative media and computer networks. Moreover, one of the cen-
tral lessons of this work is that the market, the state, and the public are, in a real sense,
located everywhere and therefore have no fixed coordinates. This should discourage the
tendency to think about finding free space, or about looking for that ideal social form,
whether located in a privileged class, or in a new social movement, that might represent
a particularly stronger or purer manifestation of social opposition.

This should also encourage thinking about social processes, those vectors of social
action that form different relationships in different dimensions of social life. The
public sphere is more usefully conceptualized as a set of processes constituted out of
the agency of people organized and identified as citizens, and which promotes equal-
ity and participation, the core of democracy. These processes exist only in relation-
ship to a social field whose primary entry point, commodification, gives it pattern
and initial shape, but a relationship that is nevertheless continuously reconstituted
out of the interaction between commodification and social processes in public and
private life. It is a social field from the standpoint of commodification, but a stand-
point that is mutually constituted by private and public life. What we call the pub-
lic media is public, not because it occupies a separate space, relatively free from
market considerations, but because it is constituted out of a particular patterning of
processes that privilege the democratic over commodification. To the extent that it
does not, the expression public media diminishes in value.

Whereas resistance to commodification in private life is founded on building alterna-
tives based on intimacy and personal relationships, like friendship, resistance to com-
modification in public life is founded on democracy and citizenship. Democracy is
another complex notion, one that is also often conflated with technology. The more
people use the Internet or the cell phone, the story goes, the more likely they are to par-
ticipate more actively in social life. In addition, the definition of democracy is often nar-
rowed to a particular practice, voting, that is merely one embodiment of democracy. We
need to approach democracy, as we approached communication, as socially grounded
and profoundly broader than the act of voting. Specifically, this means seeing democ-
racy as the fullest possible public participation in the decisions that affect our lives. This
includes the political arena, but it also means the fullest possible participation in the
economy, in society, and in culture. Certainly, the act of voting is an important social
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assertion of political democracy, but its ability to bring about democracy is limited when
wealth is concentrated in the hands of a few. In other words, concentrated market power
diminishes the popular power that voting is supposed to bring about. Similarly, when
cultural power is concentrated in the hands of a few, as is the case when a handful of
companies own a nation’s major newspapers, broadcasting, telecommunication, and
computer companies, voting is also distinctly limited in what it can accomplish. This
means ideological hegemony is perpetuated and defended by the same power brokers
who control the most substantial means of communication. For democracy to flourish,
society needs to create the conditions for relative equality and civic participation across
the political, economic, and cultural spheres. Extremes of wealth and deep divides in
power make full public participation in decision-making nearly impossible, including
participation in worker organizations and trade unions. But even when relative equality
applies, societies face a risk that democracy will stagnate without the institutions and
traditions that make widespread participation possible.

Democracy is mutually constituted with citizenship. T.H. Marshall (1964) made
what has become the standard contribution here and political economy has built
upon it. He noted that citizenship began as a legal notion that conveyed certain
rights, including such fundamental ones as habeas corpus, due process under the law,
the presumption of innocence, and the right to a trial by a jury of one’s peers. Over
time and much social struggle, these legal rights were extended into the political
arena, with the right to vote and to participate in political life. Today, the struggles
center on extending these rights to new areas, such as the economic, to include ideas
like the right to a job, to membership in an organization that represents the interests
of workers, and to a standard of living that meets basic needs. These struggles are also
addressed to expanding social citizenship, which includes the right to community
and to the existence and use of public space. Finally, trade unions and social move-
ments have connected citizenship to a set of communication rights, including the
right to communicate (not just to receive information) and to those services that
make the right to communicate possible, such as the right to education and to the
means of communication, including universal public postal services, universal access
to the telephone, and now to the Internet. It is worth noting that citizenship may
also be used as an exclusive concept, not just an inclusive one: in other words, as a
way of dividing “us” from “them.” This can be done positively, in order to build
internal solidarity, or negatively as a means to exclude people from the benefits of
membership in a collective. However, on balance, the struggle over citizenship in the
political, economic, and social realm more often represents a struggle for inclusion,
focused on the effort to extend the right to fully participate in all areas of society.

Conclusion

The political economy of communication accepts the reality of the abstract ideas that
guide our thinking, as well as the concrete observations that we perceive with our
senses. It declines to accept the position, prominent in some theories, that only our
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ideas or only our observations, but not both, are real. Political economy also rejects
the view that there is no reality, that neither ideas nor empirical observations are, in
any important sense, real. Moreover, this philosophy means that reality is comprised
of many elements and cannot be reduced to one essence. Neither economics (e.g.
money controls the media) nor culture (e.g. people’s values shape the media) con-
tains the only key to unlock our understanding of communication. This philosoph-
ical foundation also places in the foreground the ideas of social change, social
process, and social relations. Doing so requires re-evaluating the emphasis that polit-
ical economy has historically placed on social institutions, like media businesses, or
on seeeing social class as a thing or structure, rather than as a social relationship.
Commodification is the entry point from which to begin to theorize the political
economy of communication. Commodification is defined as the process of trans-
forming goods and services, including communication, which are valued for their
use, into commodities which are valued for what they will bring in the marketplace.
There are three types of commodification that are important to communication: the
commodification of content, of audiences, and of labor. Commodities give rise to

new commodi ties, in what is called immanent commodification, and they are cre-

ated in association with non-commodified goods and services, in what is called exter-
nal commodification. There are alternatives to commodification in private life
through the cultivation of intimacy, friendship, and kinship and in public life
through the development of democracy and citizenship. Building on this founda-
tion, the next chapter takes up a second entry point, the process of spatialization.
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SPATIALIZATION. SPACE, TIME,
AND COMMUNICATION

Commodification is the starting or entry point for the political economy of commu-
nication. As such, it opens a field of analysis that includes processes emanating from
private and public life which relate to one another and to commodification. This
chapter takes up the entry point of spatialization, a term introduced by the social
theorist Henri Lefebvre (1979) to denote the process of overcoming the constraints of
space and time in social life. Spatialization holds special significance for the political
economist of communication because communication is one of the primary means
of bringing about spatialization throughout society and, because of this, spatializa-
tion makes the communication industries especially significant.

Although there is probably more interest in spatialization now than there has been in
the past, social scientists, including political economists, have paid attention to it for
some time. The question of how to measure the value of land and labor time, as well as
how to understand the relationship between the spatial extension of markets and the
division of labor, were central issues for Adam Smith, David Ricardo, and other classical
political economists. We find a closer approximation to the concept of spatialization in
Karl Marx, who, in The Grundrisse (1973) remarked on the tendency of capitalism to
“annihilate space with time.” This refers to the growing power of capitalism to use and
improve on the means of transportation and communication, to shrink the time it takes
to move goods, people, and messages over space, thereby diminishing the significance of
spatial distance as a constraint on the expansion of capital. Among political economists
who developed this theme, the Canadian political economist Harold Innis (1972) stands
out for his sustained effort to establish the connections among forms of media, time, and
space, and structures of power. Contemporary political economy (Harvey, 2006) has
amended the Marxian view by suggesting that rather than annihilate space, capital trans-
forms it, by restructuring the spatial relationships among people, goods, and messages. In
the process of restructuring, capitalism transforms itself.!

1 We should not make too much of Marx’s reference to annihilating space. He recognized that
in practice this meant a shift in the balance of attention that capital would direct to different
spaces, specifically to new markets:
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The use of the term spatialization draws on concepts and arguments that social
scientists with an interest in the global political economy, and especially in communi-
cation, have taken up over the past two decades. For example, the sociologist Anthony
Giddens (1990) made use of the term time-space distanciation in order to examine how
time and space have diminished as a controlling influence in the world. The ease of
emailing someone halfway around the world suggests that time and space are better
viewed as flexible resources (Giddens, 2000; Hutton and Giddens, 2000). The geogra-
pher David Harvey’s description (1989) of time-space compression strikes a similar chord,
but with a stronger interest in the political economic implications, such as for an inter-
national banking system that, among other things, manages trillions of dollars, euros
yen, and yuan, moving over electronic highways that know few of the limitations of
time and space. The social theorist of information technology, Manuel Castells (1989,
2002), has drawn attention to the declining significance of physical space relative to
what he calls the space of flows which enable organizations to build local and global net-
works that are not dependent on any specific locale. Once the movement of goods
required bodies of water for their flow, and while cargo continues to flow down the
Mississippi river to the port of New Orleans, such specific locations are no longer cen-
tral to the flows that constitute today’s political economy. The feminist geographer
Doreen Massey (1992, 2005) refers to space in relational terms, comprising sets of
dynamic social relations organized in a “power-geometry.” She has noted how this con-
ception differs from the traditional gendered conception of space as simply the absence
of time, “the slice through time, Mother Earth dependent on time’s dynamism for its
ability to change.” Finally, the political economist of space Saskia Sassen (2007) has
mapped the new networks of finance capital, global cities, as well as movements to resist
the spread of a business-led form of globalization in favor of a more democratic vision.

—— Communication and Concentration: Space as Institutional Extension —

In general terms, spatialization research has addressed the geographic and institu-
tional extension of organizational activity. The political economy of communication
has specifically taken up spatialization, chiefly in terms of the institutional extension
of corporate power in the communication industry. This is manifested in the sheer growth
in the size of media firms, measured by assets, revenues, profit, employees, and the
value of their shares in financial markets. Political economy placed the most empha-
sis on studying different forms of corporate concentration or the ways companies
strengthen their organization to dominate markets. The primary reason for this focus
is to better understand how power works in the communication industry and because
corporate concentration has significant consequences for society. Corporate concen-
tration permits companies to better control the production, distribution, and

the opportunities created by the development of transport and communication facilities
make it imperative, conversely, to work for evermore remote markets, in a word - for the
world market. (In Grundrisse, de la Haye, 1980: 156)
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exchange of communication, and also limits competition and therefore the diversity
of information and entertainment available in society. Although both growth and
concentration are central features of the contemporary communication map, con-
cern about the social consequences of these developments is not new. For example,
over a century ago, Honoré de Balzac criticized the Charles Havas monopoly on
French wire service copy because it led to a decline in information sources.

The simplest form of concentration takes place when a media firm buys a control-
ling interest in a company operating principally in the same business.? The New York
Times purchase of the Boston Globe newspaper is a prime example of this basic form.
Traditional thinking examines the major different types of concentration according to
their horizontal and vertical forms. Nevertheless, although these terms are used widely,
it is important to underscore the point that there is less than complete agreement on
concepts, definitions, and applications in this area. This is partly due to the underde-
veloped state of research on media concentration, which, in some measure, results
from the media industry’s ability to influence the research agenda, leaving us with
more studies on how to market products than on the nature and implications of media
concentration. The lack of conceptual agreement is also partly the consequence of a
rapidly changing industry. Changes in industry structure, technology, services, as well
as in state policy and regulation (which typically lags these changes), have made it dif-
ficult to provide a generally agreed upon language for mapping media concentration.

Taking into account the limited agreement on terminology, we can consider some of
the major ways people have thought about media concentration. Horizontal concen-
tration takes place when a firm in one line of media buys a major interest in another
media operation, not directly related to the original business, or when it takes a major
stake in a company entirely outside the media.? The typical example of the first or cross-
media concentration is the purchase by a firm in an older media line, say a newspaper,
of a firm in a newer one, such as a radio or television station. This is one way an indus-
try like newspaper publishing is able to remain profitable in the face of newer media
forms, exemplified in the purchase of the Twentieth Century Fox Film Corporation and
the social networking site MySpace by Rupert Murdoch’s News Corporation. Horizontal
concentration also takes place when a media firm moves on a company entirely out-
side the media business or when a media firm is swallowed up by a non-media busi-
ness. For example, in 2007 Google acquired Panoramio, a company that enables digital
photographers to geolocate, store, and organize their photographs, an acquisition
that better enabled Google to use images in Google Earth and Google Maps. An exam-
ple of a non-media takeover occurred when the General Electric Company, an elec-
tronics firm and a major defense contractor, purchased the Radio Corporation of

2 The definition of a controlling interest or major stake varies widely, from as little as 2 per
cent in a company with widely dispersed shareholders to 51 per cent or more, which gives a
company majority control of stock and consequently of the board of directors.

3 The phrase “not directly related” is significant for more than definitional reasons because
the purchase of a related firm could diminish the degree of competition in one or more mar-
kets. Conversely, one could argue that the purchase of a related firm is more likely to increase
market efficiency because it would enable the purchaser to rationalize operations.
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America (RCA), a company it actually once owned in the 1920s. This form of horizontal
concentration results in the creation or expansion of conglomerate ownership, a prod-
uct of the amalgamation of firms in different lines of business.

Vertical integration describes the concentration of firms within a line of business
that extend a company’s control over the process of production. Time-Warner’s pur-
chase of CNN gave the former greater opportunities to distribute its news product.
Similarly, the purchase by the ABC television network of the ESPN collection of
sports television and radio networks expanded opportunities and cost savings in
sports programming. This is also referred to as forward integration because it expands
a firm further along the circuit required for the realization of value. Backward verti-
cal integration took place when the Washington Post purchased paper mills in Nova
Scotia, Canada, thereby expanding the company’s control down to the base of the
production process. Depending on its ability to manage the flows among stages in
production, a company can gain a competitive advantage from the opportunities
that vertical integration offers to rationalize its operations. By owning program pro-
duction companies, television networks are guaranteed a supply of product at prices
that offer few surprises. This holds as well for telephone companies that own equip-
ment suppliers, for film companies whose control over exhibitors provides a guaran-
teed outlet for their products, and for computer companies that own websites.

These forms of integration are essentially a means of controlling uncertainties that
arise when a company has to rely on external markets to complete the circuit of pro-
duction (Wayne, 2003). Business historians have long recognized the significance of
this process in the development of, depending on the interpretation, corporate, man-
agerial, organized, or monopoly capitalism. For example, Chandler (1977) has docu-
mented management strategies that produced integrated companies, such as DuPont,
General Motors, and Sears, which succeeded in dominating industries over several
decades. According to him, what stands out in an examination of their success was a
management strategy to seal off the company from many external market uncertain-
ties produced by, for example, several strong competitors along the circuit of produc-
tion. They also created markets within this protected environment by requiring
competition among product line divisions. General Motors succeeded where others
failed, in part, because vertical and horizontal integration protected it from competi-
tion and because it created an internal market in which its Oldsmobile, Pontiac,
Chevrolet, and Cadillac divisions competed as independent product lines responsible
for meeting individual growth targets. The Executive Committee of the corporate
board served as the manager and banker to this integrated multidivisional corporate
form, assessing success and shifting resources accordingly.* According to Chandler,

4 Chandler contrasts successful firms which tended to make the shift to a multidivisional quasi-
market arrangement with those firms, such as Ford, which were less successful, in spite of a signif-
icant measure of integration. In his view, the latter neglected the internal market by retaining a
functional corporate structure divided according to traditional finance, marketing, production, and
accounting lines, which precluded, or made much more difficult, intracorporate competition.
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companies that instituted this structure enjoyed many of the benefits of internal
market competition even as they reduced the uncertainties of hostile competition
from outside the corporation. Chandler, along with other business historians
(see also Brunn and Leinbach, 1991; Yates, 1989, 2005), also acknowledges that
communication and information technology, as well as transportation systems,
have been central to these processes, because they have given management the tools
to control the speed and the form of integration. Rapid and efficient communica-
tion systems are essential for a company to manage the multiplicity of exchanges
that flow within an integrated, multidivisional corporation whose success depends
on timely assessments of relative performance, e.g. which division has the best
return on capital and why.

The postwar acceleration in multinational enterprises introduced another form of
media industry growth that increasingly occupies communication scholars. As
Smith (1991), Tunstall (1977), and Winseck and Pike (2007) have demonstrated,
transnational media enterprises are as old as the mass media itself. The production
and distribution of news in the nineteenth century was controlled in large measure
by three international press conglomerates — the British Reuters, the French Havas,
and the German Wolf — which divided the world’s markets into monopoly zones
that, for a considerable time, kept out the competition.® This tendency has
expanded in recent decades as communication firms seek out new markets for prod-
ucts, low-cost labour, and areas with minimal government oversight and regulation.
The media industries have been particularly important to the general process of
transnationalization because media, directly through advertising, but indirectly as
well in all forms of media, call attention to products in general, in addition to the
specific media product for sale. Moreover, the means of communication, including
new technologies such as communication satellites and high-capacity cables, have
made it cost-effective and easier for firms, including most of the communication
industry, to operate efficiently across several borders. It remains the case that the
largest transnational media firms retain a base in one generally identified nation.
Nevertheless, they are increasingly able to use the genuine multinational dimen-
sions of their product, marketing, labor, and financing to transcend the legal, regu-
latory, cultural, and financial constraints of their home base.

One obvious consequence is the rise of massively large global corporations that
operate in many different areas of media, communication, and information. These
include Time Warner, Bertelsman, News Corporation, Walt Disney, Sony, Google,
Microsoft, General Electric, and Viacom, among others. Firms like these integrate ver-
tically by securing control over production, distribution, and exhibition; horizon-
tally across a range of media products, including hardware and software; and globally

5 The United States chafed the most under the worldwide press cartel, demanding, as many
of the world’s poor nations would demand decades later of the United States, that size and
assets alone should not be permitted to determine who controlled the production and distrib-
ution of information (Schiller, 1976: 26-9; see also Cooper, 1942).
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by taking advantage of an international division of labor that makes possible the
flexible and cost-effective use of labor, capital, research, and development. They
embody enormous concentrated economic power. Nevertheless, the conglomerate
form is not the only or even the most effective form of corporate response to global
restructuring. The integrated conglomerate benefits from competition within, as
it flexes its market power without. But it does so at a price. Big mergers often mean
taking on big debt. Moreover, although the conglomerate form provides for enor-
mous flexibility, it can also develop bureaucratic tendencies that restrict more inno-
vative units, as the conglomerate ITT learned in the 1970s, IBM in the 1980s,
Microsoft in the 1990s, and Time Warner in the new century.

Political economists have been interested in many different forms of concentra-
tion. Nevertheless, there has been an overwhelming interest in ownership as the pri-
mary defining element in media concentration. This is chiefly because of the
concern that ownership concentration can restrict the flow of communication and
information by limiting the diversity of producers and distributors. Hence, research
on the variety of vertical, horizontal, and transnational forms of concentration tends
to emanate from debate on the consequences of ownership concentration. There are,
however, significant differences in the measurement of concentration and in the
assessment of its significance. One can focus on how much of the market a firm con-
trols, the size of the firm, or the diversity of the products in the marketplace.
Nevertheless, the unit of analysis in all of these measures is the firm, under owner-
ship that is discernibly different from that of other firms in the market. For example,
in a newspaper market, a daily owned by Murdoch’s News Corporation and one
under the Gannett banner would be considered competitors; two Gannett papers
would not. Although the market is foregrounded, the unit that provides the test of
concentration remains the firm.

A broader conception of concentration takes into account the market, but shifts
attention to the degree of ownership concentration that enables firms to make use
of resources based on operations in a range of markets. Moreover, it shifts the focus
from the sheer multiplicity of products (how many of the same product) to their
diversity (how different are they). For example, this approach weighs more heavily
the ability of The Wall Street Journal, a unit of the News Corporation, to draw on the
resources of the parent and its divisions for product, financing, and political lobby-
ing power. The Wall Street Journal is thereby a fundamentally different firm from one
without these connections. Yet, for the purpose of a market-specific analysis, it is
treated like any other discretely owned entity.

Moreover, the broader form of concentration analysis shifts attention from the
sheer number of conduits into a market, to the diversity of content provided by
whatever number of channels. It follows from this view that one cable television
firm with an ownership monopoly in a market, but also with a wide range of dif-
ferent voices reflected in its various channels, constitutes less concentration than
a market with several newspapers that, although under different ownership, offer
essentially the same point of view. It is more difficult to measure such forms of
concentration (what constitutes the same or a different point of view?), but the
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more narrow view, with its indices of market share, provides a mechanistic and
inadequate barometer of concentration.®

However differently approached, the narrow and broad views of concentration
share a primary focus on ownership as the central measure of concentration. One
major exception to this tendency is the broader view’s interest in the analysis of
corporate boards of directors. Rather than examine who owns the media, the goal of
this approach is to map relationships among members of the body holding pri-
mary responsibility for corporate performance. Although the law governing what
corporate boards of directors must do varies from jurisdiction to jurisdiction, most
boards select the highest level of management, including the chief executive officer,
and decide on major budget allocations, such as capital outlays and retrench-
ments. The latter includes decisions to build or to close plants and offices. Boards
are formally selected by shareholders, but, in practice, it is the board itself that
generally succeeds in determining its own composition. Board size varies with the
size and diversity of the company, with a range of ten to forty members common.
The chief distinction within the board of directors is between inside members,
who are part of management, and outside directors, who are generally executives
with other firms, though this category might also include token representation
from civil society groups.

For example, the board of directors of Time Warner as of January 1, 2008 included
the following people:

Richard D. Parsons, Chairman of the Board, Time Warner Inc.

James L. Barksdale, Chairman and President, Barksdale Management Corporation

Jeffrey L. Bewkes, President and Chief Executive Officer, Time Warner Inc.

Stephen E Bollenbach, Co-Chairman and Chief Executive Officer of Hilton Hotels
Corporation — 2004-07

Frank J. Caufield, Co-Founder and Partner, Kleiner Perkins Caufield & Byers

Robert C. Clark, Distinguished Service Professor, Harvard University

Mathias Dopfner, Chairman, Chief Executive Officer and Head of the Newspapers
Division, Axel Springer AG

Jessica P. Einhorn, Dean, Paul H. Nitze School of Advanced International Studies
(SAIS), Johns Hopkins University

Reuben Mark, Chairman, Colgate-Palmolive Company

Michael A. Miles, Special Limited Partner, Forstmann Little & Company

Kenneth J. Novack, Senior Counsel, Mintz, Levin, Cohn, Ferris, Glovsky and
Popeo, PC

Francis T. Vincent, Jr., Chairman, Vincent Enterprises

6 Orthodox economists explain their reluctance to address the broader view of diversity,
whatever its merits, because it cannot be measured empirically. They tend to equate program
diversity with the number of competitors and production quality with the size of program bud-
gets (Noam, 2008).

163



e o o The Political Economy of Communication e e e

Deborah C. Wright, Chairman, President and Chief Executive Officer, Carver
Bancorp, Inc. and Carver Federal Savings Bank
(www.timewarner.com/corp/management/board_directors/index.html)

As is typically the case, the board contains inside directors from the senior ranks of
the corporation, and outside directors, primarily from other corporations. It also drew
a few from the non-corporate sector. As is also common, the board at Time Warner
contains only two women and no one from the ranks of labor or from any of the
many citizens’ movement organizations active today.

Studies of corporate boards examine the ties that connect board members to a
common fiduciary responsibility, or the obligation to maximize return on the invest-
ment of shareholders. Analysts distinguish between direct interlocks, which link two
firms through the membership of an executive from one company on the board of
another, and indirect interlocks, that connect two companies through common mem-
bership on a third board. Colgate-Palmolive and Axel Springer AG are each directly
connected to Time Warner through the common responsibility that their represen-
tatives on the board have for the performance of Time Warner. Colgate-Palmolive
and Axel Springer AG are also indirectly linked to each other through their common
membership on the Time Warner board. Moreover, corporate directors tend to serve
on more than one board. For example, Frank Caulfield also served on the board of
the Council on Foreign Relations, one of the more important research and policy
organizations with considerable influence in Washington, DC. Stephen Bollenback
also served as Chairman of the Board of KB Home, and as Director of Harrah’s
Entertainment, Inc. and Macy’s, Inc. Concentration is thereby extended through the
shared responsibilities for performance among companies that compete in some
markets. The analysis of company boards developed with some rigor through the
application of common statistical measures, network analysis, and matrix algebra
(Burt, 1992; Scott, 1991). The central point of the analysis is that overlapping board
structures provide not just the opportunity but the responsibility for close coopera-
tion among the representatives of firms, some of which are competitors.

There are many other places that afford opportunities for elite corporate interac-
tion and planning. These include private clubs, associations, and professional orga-
nizations which serve as nodes in networks of class power. The annual meeting of
global elites at Davos, Switzerland, provides one major example. Nevertheless, the
corporate board stands out among these venues because of the added legal, fiduciary
responsibility demanded of its members. The Time Warner board offered more than
just the opportunity for people from different corporations to meet and discuss com-
mon concerns. Board members have a legal responsibility to act on behalf of Time
Warner and, according to those who argue for the significance of indirect interlocks,
for one another. It is through this process that concentration achieves a texture com-
prising both the opportunity and the responsibility for cooperation and planning
that overcomes differences and tempers competition. This texture, made up of the
many daily occasions for contact and interaction, gives concentration the quality of
hegemony, a taken-for-granted belief in the right to use power.
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There are also important opportunities for companies to work together, and
thereby add to concentrated power without actually merging. These forms encom-
pass a range of “teaming arrangements,” including corporate partnerships or strategic
alliances for specific projects such as media co-productions or for the development of
new technologies (Fuchs, 2007). They also include merchandising arrangements that
link media companies with marketing and merchandising firms.” These practices are
not new to corporations, including media firms, but they have grown more common
in recent years. This is partly because the process of spatialization enables companies
to restructure internal operations and their external relationships for a specific period
of time, such as the duration of one project, without incurring organizational dis-
ruptions that often ruled out these arrangements in the past. Whether or not the pro-
ject succeeds, companies can reconstitute to carry out their major businesses.
Moreover, they can cooperate and compete at the same time.

One caveat for understanding these developments is that the language used to
describe them, for example “synergy,” is formulated for its public relations, as much as
for its analytical, value. As a result, terms like strategic alliance and synergy, which offer
rhetorical weight, also carry different meanings.® In the pure sense, a strategic alliance
brings together two or more firms, or specific units of these firms, for one or more pro-
jects, without any change in ownership or investment of one in the other. Alliances
may involve the creation of a new company, though this is not essential. Media co-
production arrangements constitute a good case of the pure form. Prompted by com-
pelling economics that often deliver lower production costs, this form of alliance has
grown to dominate video and film production in Europe. International alliances are
also influencing significantly the once insular American production industry. Such
activities have also brought companies together in the area of new communication
technologies where, for example, two fierce competitors, IBM and Apple, formed an
alliance to develop specific new generation components, such as the Power PC com-
puter system. Since IBM gave up most of its hardware business (the once venerable IBM
PC is now owned by Lenovo and is based in China), Apple has now teamed up with
Intel, which provides the processors for the company’s computer line.

Alliances bring companies together for many reasons, including the need to agree
on a technical standard for high-definition television or for a new generation of dig-
ital video players. They also come together to lobby governments, for assistance to
fight off what they perceive to be unfair competition, the theft of their intellectual
property, or the need to import more low-cost foreign workers.

7 Merchandising, as Wasko notes (1994), is formally the mechanical act of creating and sell-
ing a product based on a copyrightable product. Licensing is the legal mechanism by which a
copyright trademark holder receives a royalty for the use of a name, a likeness, or an image.

8 For Herbert Schiller (1989), synergy is a glossy term for corporate control over the entirety
of consumer images and products. Drawing on Meehan'’s concept of the “cultural fund,” Wasko
(1994) refers to cultural synergy as the set of overlapping cultural images produced by these
companies.
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A major reason for the recent wave of mergers and alliances across media is that
companies are eager to take advantage of converging hardware and software systems
that enable them to control major pieces of the entire circuit of production, distri-
bution, and exhibition or display. Specifically, companies want to be indispensable
participants in the reconstitution of entertainment and information networks. That
is why the News Corporation purchased the social networking site MySpace and
why Microsoft pressed so hard to purchase Yahoo!. These developments have raised
the specter of monopolization to a new order of magnitude as one integrated
conglomerate might hold the potential to substantially control the production and
flows of communication, information, and entertainment. Nevertheless, there con-
tinue to be great uncertainties about what specific combination of companies and
technologies will be most successful, particularly in an environment of rapid tech-
nological change. Should a company try to challenge Apple’s dominant position as
the major distributor of music in the United States by introducing a new player and
downloading system? Or should it focus on mining and marketing the data gath-
ered from surveillance of social networking sites? Very large companies can spread
the risk by investing in many areas because they can afford to lose out in a few. But
Google was once a very small company that grew astronomically because it was able
to focus on meeting a very specific need that Microsoft did not meet because Bill
Gates’ company was spreading its investments widely.

Networks of corporate power are also constituted out of product placement and mer-
chandising agreements which connect companies that market a specific media prod-
uct, such as a feature film or an athlete. The watershed moment here was the decision
to include the candy Reese’s Pieces in the film ET after the candy maker M&M turned
down producer Stephen Spielberg’s request to use what was then the more popular
product. After the movie brought enormous gains in Reese’s sales, product makers
flocked to have their brands placed in Hollywood films. Not everyone supports the use
of product placement deals. In the United States, both the Writers Guild and the Screen
Actors Guild, which represent those who work in the Hollywood media industry, have
waged protest campaigns because they feel that product placement practices demean
their artistic integrity and because they do not benefit financially from such place-
ments. Merchandising deals differ from product placement arrangements. Here the
media company, a Hollywood studio, for example, licenses to a third-party manufac-
turer the right to use the names and likenesses of the movie characters for spin-off
products such as clothes, toys, and media products. Merchandising deals have become
so lucrative that many animation productions today expect more revenue generated
from merchandising than from ticket sales. Nevertheless, it is still a risky business
because many films fail. Sport is one of the fastest-growing merchandising sectors.
Here, athletes, linked through contractual agreements with their league and a major
advertising/management consulting company, use images that are carefully cultivated
across the range of media to create a lucrative business, the entirety of which now sup-
ports a market of over $100 billion worldwide, surpassing $25 billion in the United
States alone. Again, however, lucrative as this business has become, one bad bet on an
athlete whose reputation has been tarnished adds risk to this business.
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The pure form of strategic alliance, involving contractual arrangements to cooperate
without a complete or partial ownership takeover breaks some new ground in corpo-
rate practice. But there is nothing new in communication industry alliances that bring
about a new entity or which result in one company taking a position in another. Nor
is there anything new in alliances that cut across industry sectors or technologies. It
was a strategic alliance that brought about the creation of one of the most powerful
companies in electronic media history, the Radio Corporation of America (RCA). In the
1920s, RCA was founded out of a strategic alliance among major corporate forces in
the early development of electronic media: AT&T, Westinghouse, General Electric, and
the United Fruit Company (which invested heavily in radio to build a communication
grid for its US and Latin American operations). In the 1960s, the US Communication
Satellite Corporation, Comsat, the institution responsible for creating a US-led global
satellite system, was formed out of a strategic alliance among AT&T, RCA, and the
International Telephone and Telegraph Company. These are far from exceptional
examples of alliances among leading forces in different segments of the communica-
tions industry that built corporate success stories out of some of the same, and some
very different, communication technologies. The RCA and Comsat cases are powerful
reminders that there is nothing particularly new about the dynamism of capitalism.
Today’s alliances, as Vernon (1992: 16) suggests, are not all that much different in func-
tion from jointly owned oilfields and mines that competing refiners and marketers,
such as ARAMCO in Saudi Arabia, Southern Peru Copper, now Southern Copper still
based in Peru, and HALCO Mining in Guinea, once shared. Change, including struc-
tural transformation in business, has always been a constant.

Nevertheless, there are several dimensions of the current wave of restructuring that
mark a departure from the established pattern. First, it is arguably accelerating in both
time and space. The pace of corporate restructuring, the process of formal and informal
coupling and decoupling, has speeded up and become more unstable. Furthermore, the
spatial agglomeration of such activity knows fewer constraints. Whereas alliances once
would only rarely cross national borders, today such developments are commonplace.
These include co-productions and contractual agreements to work together on a com-
mon project, as well as various forms of ownership, ranging from the creation of a new
company to taking a position in another, or to a complete takeover.

In addition to these considerations, the role of government has changed substantially.
This is a subject to be taken up at greater length below, but it is important to highlight
here the significant alteration in state activity. Although this has varied by nation and
historical circumstances, the state used to occupy a considerably different role in the
process of structural transformation in the communication industries. This is because,
unlike many other economic sectors, the communication industry was owned outright
by the state or, if not completely a part of the state apparatus, was closely integrated into
wider state functions through processes of budgetary allocation, policy oversight, and
regulation. To return to the RCA example, the strategic alliance that constituted the
company did so with complete US government participation, as the next best alterna-
tive to government ownership of radio, and at the price of government participation at
the board and management levels. Similarly, the alliance that formed Comsat came

® 167



e ¢ o The Political Economy of Communication e e e

together at the specific request of government, under the threat of outright government
control over the company, and the outcome was an organization subject not only to
government regulation, but also to its direct representation on the company’s board.
Admittedly, it is still the case that states own some communication facilities and con-
tinue to provide services, particularly telecommunications and broadcasting, in much of
the world, but this role is diminishing. Moreover, although states still play a role in cross-
border alliances, such as the regulation of co-production agreements, this too is chang-
ing. It is more typically the case for the companies themselves to negotiate deals directly,
whether within a country or across borders. States may intervene to assess antitrust or
trade implications, but today they are more likely to take the lead in encouraging such
arrangements, rather than regulate them or take an ownership stake. Strategic alliances,
which were once more likely the result of an effort to create what have been called cho-
sen instruments of government policy, are now typically the result of corporate policy to
expand into new areas with partners who are willing to pool expertise and risk.
Furthermore, the current form of alliances exhibits a greater tendency to include the
best organized among the major users of communication. Again, as the United Fruit
Company’s participation in the RCA alliance suggests, there is precedent for this in
communication history. However, the recent involvement of users, particularly banks,
investment companies, and other large corporate communication customers, suggests
that a common practice has grown from what was once an occasional one. Recognizing
the importance of communication and information technology for growth and con-
trol, companies outside the formal boundaries of the industry use their individual and
combined power, in large user associations, to steer the development of the communi-
cation industry to meet their interests in the creation of high-quality and low-cost net-
works and services. The growing involvement of large users in the spatialization of the
communication industry suggests an important power shift that brings to the center of
the industry a new set of participants to join the traditional companies that produce
and distribute hardware and services. In addition to marking an important power shift,
this development points to the remapping of the communication industry from a
highly differentiated sector, whose boundary with the rest of the economy was easily
delineated, to one that is so increasingly integrated into the wider economy that it is
becoming difficult to identify clear boundary distinctions. Private data networks, in-
house video services, and just-in-time inventory control systems are just a few of the
rapidly growing business sectors that have turned consumers of services into major
producers. In essence, traditional categories and the legal, regulatory, and policy appa-
ratus that came with them are eroding. What separates an American from a Japanese
company, or a telephone from a cable or from a computer company, or a producer from
a consumer? All of these differences are tending to disappear as we move into a global
electronic services marketplace.’ These developments are part of a wider process in which

9 It may be the case that much of the heat coming out of the battles among media firms
results from an understandable tendency to cling to old categories, as they puzzle over how to
think about this new reality.
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companies adopt new organizational structures that combine the power to command
resources and the flexibility to respond to changing markets. Economic restructuring
sometimes leads to the conglomerate, but this is not essential to success. It is more
important to develop flexible structures that can take on new forms rapidly to meet
changing demands.

In conclusion, political economy recognizes that, though important, corporate size
and concentration are just starting points for understanding the transformation of
the communications business. Global restructuring offers numerous opportunities to
expand control from the conglomerate form to the range of flexible alternatives. The
chief requirements include controlling central points in the production, distribution,
and exchange process (outright ownership is one among numerous alternatives) and
remaining flexible to respond to changing markets and technologies.

Spatial Agglomeration: Remapping Corporate Space

The growth of strategic alliances and other forms of corporate linkages that do not
require ownership changes, or even a significant investment, suggest the need to
build on traditional concentration research. Firm size and market control remain
important indicators of concentration. But corporate restructuring also creates
forms of concentration based on dense networks of connections among producers,
suppliers, and customers. So in addition to the traditional hierarchies of power
that concentration research has focused upon, we now observe the growth of net-
work hierarchies.

In addition to corporate restructuring, changes in the spatial patterning of business
activity create another form of business concentration. Specifically, and contrary to
forecasts that telecommunications would necessarily decentralize business activity,
the concentration of business activity in New York, London, Tokyo, and other inter-
national cities, provides grounds for thinking about spatial agglomeration as a major
form of business activity. Economic restructuring and spatial agglomeration are cen-
tral features of a resurgence of interest in the discipline of geography. Although these
developments have been taken up across the social sciences, they have had the most
pronounced influence on geography, which now addresses central issues in political
economy, including the relationship of spatial structures to capital accumulation,
class, gender, and race (Bruff, 2005; Graham, 2002; Harvey, 2001; Vertova, 2006).

Transportation and Geography

For most of human history, transportation was slow and inefficient and the cost of
overcoming geography prohibitively high. By the end of the eighteenth century,
with the exception of a few stagecoaches and ships, vehicles could not move faster
than a person could walk. Geographers have documented the changes brought about
by technological innovation over the last two centuries. The nineteenth century saw
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the application of steam power as a means of propulsion and the use of iron and steel
for ocean-going vessels, trains, and track. The twentieth century introduced the gaso-
line-powered internal combustion engine which made truck and automobile travel
widely available. Large, ocean-going “superfreighters,” containerization, and com-
mercial jet aircraft reduced travel times further (Dicken, 1986).1°

In their attempt to comprehend the significance of transportation-based changes,
Malone and Rockart (1991) identify three orders of effects. A first-order substitutes
new technologies for old, as people ride trains and cars, rather than horses and horse-
drawn carriages. Improvements in technology lead to the emergence of a second-
order effect, i.e. people travel more, whether to work each day, to visit distant friends,
or to attend business meetings. Finally, a third-order effect is marked by the rise of
new transportation-intensive social patterns. These include principally suburbaniza-
tion, shopping malls, and, more recently, the vast exurbs that bring people into semi-
rural areas beyond the suburbs.

One way to understand the radical shift in the geography we now experience is to
consider what is called time-space convergence (Brunn and Leinbach, 1991). For
example, assuming a foot speed of three miles per hour, until the sixteenth century,
the effective distance between Portland, Maine and San Diego was two years.
Horseback reduced this distance to eight months by the seventeenth century. By the
mid-nineteenth century the stagecoach and wagon halved the distance to four
months and, at the turn of the next century, trains could make the trip in four days.
By 1950, air travel reduced it to ten hours and today to five. In the experience of some-
one living before the sixteenth century, San Diego is, in effect, now fifteen miles from
Portland. Alternatively, in terms of transcontinental or intermetropolitan area travel
time, the United States is now as large as the state of Maryland and New York is now
closer to Tokyo than it was to Philadelphia in colonial times (Woytinsky and
Woytinsky, 1955). Similarly, innovations in vehicle and road technologies reduced the
distance between London and Edinburgh from 20,000 minutes by stagecoach in 1658,
down to 2,500 by the modernized stage of 1840, to 800 minutes by rail in 1850 (400
in 1950), and down to 200 by air in 1970. This marks an annual rate of convergence
between the two cities of about 29 minutes a year, though, with each innovation in
transportation, locations converge at a decreasing rate. Since 1840 when the best aver-
age speed of horse-drawn coaches and sailing ships was ten miles per hour, the speed
of transportation has increased seventy times for jet passenger aircraft.!!

10 Lawrence (1983) reminds us that it was not simply the speed of travel that overcame geo-
graphical constraints, but the regularity of service. For example, the development of a packet ship
service between New York and Liverpool was significant because it regularized service, includ-
ing a message distribution service, between the two points.

11 It is hard to question the declining price—performance ratio of transportation technologies.
Nevertheless, the curve does not travel in one direction for everyone who would travel. For
example, the state of small towns in the United States has fluctuated drastically depending on
the rise and fall of the bus service (Schwieterman, 2007).
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Communication and Geography

Until electronics brought us the telegraph in the nineteenth century, transportation
and communication were effectively united because information could only move as
fast as transportation systems could take it. Pred (1973) has documented and mapped
the time it took for information to circulate within the United States and between it
and foreign centers in the pre-telegraph era. Although he notes significant advances,
these depended entirely on improvements in transportation technologies. For exam-
ple, the Postal Act of 1836, which supported “express” mail routes, coupled with the
growth of steamboat traffic, decreased the public information time lag between
Cincinnati and New York from nineteen to seven days.

Although the semaphore, bonfire, and smoke signals offered transport-independent
means of communication, it was the telegraph and the submarine cable that were
most responsible for severing the link between transport and communication, with
significant consequences for geography. Telegraphy enabled a message to move
instantly across the country; undersea cable took it across oceans. Communication
and transportation systems worked together to lay the groundwork for the modern
American business system (Chandler, 1977). The telegraph extended the reach of
timely price information and the railroad sped the product to market (DuBoff, 1984,
1989). Along with them came organizational innovation required to run railroad
companies, and new “transaction” jobs, e.g. commodity dealer, wholesale jobber,
retailer, which tied together networks formed out of the extended reach of new
transport-communication systems (Beniger, 1986). Today, transportation and com-
munication systems are integrated with intelligent highway and geographic infor-
mation systems that expand the distributional flexibility of large organizations.

Since communication has trivialized, if not entirely flattened, most graphs of time
against distance, geographers have turned to more interesting dimensions of the
measure, such as cost-space convergence, which refers to the cost of moving a message
over a given distance (Knowles, 2006). For example, while the time-space conver-
gence of a telephone call is solely dependent on the presence of telephones anywhere
on the earth, the cost-space convergence differs from location to location and this
has an influence on how corporations shape their global operations.

Drawing on the classic research of Malone and Rockart (1991), Hua Lee (2007) deep-
ens their research on three stages in the application of communication to spatialize
business. A first-order impact of reducing communication costs is the substitution of
information technology for human coordination, as when computer systems elimi-
nate clerks in the back offices of banks and insurance firms, and directory assistance
operators from telephone companies. Declining communication costs have the second-
order effect of increasing the scale of communication used to manage activities. As a
result, travel agents and websites can more easily provide more diversity in travel
options for customers and airlines can offer a wider range of fares. Third-order effects
emerge with a structural shift to communication-intensive structures. These include
intrafirm structures where salespeople record all sales of each item on hand-held elec-
tronic devices, as they deliver products to customers. Each night the information is
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summarized for senior executives who can make quick price, product, and marketing
adjustments. Communication-intensive structures also cut across firms to link the
chain of, for example, textile suppliers, manufacturers, and retailers in an interfirm
network committed to reducing inventory and responding to changing fashions.

Researchers have also developed measures of social space to denote the number of
social contacts over a specific territory, one variation of which measures the proba-
bility of communication against the distance between communicators (Abler, Adam,
and Gould, 1971; Hagerstrand, 1968). Measures of social space are used most in
research on patterns of innovation and diffusion to measure the time it takes, for
example, for a new technology to move from one area to another.

In addition to these objective measures of time-space convergence, geographers
take into account the perceptual or cultural dimension of convergence. In fact, Abler,
et al. (1975: 53) suggest that:

What people think about distance and space is more important in the long run than the
“real” nature of space and distance. Even if ... convergence succeed[s] in producing a
functionally dimensionless world, people will continue to have strong feelings about
places and what they perceive to be distance.

It is also the case that convergence measures vary by the individual’s place within
society. Although it is clearly the case that time—space and cost-space convergence
demonstrate that places are moving closer together, Abler suggested that “for those
possessing lesser means, time—space convergence may be negligible. In fact, there is
reason to believe that convergence contributes to the polarization of the ‘haves’ and
‘have nots’” (Abler, et al., 1975: 9). For example, he cites research suggesting that, in
large US cities, the average distance between home and work decreased for whites but
increased for African Americans.

The research literature offers a number of general conclusions. The declining price-
performance ratio of transportation and communication technologies has con-
tributed to spatial convergence. The extent of the convergence is widespread but
varies by cultural, social, and political conditions. Cultural conditions include the
values embedded in specific places and in the distances between them. For example,
a person based in Akron, Ohio, headed for New York City has a different perception
of New York and the distance from Akron depending on whether the trip is viewed
as a chance to visit the center of cosmopolitan culture or a descent into barbarism.
Social variations include an individual’s place in various economic, educational, and
social status hierarchies which would make convergence a taken-for-granted reality
or, at the other extreme, practically unthinkable. Finally, political economic deci-
sions about transportation (do airline carriers fly the route? Non-stop? How often?
For how much?) and communication (what is the quality and cost of communica-
tion between the two cities?) influence the nature of convergence. Not so much “the
end of geography,” research suggests that convergence transforms geography by
increasing the spatial flexibility of those who can take advantage of computer com-
munication technology and by underscoring the significance of non-technical factors
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that can enhance or impede convergence. What Abler, et al. described before the
computer era applies today: “A world without distance will not be an undifferenti-
ated, isotropic sphere; because it would allow preference free reign, such a world
would be immensely varied and differentiated” (1975: 53). The only amendment that
a political economist would make is that this world is also immensely political.

Location: Dispersal and Concentration

Research on the significance of geography for organizations has been guided by loca-
tion or logistics theory, a set of ideas systematized first in the 1909 work of Alfred
Weber (Chapman and Walker, 1987; Hoover, 1937; Isard, 1956).'> Weber and his fol-
lowers developed a normative approach that aimed to help businesses determine the
least cost location for their plants and offices. Their work calculated transportation,
manufacturing — particularly labor — and marketing costs and used these to identify
the least expensive site. Weber contributed the notion of agglomeration economies to
locational studies, a term denoting the value of concentrating plants and offices in
one location. This has become especially important in recent years as the agglomer-
ation of information technology companies in one area came to be viewed as a key
to economic growth (Saxenian, 2006). Research on the actual locational practices of
firms confirmed what Weberians considered to be considerable “suboptimalities,”
including the influence of “personal consideration” in locational decision-making.
This gave rise to a behavioral approach to locational choice that extrapolated from
the actual locational practices of successful and unsuccessful firms. The concepts and
ideas informing this perspective drew heavily from the work of Herbert Simon, par-
ticularly from his thoughts about the temporal constraints on information process-
ing, which led to the notions of bounded rationality and satisficing, as opposed to
optimizing, behavior. According to this view, time imposes constraints on all sorts of
spatial decisions and so there are constraints on rational decision-making and there-
fore limits on how well people or organizations can process information.

In addition to the costs of making and moving goods, which occupied normative
theorists, behaviorists took into account the costs of making and moving informa-
tion about the business, including information about where to locate. Behaviorists
maintained that the optimal choice of the normative theorist was often only optimal
(and rarely chosen) because it neglected the real costs of producing, processing, and
distributing timely information relevant to the locational choice. Aiming to correct
the “information blindspot” in the normative approach, Pred (1973) created a
“behavioral matrix” which factored into the locational assessment both information
and the firm’s ability to use it.

By examining the actual process of locational decision-making, and by taking infor-
mation into account as a variable in the decision-making process, behaviorists
acknowledged the complexity of the subject. Research has slowly turned to the role of

12 Weber’s work did not appear in English until 1929.

e173 e



e ¢ o The Political Economy of Communication e e e

communication, particularly computer communication, in locational decisions.
Studies typically elaborate on the general conclusion that technology increases the
number of locational opportunities because it overcomes the need to be physically near
information resources. Transportation and power technologies once eliminated the
need to locate near bodies of water. Now, the near ubiquity of computer communica-
tion networks diminishes the need for a company to choose a specific location because
of its proximity to telecommunications networks. Locational decisions are increasingly
premised on the view that you can communicate reasonably well from anywhere to
anywhere. Therefore decisions are based on the opportunities and constraints that
remain, such as a labor force, customers, and environmental considerations.

Advances in transportation, and especially in communication, make it easier for firms
to operate at a distance and thereby take advantage of benefits enjoyed in locations that
were once not cost-effective. In fact, centralization and dispersal are part of the same
process that makes up the structural transformations of contemporary economic geog-
raphy. It is therefore important to examine spatial agglomeration because it has practi-
cal consequences for cities and towns and for the people who live in them. It is
especially vital to view spatial agglomeration from a political economy perspective
because there are significant implications for how power operates in the process of cre-
ating new spaces (Gibson, 2003; Gibson and Lowes, 2006). Specifically, spatial agglom-
eration enforces new hierarchies that concentrate wealth and power in some cities while
others decline. It also establishes hierarchies that concentrate wealth and power in some
parts of cities while other parts decline. These regional disparities go together with grow-
ing social class disparities. That New York grows and Detroit declines has direct conse-
quences for the lives and the life chances of the people who live within and around
these places. So does the transformation of Manhattan into a power center at the
expense of New York’s outer boroughs which, with some exceptions, fall into decline.

This line of spatialization research further suggests the value of breaking new
ground in the analysis of media concentration. Spatial agglomeration, as well as
ownership agglomeration, is a significant form of business concentration. It brings
together companies, whether connected or unconnected by ownership ties, in dense
networks of producers, suppliers, and customers whose mutual dependence, consol-
idated geographically in global cities and dispersed electronically across the globe,
creates significant forms of concentrated economic power (Sassen, 2001). This devel-
opment is especially important for the communication and information industries
because they are central to the producer services sector, which is primarily responsi-
ble for spatial agglomeration today. In essence, communication and information
processes, and the industries in which they are organized, contribute fundamentally
to a principal form of economic restructuring in the global political economy: the
rise of concentrated economic power in the spatial agglomerations of business. But
it is also important to emphasize that the integration of all sorts of media, telecom-
munications, and computer devices into the corporation puts practically all compa-
nies in the communication business.

No company has understood this better than Wal-Mart, which is primarily in the
business of selling merchandise, but could not have risen to its position as the most
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powerful company in the world today without mastering communication and
information technologies. These enable the company to coordinate its network of
suppliers, which are based everywhere in the world but primarily in China, and dis-
tributors, which transport merchandise to its retail stores. The close coordination
of decisions about what to buy, from whom, how much, and at what price enables
the company to maintain dominance in its business. Questionable labor practices,
ruthless elimination of the competition, and powerful lobbying efforts in Washington,
Beijing, and in other world power centers also play a significant role in the com-
pany’s success. But the ability to extract value from practically every bit of infor-
mation the company collects on customers, workers, suppliers, distributors, and so
on, and to communicate that information to the people best positioned to act on
it also counts for a great deal (Bianco, 2006; Fishman, 2006). Furthermore, as the
second largest distributor of recorded music in the United States, Wal-Mart is also
one of the largest media companies in the world.

Research on spatial agglomeration shares with the more traditional forms of media
concentration research an interest in providing ways of seeing a dynamic industry
within a dynamic economy. Both are necessary to provide a complete picture of spa-
tialization in the global political economy. But both also need to deepen their vision
of government.

The State

There is certainly ample evidence to support the view that the contemporary state
has reacted to changes in corporate and industry structure, as well as to changes in
technologies and services. Nevertheless, there is also support for the view that these
changes have come about with the active legal, regulatory, and policy direction of
the state. In fact, there is enough support for the latter to warrant the conclusion that
political economy would benefit from a greater emphasis on the political, calling
attention to the constitutive as well as the reactive role of the state in the communi-
cation industry. This has been difficult to accomplish because, with few exceptions
(Braman, 2007), much of the literature on the role of the state in the communication
industries provides narrow descriptions based on the language of policy-makers. The
tendency is understandable because mastering legal, regulatory, and policy processes,
and their various languages, is difficult. The problem for political economy is that
explaining the role of the state and situating the state-media relationship in the
wider political economy requires a transition from focusing on the day-to-day world
of policy action to that of political economy.

The problem, and the significance of addressing it, are exemplified in the concept
of regulation. There is an extensive literature on regulating the communication indus-
tries and, though some variation exists, one finds consistency in the view that regu-
lation is a government reaction to market problems. Explanations certainly range
widely, including the presence of natural monopoly conditions, industry pressures on
the political apparatus, public interest pressures from citizen groups, etc. The definition
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of the problem is significant, but each tends to be couched within a conception of
regulation as something governments do in reaction to perceived problems. As a
result, when policy-makers and academic analysts review industry regulation, they
tend to examine government practice and contend over whether more or less regula-
tion is needed. Hence, debate on the role of the state in the communication indus-
tries frequently comes down to the choice between regulation and deregulation.

A political economy approach, particularly one that reflects fully on its constituent
terms, sees this quite differently. Political economy takes the entire social field,
including the pattern of industry activity, as a form of regulation." For example, a
social field primarily influenced by industry decisions, rather than by state interven-
tion, can be characterized as a form of market regulation, as opposed to state regula-
tion, which takes place when government plays the prominent role.' From a political
economy perspective, the policy debate over deregulation is disingenuous at best,
because deregulation is not an alternative. Rather, the debate comes down to the
choice among a mix of forms that foreground the market, the state, or interests that
lie outside both. Fliminating government regulation is not deregulation but rather
the expansion of market regulation.

Political economy avoids the language trap, concentrating on assessing the merits
of different forms of regulation, such as market and state, for different groups in soci-
ety. This reassessment of regulation is necessary to consider the constitutive role of the
state, which the policy concept of deregulation masks. It suggests another step in the
political economy approach to the state, namely, how it actively constructs forms of
regulation. One starting point is to consider four processes characterizing current state
constitutive activity that emanate from both spatialization and commodification. The
first, commercialization, takes place when the state replaces forms of regulation based
on public interest, public service, and related standards, such as universality, with
market standards that establish market regulation. In communications, this has
meant greater emphasis on market position and profitability, even among state and
public service broadcasting and telecommunications firms. Specifically, it leads to
greater emphasis in broadcasting on audience size, advertising revenue, producing
programming that anticipates an international market and linkages to other revenue-
generating media. In telecommunication, commercialization means building and

13 The so-called Regulation School has taken the lead, though other political economy
approaches have also developed this formulation. According to Lipietz (1988), one of the lead-
ing advocates of the Regulation School position, regulation is an adjustment of contradictory
tendencies within a social field.

14 Depending on the market structure, several types of regulation exist within the market
form. These range from monopoly through oligopoly to fully competitive forms of regulation.
What tends to be called “expanding competition” in the communication sector actually means
the addition of one or more companies that permits a shift from monopoly to duopoly or oli-
gopoly regulation. This hardly justifies the policy conclusion that “expanding competition”
warrents a decline in government oversight.
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organizing networks and services with a greater concern for those customers, principally
business, likely to increase revenue, even if that means greater attention to linking
metropolitan centers in global networks, rather than to extending networks into rural
and generally underserved regions. Commercialization has led government communi-
cations authorities to separate telecommunications, Internet, and other revenue-
generating activities from postal and other services, which are mandated by constitu-
tion or legislation. Defenders of commercialization argue that it does not preclude and
may even enhance public service goals, such as universality (Noam, 2008). Conversely,
opponents contend that it is a means of transforming the space of communication
flows which, in a world of limited resources, inevitably means supporting one class of
users over others (McChesney, 2007).

Second, liberalization is a process of state intervention to expand the number of
participants in the market, typically by creating, or easing the creation of, compet-
ing providers of communication services. This typically involves the creation of a
private competitor in a state or private monopoly marketplace. Unlike commercial-
ization, which aims to make business practices the standard for the communication
industry, with or without competition, liberalization aims specifically to increase the
number of companies in the market. Over the past thirty years, governments have
changed the communication industry in most parts of the world by introducing pri-
vate competitors over a range of broadcasting and television services. Supporters con-
tend that liberalization lowers prices, expands services, and generally speeds up the
process of innovation (International Chamber of Commerce, 2007). Critics counter
that it substitutes private oligopoly regulation for state regulation, carrying out price,
service, and innovation mandates that advance the interests of an oligopoly cartel
and its more privileged customers (Schiller, 2007a).

Third, privatization is a process of state intervention that literally sells off a state
enterprise such as a public broadcaster or a state telephone company. Privatization
takes many forms, depending on the percentage of shares to be sold off, the extent
to which any foreign ownership is permitted, the length, if any, of a phase-in period,
and the specific form of continuing state involvement, typically constituted in a reg-
ulatory body, in the aftermath of privatization. This process has accelerated for sev-
eral reasons, including the rise of governments ideologically committed to private
control over economic activity, the attraction, if for one time only, of fresh revenues
for government coffers, and the pressures of transnational businesses and govern-
mental organizations, such as the International Monetary Fund, the World Bank, and
the World Trade Organization. For its supporters, privatization is necessary because
commercialization is, at best, an inadequate first step toward market control (Vickers
and Yarrow, 1991). Critics see in privatization the elimination of the primary alter-
native to complete market regulation, the loss of sovereignty for nations selling off
to foreign firms, and the consequent loss of local control over national policy
(Aubrey, Kingstone, and Young, 2004).

Finally, governments have created their own regional and global organizations
that integrate them in different degrees of internationalization. These include regional
trade alliances, such as the North American Free Trade Agreement, that brings
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together the United States, Mexico, and Canada. On a global scale, there is the World
Trade Organization, which manages relations among the most developed nations
and negotiates the terms of development (and underdevelopment) in the rest of the
world. This process has been particularly important in the communication arena
because the transnationalization of communication networks requires some degree
of interstate coordination. Again, this is not new to the industry — the International
Telecommunication Union (ITU) began to bring together governments to coordinate
telegraph policy in the 1860s. In recent years, states have developed new arrange-
ments that enable the richest nations to exert tighter control over global communi-
cations policy. These have brought about significant changes in international
policy-making, including the decline of UNESCO, site of the major support for the
New World Information and Communication Order (NWICO), and the opening of
the ITU to considerably greater private sector participation.

As these organizations have declined in power, short-term, function- or technology-
specific sites for meeting and planning have increased their influence, especially those
that bring together government and corporate decision-makers who, largely outside
the formal and publicly accessible sites of regulatory activity, coordinate technologies,
services, and pricing. In the Internet era, formal regulatory authority for overseeing the
important global domain name system has been given to a private corporation, the
Internet Corporation for Assigned Names and Numbers, based in California, which
operates under the authority of the US government. The attempt to build a more
democratic process grounded in genuinely global governance, through what is called
the World Summit on the Information Society, has served as a platform for different
perspectives, but has not changed any of the decision-making power over the Internet.

Commercialization, liberalization, privatization, and internationalization are
among the more significant examples of the state’s constitutive role. More impor-
tantly, they suggest the value of a political economy approach which starts from
the mutual constitution of the industry and the state in the creation of regulatory
forms. These reflect the needs and interests of capital and the nature of opposi-
tion at a particular historical period. This does not mean that the industry and the
state are therefore equally responsible for the resulting structure and practice of
communication, just as it does not suggest that different industry forces are
equally responsible. Rather, historical practice leads a political economic analysis
to conclude that both the industry and the state are primary forces in the devel-
opment of communications, that their relationship is mutually constitutive and
variable. Furthermore, political economy argues against an analysis that concen-
trates solely on one or the other. Both industry and state are central to a political
economy analysis, specifically important for creating the form of regulation that
governs the industry and the social field, including oppositional forces with a
relationship to the industry. Finally, the active state cannot guarantee its own suc-
cess. In fact, the sheer growth in the number of participants in the communica-
tion arena and the rise of ad hoc, flexible mechanisms to manage this growth,
create significant problems of coordination and control that make success far
from guaranteed. This is partly because the recent expansion in state activity has
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not included any growth; in fact, it has come about along with a noticeable
decline in the direct participation of the state in the process of capital accumula-
tion. This accentuates a long-term problem in capitalism: the state is necessary to
manage the multiplicity of short-term specific interests of capital, but is not per-
mitted to participate fully in the process of capital accumulation itself.

Globalization and its Antimonies

From a political economic perspective, globalization refers to the spatial agglomeration
of capital, led by transnational business and the state, that transforms the spaces
through which flow resources and commodities, including communication and infor-
mation. The outcome is a literal transformation in the geography of communication
and information that accentuates certain spaces and the relationships among them.
For example, the New York-London-Tokyo axis anchors a map of communication and
information services, which extends secondary connections to Frankfurt, Shanghai,
and Los Angeles, and so on, to form a network grid of worldwide linkages. Like any
map, it cannot be drawn with absolute precision (Jessop, 2000). New York’s place on
the grid does not extend to the entirety of the city but includes lower Manhattan, the
center for financial services, mid-Manhattan, where we find the headquarters of com-
munication and entertainment conglomerates, and parts of the outer boroughs and
suburbs. Communication and information technology expand the range of locations
that can link people to the wealthy core of the city, but they also intensify the impor-
tance of the core because, at the center, one not only has direct access to the technol-
ogy, but also to the principal people and organizations that have the power to
constitute the network of flows. According to Agnew (2001: 52-3), the world has
become “a complex mosaic of inter-linked global city-regions, prosperous rural areas,
resource sites, and ‘dead lands’ increasingly cut off from time-space compression.”
These transformations create hierarchies of control over which the term globalization
can serve as a mystifying gloss. In other words, the practice of globalization creates new
hierarchical networks of power. But the myth of globalization submerges these unpleas-
ant realities beneath utopian visions of a flat world, a network society, and, most
utopian of all, the end of geography (Mosco, 2004).

This mythology grows partly out of a deep resistance to the view that space, and not
just time, is dynamic, that what we map, whether physical space, political space, or the
space of human communication flows, is constantly changing (Massey, 1992; Winseck
and Pike, 2007). The choice of the term spatialization is precisely intended to under-
score the process of constant spatial change, which geography has documented over
the range of configurations of absolute space, time-space, cost-space, social space, and
cultural space. The process, popularly referred to as globalization, identifies today’s pat-
terning of spatial change. It does not signal a flat world or the end of geography. The
departure which fuels the mythology is the real expansion in the ability of those people
and organizations with the power to command political economic resources to make
greater use of time and space as resources by altering the space of flows to their benefit.
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It starts from the political economy of capitalism, which constitutes the process of
re-zoning spaces, in part, by stratifying and concentrating the power to do so along
class, race, and gender lines. As Fuchs (2007: 74) puts it, “These spaces are not inclu-
sive, open and participatory, but segmented, exclusive, centralized and hierarchic. To
speak of the network society is an ideological construct that obscures capitalist rela-
tions and structural inequalities that shape contemporary society.”

The vision of globalization, suggesting (with Disney) that “it’s a small world after
all,” makes it difficult to face up to the antimonies of spatialization. But it is essential
do so to fully understand the changes that spatialization is bringing about in the world
today. As the world came to experience beginning in 2007, spatialization can extend
the reach of capitalism beyond the ability of its managers to maintain political eco-
nomic stability. For example, enticed by the seemingly limitless potential of commu-
nication and information technology to expand the instruments of capitalist
expansion, businesses in the investment and banking industries created entirely new
forms of credit to market around the globe. Specifically, banks that hold mortgages on
homes gather these together and sell them on global markets, hoping to spread the risk
in the event of problems. Along with the expectation that governments will bail them
out in the event of a crisis, banks are emboldened to provide loans to riskier customers
who are enticed to take out mortgages they cannot possibly repay on the expectation
that when that point arises they can get out from under their problem by selling the
property. When the inevitable crash in the housing market hit in 2007, the effects were
felt not only in the United States, where most such loans originated, but around the
world, where banks and investment firms collapsed because they had joined this global
market. As a result, numerous governments rushed to save the global financial system
by injecting enormous amounts of cash. This is but one example of how the world
economy can be rocked by the sheer opportunity to inject local and national economic
practices into global networks without knowing what to anticipate, let alone how to
manage it. Globalization can easily get far ahead of its capacity to operate effectively
because spatialization promotes the view that anything is possible.

Moreover, it is not only the legitimate financial system that extends its reach in glob-
alization. Spatialization provides enormous opportunities for networks of criminal
activities to operate on a global scale because communication and information tech-
nology can move money swiftly and surreptitiously. This supports international net-
works of illegal gambling, drug and weapons trafficking, the sale of stolen property,
and, worst of all, the smuggling of people across borders for cheap labor and worse.
One analyst estimates that global organized crime, including cybercrime, accounts for
20 per cent of global production (Glenny, 2008). Much attention has been directed at
one piece of this story, namely the growing capacity of terrorism to attack central nodes
in global networks and create enormous damage at little cost. Given the dramatic
power and political upheaval that terrorist attacks can unleash, embodied most dra-
matically in the events of 9/11, the attention is understandable. However, in all of the
focus on the lightning strike of terrorism, one can easily forget the damage brought
about by international crime organizations which rely on communication networks
that mirror the systems essential for the daily operation of legitimate business.
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Globalization is also founded on a reductionist view of spatialization. Understandably
taken by the spatial transformations that make up the process of redrawing the map to
take into account the space of flows, proponents tend to miss other related processes,
including oppositional ones. One of the chief reasons for this is the tendency to treat
contemporary capitalism as a distinct set of relations among the advanced societies
alone, rather than as a set of hierarchical political economic and cultural relations articu-
lated and disarticulated within and across all nations. The tendency is understandable
because the capitalist core has assumed enormous power over the global political econ-
omy and culture. But it has not abolished class, imperialism, or nation, in all of their
varied forms. These are arguably more vital than ever in the global political economy.
Moreover, although the world of “actually existing” socialisms hardly exists, the princi-
ples of socialism, of democratic control over production, distribution, exchange, and
use, live on in a wide range of political economic, social, and cultural movements.
Finally, the tools of globalization also assist the work of those who would create alter-
natives to its current form. Opposed to a system felt to be too dependent on private mar-
kets that distribute benefits to the few at the expense of the many, and which create
environmental devastation, social movements are making use of communication and
information technology to fight back. Global networks that work for the poor and the
exploited, for democracy and environmental sustainability add another significant
dimension to the process of spatialization (Della Porta, et al., 2006; Hardt and Negri,
2000, 2004; Tarrow, 2006). As Jessop (2000: 356) concludes, globalization “is a contra-
dictory, conflictual, contested, and complex resultant of a multi-scalar, multi-temporal,
multi-centric process that develops unevenly in time and space, and, indeed, exploits
and intensifies differences as much as, if not more than, it produces new complemen-
tarities and uniformities.”

Globalization is central to the forces that promote division and conflict in the
world today. Specifically, nationalism, terrorism, and religious fundamentalism,
three alleged enemies of globalization, are intimately connected to globalization and
make full use of the instruments of communication that propel it. As a result, intrin-
sic to globalization today are the forces that would divide the world.

Nationalism is often set apart from globalization because it represents the old order
of modernity based on competing and often warring states that resisted the inexorable
pull of global markets and global culture. Indeed, nationalism remains a tool of the
anti-globalization movement as national sovereignty is upheld against the challenges
to national companies, national trade unions, national public broadcasters, and
national systems of social welfare. But nationalism has now become a critical force in
the spread of globalization as countries use national identity and all of the emotional
sentiments it conjures to better compete in the global marketplace. Consider China,
with its massive mobilization of nationalism in the service of winning in global com-
petition for markets. In this respect, globalization does not undermine nationalism;
rather, it sharpens nationalism, turning it into a tool to more effectively promote the
interests of nations in global competition. There is nothing terribly new here. After
all, in the name of nationalism, nineteenth-century America refused to protect the
legal copyrights of authors whose works were printed outside the United States, much
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to the chagrin of world famous writers like Charles Dickens, who railed against copy-
right piracy in the United States. Like China today, the United States was simply using
nationalism to better position itself in the early days of globalization. Once it became
a net exporter of intellectual property, the United States joined the world of global
copyright protection and now echoes Dickens in attacking intellectual property
pirates. But the United States still claims the national right to go to war to protect its
power in global competition for oil. As the geographer Neil Smith (2005: 16) puts it,
“nationalism infuses the arteries of a globalizing capitalism.”

If nationalism is typically set apart from globalization, then terrorism, embodied
in organizations like al-Qaeda is considered its absolute antithesis. And yet, what
recent success the al-Qaeda network has enjoyed is based on following principles
honed by some of the strongest supporters of globalization. As the head of the Rand
Corporation’s Washington office put it:

Indeed, what bin Laden has done is to implement for al-Qaeda the same type of effective
organizational framework or management approach adapted by many corporate execu-
tives throughout much of the industrialized world over the past decade. Just as large, multi-
national business conglomerates moved during the 1990s to more linear, flatter and
networked structures, bin Laden did the same with al-Qaeda. (Hoffman, 2004: 32)

Like many modern corporations, al-Qaeda is a network-based organization that
eschews the centralization and rigid hierarchy of the old order in favor of an agile
collection of cells and individuals who connect and disconnect as necessary.
Moreover, like most such organizations, al-Qaeda makes use of the most advanced
forms of communication essential in any global operation today. Websites are critical.
Indeed, several of the terrorists who drove planes into the World Trade Center
booked their tickets on the website Travelocity.com.

Finally, globalization goes hand in hand with religious fundamentalism, one of the
most significant developments in the world today, including the United States. That
alone is an extraordinary fact to consider. The richest nation in the world, which has
built a global empire based on the most rational economic strategies, now identifies
one-third of its citizens as born-again Christians who believe in the literal interpre-
tation of the Bible. Indeed, a principal reason for the power of religious fundamen-
talism is the development of global networks that make use of advanced computer
communication technologies to distribute their messages. The Christian Broadcasting
Network is now the envy of public and private broadcasters worldwide. Churches
that virulently oppose modern science, including the theory of evolution, now use
the most advanced technologies to spread their archaic messages to audiences
around the world. Now that is closer to the genuine spirit of globalization. It is a con-
flict-ridden contradictory process that does not stand above or against the ancient
forces of nationalism, tribalism, and religious fundamentalism. It advances them and
they use it. Or to put it another way, yes, Marx may have been right when he
described the great power of capitalism to overcome everything in its way (or, as
he put it, to make all that is solid melt into air). But Marx was also wrong because
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what melts tends to solidify again into strange hybrid forms, remixes of nationalism,

tribalism, religious fundamentalism, and the globe-spanning networks that acceler-
ate the contradictions of spatialization.

Conclusion

Chapter 7 introduced a theory of political economy to guide communication studies
that began with the entry point of commodification. Chapter 8 added a second entry
point, spatialization, which addresses the process of overcoming the constraints of
space and time in social life. The chapter described the use of the term across the
social sciences, including sociology, geography, and new media studies. Drawing on
this work, it proceeded to examine the use of spatialization in communication
research primarily to address how organizations use communication to extend their
power through various forms of concentration. This enables successful organizations
to succeed in markets that now, with the aid of communication and information
technologies, extend around the globe. The chapter also addressed additional forms
of market power embodied in the interlocks of corporate boards, strategic alliances
among firms, and such popular practices as merchandising agreements and product
placements that extend the reach of companies across the economy.

Building close ties between political economy and geography, the chapter
addressed the idea of spatial agglomerations or the concentration of businesses in a
specific physical location. The study of geography has documented the many ways
transportation and communication technologies have overcome the constraints of
physical space. But this does not end the significance of geography because compa-
nies benefit from the opportunities to interact that locations like Silicon Valley pro-
vide. The prominence of regional centers like this, and all of its many offshoots,
suggests that the globe is not becoming even figuratively flatter. Rather, it is com-
prised of hierarchies of places that feature powerful agglomerations of businesses
which enable these regions to tower over others. Such hierarchies persist across
regions and within cities. The gap between rich and poor in Silicon Valley and in
New York’s Manhattan is as great as it is between those places and poorer regions of
the world. Communication and information technology is more likely to deepen
global divisions than it is to overcome them.

Such divisions mean that governments continue to play a significant role in the
global political economy. Some would look to government to bring fairness to the
divisions that current forms of spatialization create. But given the power of business
today, the tendency has been to make government look and act more like business.
Hence, the major processes at work have included commercialization, which replaces
public interest regulation with letting the market regulate business, and liberaliza-
tion, which introduces competition into markets. It also includes privatization,
which turns government-run organizations into private businesses, and internation-
alization, which establishes regional and global governance organizations that bring
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together government and business to manage international trade and eliminate the
constraints on business that social welfare programs and public interest standards
once imposed. These developments provide short-term gains for business. But their
long-run efficacy is questionable because scaling back government ultimately makes
it more difficult to manage increasingly complex global problems.

The chapter built on these ideas by examining the concept of globalization as a
utopian myth, as a system for enabling capitalist businesses to flourish, and as a set
of contradictory forces that globalization tries to incorporate even as these same
forces challenge the very nature of a global political economy. These include the ten-
dency for faith in communication and information technology to lead companies to
extend their global reach beyond the ability to control their own practices. The
resulting financial crises challenge the smooth functioning of globalization. So too
does the global spread of organized crime, global terrorism, nationalism, and reli-
gious fundamentalism, as well as social movements based on the need to expand
democracy. It is therefore best to view globalization as a conflict-ridden process that
would use the tools of communication and information technology to overcome the
space and time constraints on transforming the globe into a market ruled by con-
centrated business power. But rather than melt everything in its way, capitalism
reshapes and is itself changed by forces that it seeks to control. Chapter 9 extends
this argument by introducing the third entry point of structuration.
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STRUCTURATION. CLASS, GENDER,
RACE, SOCIAL MOVEMENTS, HEGEMONY

What is more influential: society or the individual? Are we the product of impersonal
structures or are they dependent on us? Do we make history or does history make us?
These are enduring questions that have perplexed philosophers and casual observers
of social life for centuries. This chapter returns to them because political economy
offers important insights and because they offer an opportunity to extend our the-
ory of political economy by building a bridge to social structure and human agency.
Moreover, just as spatialization provided a connection between political economy
and geography, structuration connects political economy with sociology. Political
economy starts from an encounter with the economic issues raised by commodifica-
tion and proceeds to the spatial issues that were once sequestered in the field of geog-
raphy. But it is not complete without an encounter with the social issues raised by
sociologists and specifically with structuration.

Structuration describes a process by which structures are constituted out of human
agency, even as they provide the very “medium” of that constitution. Social life is com-
prised of the mutual constitution of structure and agency; put simply, society and the
individual create one another. We are the product of structures that our social action
or agency produces. To paraphrase Marx, we do make history, but not under condi-
tions of our own making. This chapter elaborates on these ideas by examining them
through the lens of political economy, which insists on the importance of power in
the relationship between structure and agency. Placing power at the center of the
analysis concentrates the study of structuration on social class, race, gender, and
social movements that are vital to understanding power relations today. Turning to
culture, the chapter concludes by examining how power works to crystallize what is
popularly called common sense into hegemony.

Structuration is a concept developed most prominently in the work of the soci-
ologist Anthony Giddens (1984). From the start, Giddens presented the theory of
structuration as an effort to bridge what he perceived to be a chasm between the-
oretical perspectives that foreground structure and those that emphasize action
and agency. This encompasses the gap between, for example, the range of struc-
tural theories found in the work of Durkheim, Lévi-Strauss, and Althusser, and
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those action-oriented perspectives that span sociologists, including Max Weber,
and such phenomenologically oriented theorists as Schutz and Gadamer.

To accomplish this, Giddens proposes that we consider structure as a duality includ-
ing constraining rules and enabling resources. No longer the rigid scaffolding that con-
trols and gives form to social life, structure both constitutes action and is reproduced
by it. In this respect, structure and action are interconnected in the ongoing pattern-
ing of social life. As Giddens himself recognizes, the concept of structuration is not new
to social thought. It is certainly a central component to Marx’s historical work, featured
most prominently in his Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte (1963/1869) where he
elaborated on the now well-worn phrase that people make history, but not under con-
ditions of their own making. The concept is now widely used in communication
research, including attempts to broaden our understanding of media practices (Couldry,
2004), as well as in research on corporate public relations (Durham, 2005), and on
collaborative work using new technologies (Evans and Brook, 2005).

One of the important characteristics of structuration theory is the prominence it
gives to social change, seen here as a ubiquitous process that describes how structures
are produced and reproduced by human agents who act through the medium of
these structures. The concept of structuration responds to criticisms directed at func-
tionalist, institutional, and structuralist thought arising out of their tendency to pre-
sent structures as fully formed, determining entities. These approaches have made
important contributions to understanding the operations of structures, but they have
not given an adequate accounting of social change. In considering the relationship
between structure and agency, we also need to examine the relationship between the
maintenance of structures and the inevitability of social change. As the historian Eric
Hobsbawn has argued:

a structural model envisaging only the maintenance of a system is inadequate. It is the
simultaneous existence of stabilizing and disruptive elements which such a model must
reflect. ... Such a dual (dialectical) model is difficult to set up and use, for in practice the
temptation is great to operate it, according to taste or occasion, either as a stable func-
tionalism or as one of revolutionary change; whereas the interesting thing about it is, that
it is both. (1973: 280)

This chapter suggests how structuration theory might join with the processes of com-
modification and spatialization to advance a political economy of communication.
Specifically, structuration balances the tendency in political economic analysis to
feature structures, typically business and governmental institutions, by addressing
and incorporating the ideas of agency, social relations, social process, and social prac-
tice. At the same time, joining with Garnham (1990) among others, it rejects as
extreme the notion that one can analyze agency in the absence of structures. This is
because structure provides the medium out of which agency operates. Structuration
theory is an approach to social life that aims to address goal-oriented, reflexive
human action, without giving up on understanding the “sutures” of power that
mutually constitute social action.
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A major problem with Giddens’ structuration theory is that it tends to accentuate
individual agency, leaving us with a conception of structure limited to a set of oper-
ating rules and a store of resources which individual agents use to meet their needs.
Giddens' conception of structuration is not always consistent, but the primary prob-
lem with it from a political economy perspective is that it is disconnected from
an understanding of power and more generally from a critical approach to society.
There are many different kinds of operating rules including, as Thompson notes
(1989: 63), “moral rules, traffic rules, bureaucratic rules, rules of grammar, rules of eti-
quette, rules of football.” Admittedly aware of this confusing range of possible refer-
ents, Giddens does not provide a satisfactory response, does not offer a clear sense of
what are distinctly social rules, perhaps because such specificity would make it more
difficult for him to establish the transhistorical theory essential to his opposition to
Marx (Giddens, 1981). One can say the same about resources, which can include
everything from the counseling services offered by a social welfare office to the com-
modity futures traded at the Chicago Mercantile Exchange. Again, arranging
resources in a particular form would privilege one type, such as power resources, over
others, thereby turning a general theory of social life into a historically specific read-
ing of one among many manifestations. A political economy reading of structuration
does just that. Specifically, while it retains Giddens’ general notion of the duality of
structure and action, it gives greater weight to power and to the incorporation of
structuration into a critical approach to social analysis.

Such a focus deepens the substantive and methodological approach to power in
political economy. As earlier chapters have insisted, political economy has made a
substantial contribution to social research, including the explanation of communi-
cation practices, with a sustained analysis of the commodities, institutions, practices,
and consequences that comprise the production, distribution, and use of power.
Political economy has accomplished this with concepts and methodologies particu-
larly suited to the large-scale or macroanalysis of power. This has enabled it to exam-
ine, for example, how mergers, acquisitions, labor practices, and borrowing have
enabled Rupert Murdoch's News Corporation to amass the power to expand the pro-
duction of media and information commodities and to influence government regu-
latory policies. The methodology used to carry out such research focuses on data
about revenues, organizational structure, employment, as well as submissions to gov-
ernment bodies such as regulatory and policy agencies.

The emphasis on social action or agency that informs the structuration approach
also insists on expanding this conception of power by examining how it operates at
the constitutive, interactive, or micro-level of power. For example, from among the
range of macro-pressures that confront the board of Time Warner, how does it
constitute an agenda of priorities that lead it to enter one specific market rather
than another, to buy one rather than another company, and to invest in one rather
than another new technology? These decisions tend to be normalized as the objec-
tive assessments of the “bottom line,” which is, in effect, a measure of the balance
of macro-pressures. However, these objective assessments gloss over micro-power
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struggles that can grow out of the narrow interests of specific managers or board
members. To expand this assessment involves using different research tools from
those that political economists are trained to employ. These include ethnography,
ethnomethodology, participant observation, and other means of observing the
social practices that constitute the meaning of power for a particular set of actors
(Pendakur, 2003).

It is equally important to emphasize the social as it is the micro. One of the prob-
lems with research on agency, because it addresses the micro-level of analysis, is that
it is inclined to focus on the individual. But this departs from the social meaning of
structuration. Agency is a fundamentally social conception that refers to individuals
as social actors whose behavior is constituted from their matrix of social relations
and positionings, including class, race, and gender. These social and individuating
tendencies represent an ongoing tension in research on structuration. To recapitu-
late: structuration is an entry point to examine the mutual constitution of structure
and agency in political economy. It is a starting point for expanding the conception
of power and, in addition, it provides a lever for understanding the forms that social
relations take in political economy.

When political economy has given attention to agency, process, and social practice,
it has tended to focus on social class. There are good reasons for considering class
structuration to be a central entry point for comprehending social life, as studies doc-
umenting the persistence of class divisions in the political economy of communica-
tion attest. Nevertheless, there are other dimensions to structuration that complement
and clash with social class analysis, including gender, race, and social movements that
are based on public issues such as access to the Internet. Along with social class, these
constitute much of the social relations of communication.

From this use of structuration theory, we can think about society as a field of struc-
turing actions initiated by agents that mutually shape class, gender, race, and social
movement relations. According to this view, society exists, if not as a seamless, inte-
grated whole, at least as a field on which various processes mutually constitute iden-
tifiable social relationships. The focus on class, gender, race, and social movement
relationships is not intended to mean that these are essential ones to which all oth-
ers can be reduced. Rather, this formulation suggests that these are central gateways
to the analysis of structuration and that the social field is not merely a continuum of
subjectivities denoted by categories whose value is purely nominal. Social class is real
as both a social relationship and an instrument of analysis. Furthermore, the process
of structuration constructs hegemony, defined as the taken-for-granted, common-
sense, naturalized ways of thinking about the world. Hegemony includes everything
from cosmology (does god or nature govern the universe?), through ethics (what dis-
tinguishes right from wrong?), to social practices (what constitutes good behavior?),
that are both incorporated and contested in everyday life. It is a lived network of
mutually constituting meanings and values.

This chapter contributes to the analysis of class, gender, race, social movements, and
hegemony by demonstrating how these terms have been used in political economic
research. One goal is to move beyond the notion that these are simply categories on
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which the media have impacts. It proposes to examine them as means of describing the
social relations of communication practices, including how they serve to organize the
agency of individuals who produce them. Out of the tensions and clashes within vari-
ous structuration processes, the media of communication come to be organized in their
full mainstream, oppositional, and alternative forms.

Communication and Social Class

Class analysis is one of the more well-trodden fields in social science (Weeden and
Grusky, 2005; Wright, 2005). The communication and cultural theorist Raymond
Williams (1976) begins his analysis of the concept by recognizing that it is an “obvi-
ously difficult” one, both in its range of meanings and in the specific application to
a social division. The term appears in the Latin classis to describe a division accord-
ing to property among the people of Rome and made its appearance in sixteenth-
century English in a reference, which Veblen would appreciate, to the various forms
of vanity. One of the problems with the term is that it evolved in a very general sense
to indicate groups of plants and animals, as well as collections of people, without
specific social implications. The modern division among types of social class, such as
lower, middle, upper, and working, arose with the Industrial Revolution and partic-
ularly superseded other notions of division (such as estate) with the increasing aware-
ness that social divisions are created and not just simply inherited.

Debate on the concept revolves around distinctions among categorical, relational,
and formational dimensions which are terms usefully applied to all of the major
forms of social division, including race and gender as well. Social class is categorical
in the sense that it defines a category of people who occupy a position in society by
virtue of its economic standing measured by wealth and or income. Seen as a rela-
tionship, social class refers to the connections among people based on their location
with respect to the primary processes of social production and reproduction. In this
sense, class is not a position that adheres to an individual or group, but a relation-
ship that connects capital and the working class, based on ownership of the means
of production. According to the relational view, capital does not exist without the
working class and vice versa. Social class is therefore embodied in the shifting rela-
tionship that connects and divides them. Finally, class is also, as Williams (1976: 58)
notes, “a formation in which, for historical reasons, consciousness of this situation
and the organization to deal with it have developed.” According to this view, class
exists to the extent that people are aware and act on their class position. From this
perspective, class is not just an external category, nor even just an external relation-
ship. It also is a set of values that form an identity.

Although distinguishable as such, these ways of thinking about social class also
overlap considerably. For example, much of the work of the social historian
E.P. Thompson (1963) is about social class as relational and formational. His history of
the working class in England examines how it arose in relationship to a new class of
capitalists, who needed to employ what was once independent craft and agricultural
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labor in their new factories. In the process, new industrial workers came to identify
with new values that formed the core of what it meant to be working class. There is
also a long-standing debate about specific dimensions of these definitions. What marks
a class category: income, wealth, power, status, some combination of these? What
defines the relationship: the means of production? Of reproduction? Of administra-
tion? What constitutes class consciousness: individual awareness? Social communica-
tion? Organized resistance? Widespread differences about these dimensions and about
the compatibility of various positions mark contemporary debates about social class.
The political economy of communication includes a literature on social class, prin-
cipally from a categorical perspective, exploring the significance of class power. These
encompass studies demonstrating how media elites produce and reproduce their
control over the communication business, such as analyses of its class composition,
as well as forms of integration and division within the media elite. Early studies
include Mills’ (1956) research on media and entertainment elites in the United States
and Clement’s (1975) assessment of media elites in Canada.
Several types of study mark contemporary research on social class. The first follows
a long tradition by examining the role of media, including both news and entertain-
ment in the construction of social class (Bullock, Wyche, and Williams, 2001; Heider,
2004; Kendall, 2005). This research explores how the media represent class divisions
in society and how different social class segments actually behave or should behave
in society. Some of these representations reinforce social class stereotypes but in dif-
ferent ways. On the one hand, there is the direct reinforcement that comes from por-
trayals, for example, of the “authoritarian” working class. On the other hand, there is
the popular debasing of the upper class through depictions of their immoral or down-
right irrational behavior. Such portrayals suggest that those at top are incapable of
self-control, let alone the rational and systematic exploitation of an entire society.
Next, contemporary research on social class and the media also pays greater atten-
tion to media outside North America and to the growing networks of class rule that
link mass media to new communication and information technologies (Chakravartty
and Zhao, 2008; Chinn and Fairlie, 2006; Graham, 2002; Mansell, 2002; Pendakur,
2003; van Dijk, 2005). There is especially greater attention on developments in
China and India, where the media and information technology have grown spectac-
ularly over the past decade. Research on the digital divide or the unequal distribu-
tion of access to new media services is also prominent, including studies of divides
within societies and globally. There are also attempts to move beyond the digital
divide idea by examining how to develop a package of communication and infor-
mation services that would satisfy a fundamental human right to communicate.
Third, there are a growing number of studies that follow in the tradition of
C. Wright Mills’ classic work on the power elite. These examine the dense network
that links media entrepreneurs to the rest of the elite class, through the range of con-
nections on corporate boards, business associations, civic organizations, and private
clubs (Artz and Kamalipour, 2003; Chomsky, 1999; Edge, 2007; Herman and Chomsky,
2002; McChesney, 2000; Rothkopf, 2008; Sussman, 2005). Specifically, it describes
how media moguls like the Asper family in Canada are able to build a media empire
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and influence governments. It also addresses the processes by which a set of powerful
institutional “filters” help to shape the construction of news at elite media like the
New York Times. Some of this work recognizes that media increasingly spill over into
the broader information arena and describe how power is applied to such diverse
projects as the construction of a high-tech business district that saps resources from
the needier sectors of society and the promotion of the global brands in newly
emerging societies.

Fourth, there are studies that concentrate on the process by which class rule takes
place in policy-making and regulation (Burkart and McCourt, 2006; Chakravartty and
Sarikakis, 2006; Mosco, 2003; Schiller, 2007a). These also range widely to include
struggles over the governance of digital music, the Internet, telecommunications sys-
tems, and information resources. Specifically, they document the mobilization of
class power to construct a profitable regime of digital rights management over music,
the expansion of corporate control over Internet governance, and the shift from pub-
lic interest to market-based pricing in telecommunications and information.

These forms of class analysis are important because they demonstrate that class
tells us a great deal about the production, distribution, and consumption of com-
munication in society. Nevertheless, they treat social class largely in categorical terms.
The primary interest is in determining membership position in a category and in
describing related behavioral patterns, including those responsible for the reproduc-
tion of class categories. They foreground social class as structure and treat the process
of class formation largely as a problem of reproduction. This work has been essential
to the critique of liberal pluralist views that deny or ignore the existence of a class
structure and which maintain that the production, distribution, and consumption of
media is the natural outcome of a democratic marketplace. According to liberal plu-
ralism, the market may need some adjustment but, because the primary unit of
analysis is the individual consumer (defined as a person or a business), its proposed
adjustments amount to improved market functioning for the individual, rather than
the amelioration of fundamental class divisions.

Categorical class analysis provides a powerful critique of the liberal pluralist view,
but its critical warrant can be strengthened by greater attention to three points. First,
class analysis in communication would benefit by placing greater weight on relational
and formational conceptions of social class. Second, it would be strengthened by
addressing the connections between social class and other entry points in the struc-
turation process, particularly gender, race, and those social movements that organize
the energies of resistance to class (and other forms of) power. Finally it needs a tighter
link to the construction of hegemony, or the social constitution of “common sense.”

Whereas a categorical approach defines class by what is contained within a specific
category, i.e. wealth or income, a relational method looks for the connections or
links between categories. According to this view, social class is not designated by
what a class contains or lacks, but by its relationship to other classes. There is no rul-
ing class without a working class and vice versa. What principally counts about class
is what defines the relationship between classes, for example, ownership and control
over the means of production, reproduction, communication, etc. The relationship
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can be characterized in numerous ideal types, including harmony, where classes are
integrated and mutually accept the class relationship, separation, where classes are
largely excluded from one another, and conflict or struggle, where class relations
are regularly contested.

In actual research practice, categorical and relational approaches overlap because
one cannot speak of a category without some reference to the relationships that dif-
ferent categories form. Hence, even research that focuses almost complete attention
on the communication elite will likely include material on the impact of this elite on
its workforce and on consumers. Similarly, relational approaches necessarily refer to
the categories that different relationships connect or divide. Even though the differ-
ences amount in practice to matters of degree or emphasis, these can be significant
for the overall analysis of social class. One of the important consequences of a cate-
gorical emphasis in political economy is a specific view of class that foregrounds the
resources that give class power to the top categories and what, as a result, those cat-
egories at the bottom lack. Findings based on this view are significant, but incom-
plete. It makes an important difference in the meaning of resource distribution to
determine the nature of the relationships among classes that sustain or disrupt it.

Of equal significance is the problem of defining a class by what it lacks. Again, it
is important to acknowledge the significance of a lack of control over the means of
production, reproduction, and distribution, and of a lack of the wealth, income, and
the opportunities that go along with them. In communication, it is equally signifi-
cant to document the consequences of a lack of access to the means of communica-
tion, mass media, and telecommunications. However, such a categorical view is
limited to the conclusion, however important, that the lower classes are defined by
the absence of power-generating resources. Some sociologists have addressed this
problem by viewing class structure as a continuum of categories (upper-upper, lower-
upper, etc.), in which, as one moves down the continuum, classes exhibit diminish-
ing resources. In communication, Fiske (1989) is most notable in his development of
the categorical continuum approach to specifically cultural resources. However well
this expands the class structure and recognizes some of the fuzziness at the borders
of class categories, it does more to obscure real categorical and relational class differ-
ences than it does to advance either approach. A social relational approach rejects
the calls for eliminating categories because it rejects the conclusion that they are
merely artifacts of a real continuum and insists on specifying real relations among
categories and on addressing class formation.

The concept of class formation is central to a structuration approach because it
refers to the process by which social agency creates class through the medium of
class structure. From this vantage point, one views class as an active process of social
formation that makes use of, and is constrained by, the resources available in the
class structure. Social class is therefore less a category relatively full or empty of
resources, including communication resources, and more appropriately the set of
changing social relationships resulting from the actions of social agents making use
of, and limited by, the very structure of those relationships. In the process of social
action, people constitute themselves and their class relations. This approach is less
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mechanical than one concentrating on categories because it permits one to see
social class as both a central material force in social life and as the product of social
action carried out by people on all sides of class relations.

Given the importance of a categorical view, one does not find many examples of
social relational and formational approaches to social class in political economy
research. This is understandable considering the ability of class power to deepen a
sense of alienation, which Bourdieu once argued rests on “a force of something said
with authority” by which subaltern classes are:

[ulnceasingly asked to accept the point of view of others about themselves, to bear in
themselves the viewpoint and judgment of others, they are always exposed to becoming
strangers to themselves, to cease being subjects of the judgment they bring to bear on
themselves, the centre of the perspective of the view they have of themselves. (Cited in
Mattelart and Siegelaub, 1983: 19).

An early starting point for the formational approach is the communication research
of Mattelart, who calls this task the search for a “lost paradigm” containing the ways
subaltern classes constitute themselves, both in relation to dominant classes as well
as from a self-conscious sense of their own needs and interests. Acknowledging the
difficulties of moving beyond a categorical view, Mattelart (Mattelart and Siegelaub,
1983) addresses the use of the mass media and popular cultural practices outside the
West and the tradition of rank-and-file communication among workers in the West.
He does so to demonstrate how these people built their own means of communica-
tion, developed their own languages, and their own common sense. In the process,
they established their own popular hegemony, which, though constituted along
with, alongside and in conflict with a hegemony of the ruling classes, nevertheless
provided independent grounds for social action, including class struggle. Political
economists have begun to respond more substantially to this call for a formational
approach to social class (Artz, Macek and Cloud, 2006; Calabrese and Sparks, 2004;
Downing, 2001; Dyer-Witheford, 1999; Fones-Wolf, 2006; Mazepa, 2007; Schiller,
2007b). This research has begun to examine working people as actual producers of
communication and culture. It is important to extend this discussion by examining
a social class perspective that aims to go beyond the categorical by addressing labor
in the communication industries.

Labor and Social Class

The exercise of class power in the workplace has a long history in political economy,
with much of the debate in the nineteenth century centering around Marx’s brief
discussion of the separation of conception from execution at the point of produc-
tion and reinvigorated in contemporary debates with the work of Braverman (1974).
Since there are numerous dimensions to this topic in contemporary research on
social class, it is useful to give this more extensive treatment, particularly since there
is growing research on the exercise of class power in the communications workplace
through the elimination of labor and through the exercise of surveillance-based
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control over the remaining workforce (Deuze, 2007; Huws, 2003; McKercher and
Mosco, 2006, 2007; Mosco and McKercher, 2008). Furthermore, efforts are increas-
ing to build on this research by offering relational and formational perspectives on
communication labor and social class.

Because communication and information technology have become so influential,
jobs based on these technologies are receiving a great deal of attention with particu-
lar emphasis on the class composition of the so-called knowledge occupations. How
one addresses this issue has important political as well as theoretical implications.
Some have defined knowledge labor narrowly, limiting it to work that directly
manipulates symbols to create an original knowledge product, or to add obvious
value to an existing one (Florida, 2002). According to this view, knowledge workers
are people like writers and artists, web-page designers and software engineers, uni-
versity professors and film directors. They comprise a so-called creative class that can
translate intellectual power into political and economic power, as Daniel Bell pre-
dicted they would in his 1973 book The Coming of Post-industrial Society.

A broader definition of knowledge work encompasses the labor of those who han-
dle, distribute, and convey information and knowledge. This includes school teach-
ers at both the elementary and secondary levels, most journalists, librarians, media
technicians such as telecommunication and cable television workers, as well as those
who work in the postal services (see, for example, Day, 2007; Deuze, 2007; Kumar,
2007; Martin, 2007; Tracy and Hayashi, 2007). These are considered knowledge work-
ers because an increasing amount of their work involves making use of information
or information technology to efficiently and effectively deliver a product whose
value is intended to expand a recipient’s knowledge. In essence, they represent a
middle class within the knowledge sector.

Finally, there is growing research asserting that anyone in the chain of producing
and distributing knowledge products is a knowledge worker. In this view, the low-wage
women workers in Silicon Valley and abroad, who manufacture and assemble cables
and electronic components, are knowledge workers because they are an integral part of
the value chain that produces the essential hardware of knowledge work (Pellow and
Park, 2002; Smith, Sonnenfeld, and Pellow 2006). Similarly, call-center workers, who
sell products and services over telecommunications networks, would also fall within
this broad definition of knowledge work because they are central to selling information
and because they make use of the products of communication technology to carry out
their work. Furthermore, the management and control of their work would be far more
difficult were it not for the advanced surveillance technologies made possible by devel-
opments in communication and information technology (Head, 2003).

In essence, a categorical class analysis of media and knowledge labor yields a three-
level hierarchy. But that is not sufficient because it is important to look beyond exter-
nal criteria and examine the subjective experiences of the workers themselves,
including the ways they choose to organize or structure their trade unions. This takes
us to a relational and a formational view of social class. Trade unions like the
Communications Workers of America (CWA) and its Canadian counterpart, the
Communications, Energy and Paperworkers Union of Canada (CEP), have brought
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together a diverse range of workers under the same umbrella — journalists and telephone
operators, translators and customer service providers, health care workers and print-
ers, as well as the people who write and broadcast the news and those who work the
cameras and sound boards to bring it to viewers and listeners. These two unions have
had some success in mobilizing all three social class levels of knowledge workers in
effective labor actions. However, the mixed pattern of labor convergence across the
communication sector in North America, including the failure of some creative
unions to unite, leaves open the question of how trade unions themselves bound the
term knowledge worker (McKercher and Mosco, 2007; Mosco and McKercher, 2008).

All of this is directly relevant to addressing the importance of social class because
debates about the scope of how to think about knowledge work are also debates
about social hierarchies. Since much of the research on knowledge work tends to see
inclusion in that category as a positive development for the workers who make the
move, the type of definition one accepts is also an implicit decision about who and
how many are privileged. Limiting the definition to Florida’s creative class, or even
to his “super-creative” core, gives greater weight to the privilege of being a knowl-
edge worker than would accepting a broader definition that covers different types of
workers, including many, such as call-center employees, about whom it is far more
difficult to justify the privileged label. A creative class opens the door to one type of
political change, such as a shift in power to knowledge creators. A more heteroge-
neous vision of the knowledge work category points to another type of politics, one
predicated on questions about whether knowledge workers can unite across occupa-
tional and national boundaries, whether they can translate solidarity based on a cat-
egorical view of their social class position into a formational view. Finally, what
should knowledge workers do with their class solidarity?

Another significant division in the concept of knowledge work holds important
but different political implications. Think of the continuum we have just described
as operating along a vertical hierarchy, with directly creative workers at the top and
those who build computer hardware at the bottom. Knowledge workers can also be
divided along a horizontal axis, falling into a pure content category at one end of the
continuum and a pure technical category at the other, with most knowledge and
information workers located somewhere in the middle. Content and technical
groups both include creative workers in Florida’s meaning of the term, but many
other types of workers as well. The content category encompasses artists, entertainers,
teachers, journalists, musicians, and others who might also be called cultural workers.
The technical category covers software designers, biomedical engineers, audiovisual
technicians, and those whose creative contribution is the construction of code, the
design and manufacture of technologies, and the production of signals. The work of
this category makes possible the labor of cultural and other producers of what is typ-
ically viewed as content. Examined this way, the difficulties of calling all these people
knowledge workers become readily apparent. What do engineers and writers have in
common? Journalists and telecommunications specialists? Musicians and cancer sci-
entists? Regardless of whether the concept of knowledge worker is defined broadly or
narrowly along the vertical axis, we are still left with the divide between those who
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focus on creating culture and those who concentrate on technology. This may make
sense in a categorical or relational definition of social class but does it make a differ-
ence formationally, i.e. in the class with which these workers identify?

This horizontal divide holds practical significance because cultural and technical
workers are increasingly part of the same workplace and participate in the same labor
process. This raises the obvious question of whether they can work together in a har-
monious way. More importantly, technical and cultural knowledge workers are often
included in the same labor organizations. Unions like the CWA and the CEP have
brought together very different types of knowledge workers, not just those who are
higher or lower in a vertical status hierarchy, but also those who are on one side or
the other of the divide between cultural and technical workers. What does this mean
for the prospects of building labor solidarity? Can this succeed within a single union,
within a single country, across one border, or across one or more oceans? Considering
the vertical and horizontal divisions that mark the meaning of knowledge work, it is
easy to appreciate the challenge facing those who would unite them. Research in the
political economy of communication demonstrates some of the successes and failures
(Mosco and McKercher, 2008). But much more needs to be done because the stakes
are high. Simply put, answering the question “Will knowledge workers of the world
unite?” will go a long way to shaping the global political economy.

Communication and Gender

A political economic perspective makes use of social class as its entry point for exam-
ining structuration. The preceding section recognized the value of a categorical con-
ception of social class and described its use in communication research. It also
suggested how to build on this conception by incorporating relational and forma-
tional conceptions of social class. Such a turn strengthens the political economy of
communication by deepening the meaning of social class that underlies so much of
its work. Notwithstanding the importance of this project, the analysis of structura-
tion calls for taking up additional conceptual coordinates.

Although social class is a necessary entry point for political economy, it is not a
sufficient condition for addressing structuration and its relationship to communica-
tion, in part because it leaves the question of gender, in the words of Jansen (1989),
“a socially structured silence.” As earlier chapters demonstrated, unlike other
approaches, political economy has not been entirely silent on the issue of gender,
although it typically addresses the subject as a dimension of social class relations. For
example, political economic research on information technology and the interna-
tional division of labor describes the double oppression that women workers face in
the microelectronics industry, where they experience the lowest wages and the most
brutalizing working conditions (Pellow and Park, 2002). Nevertheless, even though
political economy has made important contributions to a gender analysis, it has not
aimed to incorporate gender relations as fully as possible within the limits of the
political economy perspective (McLaughlin, 2004).
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One obvious task is to consider the range of social perspectives on gender and
assess their compatibility with a political economic framework. This is important
because the goal is not to find a place for gender, or, specifically, for women, in polit-
ical economic analysis. This sort of “search for women's place” is very much part of
the problem. Rather, the goal for political economy is to determine how best to the-
orize gender within a political economic analysis, i.e. to suggest areas of agreement
and, where these are not possible, to identify terms or zones of engagement between
the frameworks. It is also important to emphasize that these efforts join those of
Micky Lee (2007), McLaughlin and Johnson (2007), Meehan and Riordan (2002),
Sarikakis and Shade (2007), and others whose work has taken important steps toward
bridging perspectives. Moreover, it also recognizes the significant contribution of
explicitly feminist scholarship that starts from the need to address the specific con-
cerns of feminism before beginning to think about connections to alternative per-
spectives (Chambers, Steiner, and Fleming, 2004; Rakow and Wackwitz, 2004).

Political economic perspectives are most compatible with gender theories that fore-
ground social, rather than biological or psychological categories. Moreover, on a
spectrum comprising those social viewpoints from most to least tied to a political
economy perspective, we start with gender approaches that begin with social class as
an entry point, examining, for example, gender and power, next, those that concen-
trate on social reproduction, and finally, on the duality of gender and class, or the mutual
formation of patriarchy and capitalism.

Perspectives that start with social class foreground the system of production and
tend to locate gender within it. This point of view considers, for example, how the
international division of labor creates labor hierarchies that locate women predomi-
nantly at the bottom, a reserve army of low-skilled, dependent, and flexible workers.
A class analysis of communication similarly examines labor hierarchies in the busi-
ness of producing and distributing media and information by addressing the pres-
ence of significant gender divisions within an overall class-divided system (Antcliff,
20035; Huws, 2003; M. Lee, 2007; McLaughlin and Johnson, 2007). Moreover, such an
analysis considers the consequences for media access as it situates gender relations
within a communication system that stratifies access opportunities by class. For
example, class analysis documents diminished access among the poor, but the sys-
tem of gendered power locates women disproportionately within this category, leav-
ing women more marginal than men in access to media, telecommunication, and
information technology, including both the jobs within these industries and the
communication resources produced by them.

Theories of social reproduction move political economy closer to gender analy-
sis because these shift the locus of attention from the production of media, or, in
the case of access, from the production of audiences, to the reproduction of social
relations. Concretely, this means a tendency to shift the center of attention from
the workplace to the home, the family, and sexuality. Although operating on the
territory that typically occupies gender analysis, political economy takes a major
role because the analysis of social reproduction tends to examine the functional
connections between the reproduction of capitalism and class structure and the
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reproduction of social relations in the home and family. From this point of view,
the media serve to tie the home, particularly through the activities of women, to
the system of production and consumption by replenishing the energies of work-
ers and connecting people to networks of consumption that thicken with each
wave of new media and information technology. To complete the cycle, needs,
interests, and desires emerging from the process of social reproduction become the
source of entertainment and information programming which are used as direct
and indirect vehicles for promoting consumption (Dines and Humez, 2002; Lovell,
Hartmann, and Karski, 2006; Mosco and McKercher, 2008: Chapter 3).

Explicitly functionalist analyses of social reproduction persist, but most acknowl-
edge the presence of contradictory tendencies and forms of resistance that loosen the
link between capitalism and gendered power. For example, as Adam Smith, Marx,
and other classical political economists recognized, capitalism tends to move in dif-
ferent directions with respect to gender (as well, vis-a-vis race and ethnicity). Even as
social class power constitutes hierarchies of production that keep women out or, at
best, marginalized, it erodes many of the traditional practices that limited the avail-
able human resources. Hence, although capitalism continues to constitute job ghet-
toes for women, as a result of political struggle it also loosens restrictions on
education, occupation, and other forms of women's social activity and social mobil-
ity. Similarly, systems of communication that tighten the connections to consump-
tion also provide instruments for breaking with traditional roles, practices, and
values. These are further instances of the view that capitalism is both dynamic and
contradictory. Moreover, as again is evident in Marx, capitalism creates conflict
across the range of social relations, including class and gender. Capitalism uses class
power to structure the social relations of production and consumption, but it cannot
guarantee that this will work successfully, principally because the people who partic-
ipate in these structuring practices are self-reflexive and able to act socially on their
own needs and interests, however distorted and partially formulated. One conse-
quence is that people recognize the opportunity in the erosion of traditional bonds
and take an active role in the process of restructuring them. As a result, the process
of reproduction is contested and the sources of social resistance to capitalism are
multiplied, but also dispersed.

Both social class and gender become grounds for opposition and resistance, acting
sometimes congruently, as when telephone operators, overwhelmingly women, orga-
nize feminist caucuses within telephone worker unions to fight for better wages and
working conditions. But, as debates within feminist movements indicate, this is not
always the case. One source of tension reflecting, perhaps more intensely, fissures
within the wider society, is between class and gender solidarity. This tension is man-
ifested in debates over the relative emphasis that one should place on overcoming
class divisions by, for example, providing the poor with greater access to and control
over the means of communication, or on overcoming gender divisions within
classes, for example, by opening more positions within the executive ranks of media
companies to women. Social reproduction is contested, but so too are forms of resis-
tance (Bakker and Gill, 2003; Meehan and Riordan, 2002).
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Alongside perspectives that begin with class and those that foreground social
reproduction, are another set that view gender and class as independent categories,
each of which provides a grounding for power relations in society. According to this
position, society is both a patriarchy (gender-divided) and capitalist (class-divided).
These co-exist independently within the social field, sometimes interact, and, at
times, are mutually constitutive (Steeves, 2001; see also Meehan and Riordan, 2002;
Sarikakis and Shade, 2007). An approach based on the duality of patriarchy and cap-
italism, which has recently emerged in some parts of feminist standpoint theory (see
Chapter 6), has the advantage of providing a broad field of analysis because it per-
mits one to concentrate on a specific grounding without ignoring the other, as in
studies of capitalist patriarchy or patriarchal capitalism. The approach faces some of
the same challenges of any framework based on mutual formation, such as how to
characterize the field they occupy - patriarchal or capitalist, and which is adjective and
which is noun - and how to describe the nature of their interaction. It faces the addi-
tional problem of aiming to address mutual formation without a specific entry point
such as class or gender (Dines and Humez, 2002).

These three approaches suggest ways to think about gender within an overall polit-
ical economy of communication. Their major strength is that, of all categorical
approaches, they are relatively simple to apply to specific structural problems in com-
munication studies, such as access to media, to power in media organizations, and to
the policy-making process. Their weakness is also that of categorical approaches: they
tend to pay less attention to the process of social formation, specifically, to how
people actively constitute gender in relation to the mass media, to social class, and
to the range of choices within gender (e.g. heterosexuality and homosexuality).

A formational approach concentrates on the process of creating a gender identity
through the mutual formation of social structures, the means of communication, the
product of communication, and the agency of individuals who act as social beings in
social relationships. For example, such a perspective examines the formation of gen-
der through the relationships among media institutions, which are situated in a
wider political economy, the medium of television, the programs it broadcasts, and
the way individuals, who come to the mass-mediated experience with specific,
though dynamic, social roles and relationships, understand and act on this pro-
gramming. Partly because they require that rare transdisciplinary and transnational
perspective, spanning political economic and cultural analysis, exemplars remain
somewhat sparse (McLaughlin, 2004). Some of the closest approximations lie in
social history, where commitments to either of these approaches take a back seat to
a social understanding of a particular period (Curran, 2002; DiCenzo, 2004).! This
work confirms that the term social reproduction is at once too simple and too blunt
to describe this process because it implies a “copy” theory of social development and

1 DiCenzo’s article is particularly important because it provides both a guide to feminist
media history and to the many pressure points that it must address, such as balancing the his-
tory of women, of media, and of an historical period.
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assumes a linear relationship between texts and social experience. Analysts of culture
have made progress by reminding us of the polysemic nature of texts, broadly under-
stood to include the full range of media products, but they have tended to fall
victim to their own form of simplification, namely a consistent neglect of the rela-
tionship between media products and the institutional processes of production and
distribution that bring them into being, as well as a tendency to ignore the social
embeddedness of individual agency. Furthermore, institutions and social roles are
not mere contexts for texts and individual agency, a suggested solution to the insti-
tutional and social category blind spot in cultural research. They are full participants
in a process of mutual formation. Social histories of mass communication technol-
ogy have made important contributions to the documentation of this complex
process. These include Douglas’s work (1987) on the mutual constitution of technol-
ogy and gender in the relationship of “amateur” radio to the formation of masculin-
ity (see also Douglas, 2004), Beetham’s (1996) on the development of women’s
magazines, Haralovich and Rabinowitz (1999) on women and the history of televi-
sion entertainment, and Green (2001) on the history of the telephone as seen
through the lens of gender and race.

Communication and Race

The powerful and multifaceted effort to theorize gender within areas largely domi-
nated by class analysis holds out the prospect for a renewed political economy of
communication that encompasses broader and deeper dimensions of social experi-
ence than what is traditionally understood in the discipline. Nevertheless, class and
gender, individually or in tandem, do not exhaust the categories that are vital to an
understanding of the structuration process in part because, on their own, they do not
leave sufficient room for understanding the power of race and related categories such
as ethnicity and nationality.

In 1903, the American black nationalist W.E.B. DuBois said that “the problem of
the twentieth century is the problem of the color line.” For him, the color line was
drawn within and across nations as a principal source of divisions within societies
and between the rich and powerful nations of the predominantly white West and
the poor and dependent rest of the world. Although, as we have seen, communica-
tion studies has addressed the question of imperialism extensively, principally by
examining the role of the media and information technology in its formation, the
discipline has done so to extend a sense of the world as class-divided. It is less fre-
quently viewed as gender-divided (as in the case of studies on women in the inter-
national division of labor) and as race-divided (Ehrenreich and Hochschild, 2003;
Sarikakis and Shade, 2007). That is why it is especially important to identify race as
a vital participant in the process of structuration. Racial divisions are a principal
constituent of the manifold hierarchies that make up the contemporary global
political economy, and race, as both a category and a social relationship, contributes
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fundamentally to individual and collective access to national and global resources,
including communication, media, and information technology (Gandy, 1998).

A categorical understanding of race, like that of class and gender, addresses the differ-
ential access to communication that racial divisions bring about. This includes access to
ownership and control of communication companies (US GAO, 2008) and to jobs in the
media, communication, and information technology industries (Ankney and Procopio,
2003; Benson, 2005; Green, 2001; Thanki and Jefferys, 2007; Wilson, Gutiérrez, and
Chao, 2003; Johnston and Flamiano, 2007; Newkirk, 2002). It also encompasses media
representations of the range and diversity of minority images (Clawson and Trice, 2000;
Downing and Husband, 2005; Gray, 2004; Henry and Tator, 2002; Myers, 2004). Kim
(2008) describes how numerous of these stereotypes persist today:

e Black men are threatening

e Black women are “sassy”

e Asian and Asian American women are exotic yet passive
e Asian and Asian American men lack masculinity

e Latinos are presumed not to be citizens

e Middle Easterners are suspected terrorists

¢ Native Americans are “noble savages”

Tabor documents the historic tolerance of racism in American broadcasting,
including numerous cases that demonstrate how the broadcast regulator, the Federal
Communications Commission (FCC), tolerated explicit racism in television:

in the mid-1960s, white supremacists, who managed Jackson, Mississippi television station
WLBT, covered the screen with a "Sorry Cable Trouble" sign whenever network programming
featured an African-American. Clergy and local citizens banded together to challenge the lack
of access given African-Americans on the Jackson station. But the FCC denied the clergy and
citizens' standing and conditionally renewed the station's license. (Tabor, 1991: 612)

When a federal court overturned the Commission's decision, the FCC ignored the
court and renewed the station's license for a full three-year period. A federal appeals
court finally directed the FCC to vacate the license grant to WLBT (United Church of
Christ v. FCC F.2d 543, 549-50 (DC Cir. 1969)). Despite 1968 regulations, embraced
by the FCC, to eliminate employment discrimination in broadcasting, it was not
until 1989 that the Commission upheld a complaint of employment discrimination
against a licensee.

From a global perspective, race is a central force in the formation of the interna-
tional divisions of labor, whose hierarchies include class and gender, but also, vitally,
race, in the organization of skills and control situated within a world political econ-
omy increasingly defined by the production of microelectronics and information
(Smith, Sonnenfeld, and Pellow, 2006).

The racial division of access to media and communication is not without its prob-
lems for capitalist development. When ethnic and racial minorities are not incorpo-
rated into communication networks, businesses miss opportunities to expand and
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deepen their markets. As is the case with class and gender, one of the principal fault
lines in the construction of markets is the trade-off between incorporating new
people and the ground that must be given up with new messages and images that
potentially challenge the dominant narratives that occupy most of audiovisual space.

The categorical approach to race and the media documents the significance of race
across the various forms of media access. There are fewer studies that address the
social relational and formational dimensions of race and the media (Gandy, 1998;
Green, 2001; Hunt, 1997; Leung, 2005). These demonstrate that one cannot com-
prehend the structuration of race in the media without taking into account how it
operates through the struggles of minorities to gain access to jobs in the mass media,
through the creation of alternative media reflecting the lived experience of minori-
ties, and through pressure to change the presentation of minority information and
entertainment in the mass media. As in the case of those studies which foreground
gender, some of the most interesting work in this area tends to concentrate in social
history. Saxton (1990) demonstrates this in a history of white racism in the United
States by identifying those economic levers, from the slave trade to a segmented job
market, as well as those cultural instruments, including academic analyses of racial
inferiority and popular entertainments like minstrel shows, that reproduced a set of
race (and class) relations. These are considerably more than embodiments of white
racism. They are also social practices that are constantly put to the test, challenged,
revised, and reformulated in the context of racial conflict and wider political eco-
nomic change. The practices themselves thereby contain evidence of social contes-
tation, as when, for example, black minstrelism became a force of social satire
directed at attacking, however gingerly, the very racism it traditionally reinforced.
People as diverse as Abraham Lincoln, Mark Twain, and Eugene Debs, who, in
Saxton's assessment (1990: 390), were “not so much dissenters as collaborators in the
midst of white racial politics, ... nonetheless projected broader visions of human pos-
sibility.” In addition, at every stage in the construction and reproduction of white
racism, oppositional forces like African-American abolitionists, who produced a volu-
minous anti-racist literature, struck at the heart of racist premises. These embody
Sivanandan's conclusion about racism and colonialism:

| think that it's a mistake to think of colonialism as a one-way street, as something that is done
to you, as something that takes you over, something so powerful you can't resist it. There is
always a resistance somewhere that comes out of your own culture, your language, your reli-
gion. And that resistance first takes the form of an existential rebellion — a rebellion against
everything that goes against your grain. (1990: 3; see also Linebaugh and Rediker, 2000)

Communication and Social Movements

The mutual constitution of class, gender, and race is an important dimension of the
overall structuration process. A complete analysis of this process would include genera-
tional and other processes, although there is the danger that this can all too easily
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devolve into a pluralistic compilation of equally influential social categories. A political
economic approach identifies structuration as a social process which starts from class, as
category, relationship, and formation and examines how it is constituted principally
with gender and race. Notwithstanding the value of this approach, it contains the added
risk of mechanistic thinking about how these terms operate in practice and how they
should be brought together in praxis. Arguing from a feminist perspective, Haraway
reflects on the difficulty of connecting class, gender, and race, and suggests the need for
new geometries of social relations:

It has seemed very rare for feminist theory to hold race, sex/gender, and class analytically
together — all the best intentions, hues of authors, and remarks in prefaces notwithstand-
ing. In addition, there is as much reason for feminists to argue for a race/gender system as
for a sex/gender system, and the two are not the same kind of analytical move. And, again,
what happened to class? The evidence is building of a need for a theory of “difference”
whose geometries, paradigms, and logics break out of binaries, dialectics, and nature/
culture models of any kind. Otherwise, threes will always reduce to twos, which quickly
become lonely ones in the vanguard. And no one learns to count to four. These things
matter politically. (1991: 129)

Haraway’s point is important for a political economy of communication, if only
because it questions all essentialisms, whether based on class, gender, or race.
However, her argument goes beyond these in its pessimism about those approaches,
like the one taken here, which eschew essentialism by offering an analysis based on
entry points and multiple determinations. Although the thrust of this book is more
optimistic about examining the social relations of class, gender, and race, it is useful
to consider additional formulations within the general political economy framework.
Two possibilities focus on social movements and the social relations of hegemony.

An analysis organized around social movements holds out the advantage of tran-
scending traditional social categories by concentrating on social agency and social
action. Social movements bring together people from a range of social identities who
are, more or less, united by a specific interest which includes opposing and seeking
to transform established dominant power relations. Social movements can also unite
people identified with a particular class position, such as trade unionists, the poor, or
business elites. They can also connect people around gender, as does the range of
feminist movements, or around race, for example the US civil rights and black power
movements. Furthermore, they can mobilize people based on other categorical iden-
tities, such as age or nationality. However, the success of social movements typically
depends on their ability to transcend particular social categories by uniting a diverse
collection of people around a specific interest or cause, such as the movements to
support fair trade and oppose corporate-controlled globalization.

In recent years, considerable attention has been directed to movements emphasiz-
ing identification with interests and causes that, while not omitting a concern for
social categories (the feminist movement is probably the most strongly categorical),
are nevertheless chiefly taken up with specific goals. These “new social movements”
include pre-eminently those organized around the environment, globalization,
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health (especially in the fight against AIDS), and sexual preference (gay liberation).
They unite people across traditional categories and establish the grounds for greater
attention to non-traditional categories.

The line between old and new social movements is not firm, although consider-
able heat has been expended on defending one or the other as politically superior.
Some argue that the global political economy makes class-based movements more
important than ever, and others attack this position by claiming that a post-fordist
or postmodern information economy diminishes the significance of such categories
in favor of movements that unite diverse people behind a general cause, such as envi-
ronmentalism (Della Porta and Diani, 2006; McDonald, 2006; Meyer, 2006). Old
social movement approaches tend to be linked to traditional political economic con-
cerns, while those that call our attention to the new movements tend to place greater
emphasis on cultural identification, including the power of various media (social net-
working sites, reality TV, flash mobs) to forge new cultural links and propel some of
these into full-blown movements. Unfortunately, although the literature on new
social movements has broken new ground, so much attention has been taken up
with the break from the old that common ground has been underemphasized and
consequently so too the political potential of forging alliances across old and new
movements. This has begun to change as new research takes up connections between
such enduring categories as social class and newer ones such as environmentalism
and sexual preference. There is no doubt that concerns over the environment, gen-
der, and race have provided the basis for major social movements of the late twentieth
century. Nevertheless, this does not mean that society is any less class-divided, that
labor is no longer a central social activity and a force in social organization, and that
trade unionism is politically spent (Mosco and McKercher, 2008). In addition to
focusing on the process of political action, a social movement approach is valuable
specifically because it rejects categorical imperatives of both old and new varieties.

Social movements are particularly important for a political economy of communi-
cation because they have influenced the development of the means and content of
communication. In facing up to the inevitable question of how to organize internal
and external communication, all of the major social movements have developed
communication strategies and policies. Among the most prominent issues are how
democratic should be the lines of internal communication, the extent to which a
movement should adopt mainstream forms of external communication, and the
degree of specialized or expert attention a movement should devote to media activ-
ity. Early work by the sociologist Todd Gitlin (1980) proved to be especially impor-
tant because it suggested that a movement’s media policy cannot be distinguished
from its fundamental goals. Specifically, he showed how the American student anti-
war movement lost some of its democratic moorings when it permitted leaders to
become media personalities.

The political economy of the mass media itself has contributed to the formation of
social movements organized principally around media production and policy.
Alternate media movements worldwide have challenged dominant media forms,
technologies, images, and messages from perspectives that link political economy to
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social movement theory (Hackett and Carroll, 2006), to organizational communication
theory (Ganesh, Zoller, and Cheney, 2005), and to autonomist social thought
(Dyer-Witheford, 1999). These movements range widely to include literacy cam-
paigns, street theater, alternative newspapers, video, and film production, cartoon-
ing, public access cable programming, alternative computer networks, video piracy,
computer hacking, and other forms of Internet activism. They differ in how they
challenge established forms of media. Some, like the massive literacy movements in
Cuba and Nicaragua, contested, out of political philosophy and practical necessity,
technology-intensive forms of communication and education (Mattelart, 1986).
Others, such as video piracy, hacking, and Internet activism take on concentrated
control over the means of communication (Hanke, 2005; Kahn and Kellner, 2004).
Still others, such as the alternative press and public access radio and cablecasting,
offer fundamentally different messages and images from those of the mainstream
(Howley, 2003, 2004; Stengrim, 2005; Switzer and Adhikari, 2000; Waltz, 2005).

Social movements have also been prominent in organized challenges to dominant
media policies. The movement organized around a New World Information and
Communication Order was arguably the most significant international effort to take
on dominant forms of media policy-making, particularly the control that Western
transnational businesses held over the production and distribution of the major mass
media (Sosale, 2003; Traber and Nordenstreng, 1992). The movement continues
today in the activities around the World Summit on the Information Society which,
among other things, aims to enshrine the Right to Communicate among fundamen-
tal human rights accepted by international organizations (Chakravartty and Sarikakis,
2006; Thomas, 2006).

Numerous social movements have taken on national and local policy-making
processes, including efforts to democratize decisions about station licensing, spectrum
allocation, industry structure, and media content. Historically, these movements have
been particularly strong in the United States, which saw intense struggles over the
development of the telegraph and telephone, with groups led by trade unions and
rural political organizations calling for public ownership or, at least, social control
over the development of telecommunications along the model of the public postal
service (DuBoff, 1984; Stone, 1991). The development of radio and television broad-
casting brought about similar struggles with trade unions and educational interests in
the forefront of efforts to promote public broadcasting and strong regulation of com-
mercial channels (Fones-Wolf, 2006; McChesney, 1993; McKercher and Mosco, 2007).

The growth of the civil rights and feminist movements unleashed new energy into
the broadcasting reform movement. The former used the courts to gain standing for
groups representing the general public interest before the Federal Communications
Commission, the federal regulator which had ruled out such standing as a usurpa-
tion of its powers. Feminist groups joined their civil rights counterparts to attack
established hiring practices and degrading programming (Creedon, 1993). Learning
from these left-of-center movements, the right wing organized a strong media move-
ment of its own to attack what it claimed were morally offensive programs (Jamieson
and Capella, 2008). Contemporary interest in the development of interactive media,
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particularly the ferment over media concentration and persistence of inequities in
access to new media, has breathed new life into the public interest media reform move-
ment (Communication Workers of America, 2007; McChesney, 2000, 2007).

Hegemony

Hegemony provides another dimension to the process of structuration by describing
how our common-sense view of society is constituted, including, for example, the
stereotypes discussed in this chapter’s section on race and the sense of what it takes
to change them. The term achieved prominence in the West principally through the
work of social philosopher and activist Antonio Gramsci, who made it a central fea-
ture of his intellectual project. Specifically, he sought to understand the specific con-
tours of advanced capitalist societies by concentrating on their capacity to base
control on consent more than on physical coercion. The concept of hegemony is sit-
uated between the concepts of ideology and values. Ideology typically refers to the
deliberate distortion or misrepresentation of social reality to advance specific inter-
ests and maintain hierarchies of power. On the other hand, values denote those
shared social norms connecting the wide range of differently placed people and
strata in society. Hegemony differs from these in that it is the ongoing formation of
both image and information to produce a map of common sense which is suffi-
ciently persuasive to most people that it provides the social and cultural coordinates
to define the “natural” attitude of social life. Hegemony is therefore more valuable
than the concept of ideology because it is not simply imposed by class power, but
constituted organically out of the dynamic geometries of power embedded in social
relations and social organizations throughout society. It is more useful than the con-
cept of values because hegemony incorporates both power and common sense
whereas values leaves little room for power.

The notion of tradition is a powerful instrument in the construction of hegemony.
In his attempt to remove the naturalistic gloss that gives the very idea of hegemony
its transhistorical quality, Hobsbawn describes “invented traditions” which, like the
ceremony surrounding the British monarchy, appear “ancient and linked to an
immemorial past.” These are, in fact, “a set of practices, normally governed by
overtly or tacitly accepted rules and of a ritual or symbolic nature, which seek to
inculcate certain values and norms of behaviour by repetition, which automatically
implies continuity with the past” (Hobsbawn, 1992: 1). Tradition roots people in a
past that achieves a mythic status, setting it beyond the empirical tests of historians
and social scientists. The annual celebrations in honour of St Patrick and Christopher
Columbus re-enact for Americans a white immigrant narrative of rugged individuals
who worked hard to achieve prosperity and acceptance in society.

The invention of tradition is one of the central social processes in the creation of
hegemony, one component of which, what Poulantzas (1978) called individuation,
takes on a life of its own outside tradition. This refers to the tendency of capitalism to
transform collective categories and identities into individual ones, thereby diminishing
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the social power of class, gender, race, and other forms of collective energy. The working
class, women, and blacks are thereby reconstituted as individual subjects.

Hegemony is also embodied in a range of substantive ideas such as the widespread
acceptance of the marketplace as the cornerstone of a productive economy, of voting as
the primary means of carrying out democracy, and of journalistic objectivity as the prod-
uct of two views on an issue of the day (Goldman and Rajagopal, 1991). Free markets,
free elections, a free press, the free flow of information, and other hegemonic ideas are
neither politically neutral values, nor ideological instruments of control imposed from
above. They constitute the common-sense currency of everyday life, developing out of
those social relationships that make up hierarchies of class, gender, race, etc.

Gramsci’s analysis of hegemony was inextricably bound to his political project,
which would replace revolutionary action and direct military attack, advanced by
“enlightened” leaders in the vanguard, with an oppositional and alternative hege-
mony. This counter-hegemony would constitute a new common sense, a new currency
of everyday life that, over the many struggles or “wars of position,” would establish a
social democratic alternative to capitalist common sense. Gramsci’s alternative did not
replace a political with a cultural strategy. Instead, it broadened the conception of rev-
olutionary politics to encompass the social struggle over cultural and linguistic space.

Given the power of hegemonic ideas, how is it possible to accomplish Gramsci’s
transformation? The task is all the more daunting, when one recognizes the dynamic
power of a dominant hegemony, as it responds to changing political and social rela-
tions to take on new forms such as, for example, the expansion of national into conti-
nental and global hegemonic blocs, the incorporation of what were once oppositional
notions, such as formal gender equality, into the dominant hegemonic constellation,
and the reconstruction of ideas about social welfare and private charity. Global neolib-
eralism, the vision of the world as one large market managed by global business with
support from national governments and international organizations constitutes a pow-
erful hegemony. It is little wonder that some intellectuals would go as far as to state
that the world has reached the end of history, a time when fundamental social change
has ended and all that remains is managing the problems of a global marketplace.
Computers and information technology provide the tools to do so and, by enabling
instantaneous communication, they also bring us, in the minds of others, to the end
of geography and the end of politics as well (Mosco, 2004). But hegemony of this sort
was much more powerful in the 1990s when the dotcom bubble was inflating and
before two jet planes crashed into New York’s World Trade Center.

Notwithstanding the power of a dominant hegemony, there are good arguments
to be made for the view that hegemony does not present an impregnable barrier.
Yes, hegemony is stronger than ideology because it is based on consent, rather than
coercion. But consent is very demanding, calling as it does for the ongoing forma-
tion of widespread, willing agreement to accept the dominant view as natural.
Unlike formulations based on the logic of capital, of a dominant ideology, or of val-
ues embedded in the natural right to rule, hegemonic power is built from social rela-
tionships requiring complicity across class, gender, race, and other hierarchies. And
this is more difficult to maintain when economic bubbles burst and when terrorist
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attacks lead to military invasions that remind one painfully that history, geography,
and politics inevitably return with a vengeance.

Moreover, once achieved, consent is a powerful form of control; but a process that
requires consent implies resistance and the potential for alternative forms of common
sense. Hence, although hegemony is a central means of accomplishing the struc-
turation of social relationships, it does not guarantee their reproduction. Hegemony
is carried out over a contest for consent which, while situated within what Mahon
(1980) called an “unequal structure of representation,” is sufficiently unstable to
admit oppositional and alternative hegemonies (Worth and Kuhling, 2004).

Two major tasks for political economy are to identify the sources of instability in
the dominant hegemony and to assess the range of forms taken by oppositional and
alternative hegemonies. The former include gaps between what passes for common
sense and lived experience. One of the central problems of capitalist hegemony has
been to constitute consent for the idea that capitalism produces widespread material
abundance in a world full of poverty, including in its own heartland. Numerous
defenses offer alternatives to the conclusion that it is the economic system itself
which produces poverty. These include references to the culture of poverty argument
that blames the poor for its own condition. In the extreme, the culture of poverty
argument amounts to an academic gloss on racism: blacks, Hispanics, and indige-
nous people would advance if only they were able to overcome their own social and
cultural tendencies, which include the wrong values, work habits, family and sexual
practices, and attitudes toward money.

Another favored defense is the “trickle down” view that, over time, economic policies
favoring the rich will inevitably trickle down to benefit the entire class structure. This is
a variation on the general defense based on the distinction between the short and long
run which, in the face of evident short-term consequences (a decision favors one group
over another), claims that, in the long run, the consequences will even out. Compaine
(2001) offers a trickle-down view to defend the current distribution of communication
and information resources. His reading of technological history leads him to conclude
that the long run will see access even out across class and other social divisions.

Alternatively, the dominant hegemony often defends itself with an ironic wink,
that is, with the stylistic detachment that knows full well that major gaps exist
between what passes for common sense and lived experience. As several scholars
have documented, political and media institutions have perfected this form of post-
modern irony, creating a bond between cynical narrator or plot line and viewers that
respond to the gap with knowing recognition that, yes, it exists, but more impor-
tantly, “no one is pulling the wool over our eyes” (Glynn, 2000; Miller, 1988). Finally,
another major defense relies on no direct defense at all, but rather defends indirectly
through the production of entertainment and information that is largely about
something else, about attractive distractions that suggest, among other things, that
it is better to think about something else, or not to think at all.

Raymond Williams (1980) drew on Gramsci’s notion of hegemony to develop the
ideas of oppositional and alternative hegemonies with respect to cultural and media
practices. Either form requires the development of a new intellectual leadership
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which departs from both establishment and revolutionary traditions by rejecting
divisions between analysis and political practice, between conceptual and technical
knowledge, and between thinking and working. For Gramsci, these leadership qual-
ities constitute “organic intellectuals” who use them to advance the development of
oppositional and alternative hegemonies. As a long tradition of informational, dra-
matic, comedic, and other forms demonstrate, oppositional hegemonies attack the
shortcomings in the dominant form by peeling back the glossy covers that mask its
contradictions. These cultural practices of opposition and resistance do not neces-
sarily presume an alternative hegemony but, depending on their success, make it eas-
ier to create one. Hence, the struggle for media reform leads people to imagine a
democratic communication system and the struggle against free trade leads to imag-
ining a fair trade system based on widespread participation in decisions about global
governance and a commitment to equal access to all of the resources necessary to
lead a full life. Alternative hegemonies, in varying degrees of explicitness and over a
range of forms, describe the substance of different ways to make a new common
sense of social life, suggesting that it is worthwhile and realistic to think about these
differences and to act toward their realization. In this way, the concept of hegemony
serves as a broadly based organizing principle or process providing another way of
thinking about structuration, one which overlaps, complements, and departs from
the processes of constituting class, gender, race, and social movements.

Conclusion

This chapter has examined structuration or the process by which social structures
are constituted out of human agency, even as they serve as the very medium of
social constitution. Political economy brings an emphasis on power to the structure—
agency dualism. Structures constrain individuals by using economic, political, and
cultural power. One consequence of this use is the establishment of social class,
gender, race, and other social categories that make up the major divisions in
the social field. But social class and other divisions are not just a consequence of
structural pressure, they also result from the agency of individuals and social
groups who use their own power to constitute themselves in the world and in rela-
tionship to others. The political economy of communication looks at how these
divisions document differences in access to media and information technology as
well as to jobs in the media and IT industries. It also looks at how people make use
of media and information technology to increase their own power to shape social
structures. In addition to examining social class, gender, and race, the chapter con-
sidered social movements that use communication to bring about social change,
including the movement to create democratic communication systems. Finally, it
took up the concept of hegemony or the process of constructing a taken-for-
granted world view. Distinguished from ideology and social values, hegemony
draws its strength from achieving the consent of those it would control, but it also
requires the exercise of power to maintain consent under changing conditions.
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Communication plays a central role in hegemony as both old and new media are
vital to the successful maintenance of hegemonic control as well as to resistance
and the construction of counter-hegemonies.

This brings to a conclusion the analysis of the political economy of communication
organized around the three entry processes of commodification, spatialization, and
structuration. The discussion broadened the grounds for thinking about communica-
tion from a political economic perspective, but it looked outward only within the
neighborhood of political economy. The next chapter concludes the book by moving
beyond the neighborhood to those disciplines which, though on the boundaries of
political economy, nevertheless constitute different intellectual regions. Specifically, it
takes up the challenges which cultural studies and public choice theory pose for the
political economy of communication. It also suggests new opportunities for political
economy beyond these border disciplines.
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CHALLENGES ON THE
BORDERS... AND BEYOND

Borderlines

The last three chapters provided a theoretical perspective on the political economy
of communication from the inside, by assessing the state of the discipline’s central
questions and ideas. Rethinking and renewing political economy also requires one to
look outward, at the relationship between the discipline and those on its borders.
Admittedly, one can map the universe of academic disciplines in innumerable ways.
Political economy can be situated opposite sociology, political science, geography,
and economics, among other approaches. Taking into account the central problems
we have identified in a political economy of communication, it is particularly useful
to locate the discipline opposite cultural studies, on the one side, and public choice
theory on the other.

It would undoubtedly be presumptuous for this chapter to attempt a full-blown
critique of these perspectives. The literature in both fields contains excellent maps,
analyses, and critiques. Rather, starting from a political economic perspective, the
chapter aims to continue a conversation that would benefit each. In addition to this
primary goal, the chapter also contributes to identifying strengths and weaknesses
within and between cultural studies and public choice that are elements of an ongo-
ing process of rethinking these approaches. As Grossberg (1991: 55) has put it, “The
point is not so much to choose between them, although one inevitably must do so,
but define new forms of alliance and cooperation amongst them.”

Over the years, communication scholars have identified the discipline’s principal
fault lines in different ways, including the distinction between behavioral and nor-
mative, and between administrative and critical approaches. Since the 1990s, the dis-
tinction between political economy and cultural studies has attracted considerable
attention. This is understandable since cultural studies has grown substantially over
the past four decades, has influenced communication studies substantially, and raises
fundamental questions about the assumptions, methods, and conclusions offered by
alternative approaches, including political economy (Deetz and Hegbloom, 2007;
During, 1993; Grossberg, Nelson, and Treichler, 1992; Peck, 2006). Moreover, since
communication studies has tended to take root in the arts and humanities divisions
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of universities, the discipline understandably gravitates to a dialogue with cultural
studies. It is therefore essential to take up the challenge of cultural studies in order
to establish a sound political economy approach to communication studies.

It is equally important for political economy to critically evaluate its relationship
to public choice theory, where, in spite of a substantial increase in the attention of
communication scholars, little systematic reflection has taken place. One can define
public choice theory in different ways, but this chapter specifically views the field as
an amalgam of pluralist thought in political science and neoclassical thought in eco-
nomics whose goal extends beyond explaining behavior to a normative interest that
evaluates and recommends policy courses of action. The pluralist wing has occupied
the orthodoxy of political science and public policy research. More recently, neo-
classical economists have made use of central assumptions, categories, and theories
to shift the center of gravity in policy studies. As a result, approaches variously
labeled public choice theory, policy science, and positive political economy now
occupy an important place, several of whose practitioners have achieved worldwide
notoriety by winning the Nobel prize in economics, including one, Ronald Coase,
who worked on major issues in communication policy.

Cultural studies is a broad-based intellectual movement which concentrates on the
constitution of meaning in texts, defined broadly to include all forms of social com-
munication. It has grown from many strands, including one based on the drive to
oppose academic orthodoxies, particularly the tendency to organize knowledge in
disciplinary canons such as English literature. One of the distinguishing characteris-
tics of cultural studies is the tendency to back off from characterizing the field as an
academic discipline, in part because it is interested in questioning the foundations of
disciplinarity and, in particular, the tendency to create fixed bodies or canons of
knowledge. As Johnson (1987: 38) put it, “cultural studies is a process, a kind of alchemy
for producing useful knowledge; codify it and you might halt its reactions.”
Raymond Williams identified the intellectual origins of cultural studies in questions
raised about the canon of English Literature:

So you have in sequence, first, a restriction to printed texts, then a narrowing to what are
called “imaginative” works, and then finally a circumspection to a critically established
minority of “canonical” texts. But also growing alongside this there is another and often
more potent specialization: not just Literature, but English Literature. (1981: 53)

The approach now contains numerous currents and fissures that provide consider-
able ferment from within as well as without.

From the beginning, especially in the British context, cultural studies has been
strongly influenced by Marxian approaches. This includes the tendency to see the cul-
tural as intimately connected to social relations, particularly as organized around social
class, gender, and race, especially their asymmetries and antagonisms. Furthermore,
Marxian concerns with power, particularly the power to define and realize needs and
interests, influenced the development of cultural studies, as is evidenced, for example,
in the work of Thompson (1963) and Willis (1977), which brought to the fore the
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cultural construction of social class relations. Marxian concerns are also exemplified in
the work on gender that grew out of, and in response to, the research program carried
out at the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies in Birmingham (CCCS Women's
Studies Group, 1978). Finally, there is the view, prominent in the work of Stuart Hall
(1980, 1982) and others, that culture is neither independent nor externally deter-
mined. Rather, it is best viewed as the site of social difference, struggle, and contesta-
tion. Indeed, commentators have noted that one of the significant differences between
British and American approaches to cultural studies is that the former has adopted a
more explicitly Marxian and generally political position. Cultural studies in the United
States also contains numerous divisions, but one can conclude that there is a greater
tendency for it to draw inspiration from a pluralist conception of society and politics
which sees power as widely dispersed, from functionalist anthropology and sociology,
which concentrate on how cultural practices maintain order and harmony in social
life, and from symbolic interactionist social psychology, which uses the language of
ritual and drama to examine the production and reproduction of symbolic communi-
ties (Carey, 1979). It did not take long for cultural studies in the United States to be
singled out for its “affirmative character,” essentially offering apolitical, positive assess-
ments of the cultural landscape, and particularly of its audiences. In the view of one
influential critique, American cultural studies contained five fundamental flaws:

First, it overestimates the freedom of audiences in reception. Second, it minimizes the com-
modification of audiences as analyzed by a political-economic approach. Third, it fails to
differentiate between mass advertising and specialized media. Fourth, it confuses active
reception with political activity. Finally, it takes the exceptional situation of progressive
readings promoted within oppositional subcultures as the norm. (Budd, et al., 1990: 169)

These are important criticisms which hold considerable weight today. Nevertheless,
cultural studies can contribute to advancing political economy in several ways. Very
importantly, it has taken the lead in constructing a broad-based critique of positivism
that foregrounds the subjective and social constitution of knowledge. Starting from
the work of Raymond Williams (1961) and Richard Hoggart (1957), cultural studies
propelled the shift in literary criticism from the analysis of canonical and elite liter-
ature to everyday life.! Specifically, they aimed to broaden the sense of what com-
prises the substance of cultural analysis by starting from the premise that culture is
the product of ordinary, everyday life, produced by all social actors, rather than just
by a privileged elite. Moreover, although this view is contested and emphasizes shift,
cultural studies has maintained that the social is constructed out of gender, race, and
nationality divisions and identities as much as by social class (Fiske, 1989; Wilson,
Gutiérrez, and Chao, 2003).

1 Williams (1981: 65) squarely attributes the shift to Marxism “which instead of privileging
a generalized Literature as an independent source of values insists on relating the actual variety
of literature to historical processes in which fundamental conflicts had necessarily occurred and
were still occurring.”
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Political economy can learn from these departures, but it can also contribute to the
development of cultural studies. Even as it takes on a philosophical approach that is
open to subjectivity and more broadly inclusive, political economy insists on a realist
epistemology that maintains the value of historical research, of thinking in terms of
concrete social totalities, of moral commitment, and to overcoming the distinction
between social research and social practice. It therefore departs from the tendency in
cultural studies to concentrate on subjectivity and the subject, as well as from the
inclination to reject thinking in terms of historical practices and social wholes.
Political economy also parts company with the tendency in cultural studies to employ
a specialized language that belies the original view that cultural analysis should be
accessible to those ordinary people who are responsible for its social constitution.
Finally, it eschews the propensity in cultural studies to back off from studies of labor
and of the labor process in favor of examining the social “production” of consump-
tion and the consequent tendency to reject labor as holding any value in contempo-
rary movements for social change. There are important exceptions to this view (Ross,
2004), but it would be hard to make the case that cultural studies has devoted much
attention to labor, the activity that occupies most people’s waking hours.

Political economy can also learn from the development of a public choice perspective.
The latter encompasses a wide range of thinking with two centers of gravity around
which orbit a number of diverse perspectives associated with and reacting against these
two leading foci. One center privileges a political analysis that places the state in the
forefront of analysis. The other gives weight to economic arguments that aim to extend
the application of neoclassical theory over political, social, and cultural life (Buchanan,
2003; Posner, 1992; Stigler, 1988). Traditionally, political economy has tended to “read”
the state and other “superstructural” forces from the specific configuration of capital
dominant at the time. It therefore can benefit from an approach that takes seriously the
constitutive role of the state. Moreover, political economy shares with public choice the-
ory the interest in extending analysis over the entire social totality, with an eye to social
transformation. On the other hand, political economy departs fundamentally from the
public choice tendency to adopt a pluralist political analysis that views the state as the
independent arbiter of a wide balance of social forces, none of which holds sway.
Against this, political economy insists on the power of capital and the process of com-
modification as the starting points of social analysis. Furthermore, political economy
rejects the public choice tendency to build its analysis of the social totality, and of those
values that should guide its transformation, on individualism and the presumed ratio-
nality of the market. Against this, it insists on starting from social processes, such as
social class formation, and on setting community and public life against the market and
against a rationality that actually reproduces the power of a dominant social class.

Lessons from the Borders: Cultural Studies

Cultural studies has broadened the range of epistemological approaches beyond pos-
itivist and essentialist perspectives to encompass social constructivist approaches to

0214



e o ¢ Challenges on the Borders... and Beyond e e e

knowledge, which aim to determine how individuals and groups actually participate
in the creation of their perceived social reality. It asks how social phenomena are
created, institutionalized, and ultimately turned into tradition (Hobsbawn, 1992).
Socially constructed reality is an ongoing, dynamic process which people reproduce
by acting on their knowledge and interpretations of it.

From a substantive point of view, cultural studies has sided with the view that cul-
ture is ordinary, a product of everyday life that is widely produced, distributed, and
consumed. Culture is therefore not limited, as defenders of the literary canon would
maintain, to those elite practices that have established the cultural orthodoxy for
many years. Cultural studies opened the full range of entertainment and information
media, including television sitcoms, mass circulation tabloids, Harlequin romances,
and Hollywood blockbusters to legitimate critical analysis. More importantly, it dis-
tinguished between mass-produced and distributed material and popular culture or
work created and disseminated under relatively democratic conditions (stressing
widespread participation and equality) to achieve democratic goals. Ironically, cul-
tural studies often presents itself in an academicized, i.e. relatively inaccessible,
idiom that creates an unnecessary gap between the analysis of culture and those cul-
tural workers and consumers who might benefit most from the analysis. There is no
gainsaying the need for conceptual sophistication and certainly no need to apologize
for acknowledging that research often requires the use of complex theoretical for-
mulations. But, as numerous commentators have noted, some cultural studies work
is so inaccessible, so limited to a specialized academic audience, that any democratic
inspiration or aspiration seems to be irretrievably lost.

Consider this critique from Harvard University Professor of African-American
Studies Henry Louis Gates, Jr., in which he considers the pitfalls of formal cultural
analysis, their “alienating strategies,” by recounting a painful experience in trying to
pass along the canon in the classroom. It is worth a rather lengthy quote:

One of the first talks | ever gave was to a packed audience at a college honors seminar, and
it was one of those mistakes you don’t make twice. Fresh out of graduate school, immersed
in the arcane technicalities of contemporary literary theory, | was going to deliver a crunchy
structuralist analysis of a slave narrative by Frederick Douglas, tracing the intricate play of
its “binary oppositions.” Everything was neatly schematized, formalized, analyzed; this was
my Sunday-best structuralism: crisp white shirt and shiny black shoes. And it wasn’t play-
ing. If you've seen an audience glaze over, this was double glazing. Bravely, | finished my
talk and, of course, asked for questions. “Yeah, brother,” said a young man in the very back
of the room, breaking the silence that ensued, “all we want to know is, was Booker T.
Washington an Uncle Tom or not?” (Gates, 1989: 44)

Later on, Gates realized that this was a very interesting question, “a lot more interest-
ing than my talk was.” It raised questions about the politics of style, about what it
means for one person to speak for another, and about how one distinguishes between
co-optation and subtle subversion. In essence, it awakened Gates “to the yawning
chasm between our critical discourse and the traditions they discourse upon,” to the
gap between the text and the experience to which it gives rise (Gates, 1989: 44).
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Notwithstanding this problem, cultural studies reminds political economy that the
substance of its work, the analysis of communication, is rooted in the needs, goals,
conflicts, failures, and accomplishments of ordinary people. These try to make sense
of their lives, even as they confront an institutional and symbolic world that is not
entirely of their own making and which, in fact, appears more often than not as an
alien force outside their own control.

Cultural studies has also contributed to the expansion of critical work beyond social
class analysis to include research inspired by feminism and those newer social move-
ments committed, for example, to environmentalism. This work has served to remind
political economy that, while social class is a central dividing line, or, from the per-
spective adopted in this book, a starting point, multiple overlapping hierarchies that
extend to gender, nationality, race, and ethnicity also constitute the process of struc-
turation. Moreover, although its extreme formulations celebrate the politics of con-
temporary life as a search for particular identities that fragment oppositional politics,
cultural studies has recognized the energizing potential of multifaceted forms of social
agency, each of which brings with it dimensions of subjectivity and consciousness
that are vital to political praxis and which have received too little treatment in polit-
ical economic analysis (Kraidy, 2005; Waetjen and Gibson, 2007). Cultural studies is
often defined specifically in these terms. According to Johnson (1987: 43), for exam-
ple, “cultural studies is about the historical forms of consciousness or subjectivity, or
the subjective forms we live by... .” Johnson goes on to make the connection between
this definition and the Marx-Engels tradition, particularly the early work such as The
German Ideology (1987/1845). Later on, he notes, in a formulation quite congenial to
my conception of political economy, that “the ultimate object of cultural studies is
not, in my view, the text, but the social life of subjective forms at each moment of their
circulation, including their textual embodiments” (Johnson, 1987: 62). Or, as Waetjen
and Gibson (2007: 5) put it in their important study of the Harry Potter books, “what
is required is a commitment to taking textual meanings seriously, while at the same
time situating such textual openings and closures within a diachronic, material analy-
sis of contemporary media production and distribution.”

Political economy has been understandably preoccupied with the multifaceted
ways in which culture is produced or structured as a result of dynamic imperatives to
commodification. Cultural studies reminds political economy to incorporate, in
Johnson'’s (1987: 55) words, “the indirect results of capitalist and other social relations
on the existing rules of language and discourse, especially class and gender-based
struggles in their effects on different social symbols and signs.” Cultural studies
approaches implicitly recognize the futility of relying on the outcome of the logic of
capital or of organizing resistance solely around class divisions. Instead, it calls for a
“political economy from below” to better understand the “micro-productive activities
of cultural producers themselves” (Wittel, 2004: 11). Unfortunately, in its haste to
turn to new forms of social geometry and resistance, cultural studies has tended, with
important exceptions, to simply reject outright those older forms, based on class and,
specifically, wage-labor, whose centrality for comprehending and transforming social
life political economy quite rightly warrants (McGuigan, 2005; Miller, 2004).
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Political economy has concentrated on the macrosocial organization of power and
has developed the methodologies to address it. Although cultural studies has, with
exceptions, not given the same consideration to power, when it does so, the approach
tends to shift attention to the local organization of power, concentrating on how
power mutually constitutes intersubjectivity. Moreover, although some streams of cul-
tural studies focus almost exclusively on texts, choosing to “read the social” from its
textual embodiments, others have drawn from traditional ethnographic methodolo-
gies to understand the social relations of textual, including media, reception and use
(Donkor, 2007). By reminding us that power is also local, intersubjective, and accessi-
ble through observational techniques, cultural studies enriches the political economic
understanding of power.? Furthermore, it is evident that some who advance an ethno-
graphic approach to cultural studies recognize its limitations and call for making con-
nections between the global and the local (Ferguson and Gupta, 2002).

Lessons from the Borders: Public Choice Theory

Public choice theory has drawn primarily on pluralist political science and neoclassi-
cal economics research to analyze and evaluate alternative courses of action, includ-
ing communication. Also known as positive political economy or the rational expectations
approach, it is an explicit attempt to apply the tools of orthodox economic research
to political science with the aim of creating a policy science (Buchanan, 2003;
Murshed, 2002; Posner, 1992; Stigler, 2003). Specifically, public choice aims to create
a science whose key concepts are the market, individual choice, and private self-
interest. The market provides the structural model for all collective activity, including
that of businesses, governments, voluntary associations, interest groups, and families.
Collectivities are reducible to the sum total of individual choices which, notwith-
standing how they are described, explained, and justified, reflect private self-interest.
There is no society or social group sui generis, no sum greater than the parts. Studying
individuals therefore yields data on the behavior of collectivities because structures are
nothing more than convenient fictions for individuals pursuing similar interests.
Moreover, the approach privileges private over public interests because it starts from
the view that people are, above all else, pursuers of private self-interests. One of the
primary tasks of a public choice theorist is to describe the markets in all human activ-
ity, including communication. What is your self-interest and how much, in dollars,
time, affection, etc., are you willing to pay to achieve it?

For the public choice theorist, social order results from the ongoing process whereby
individuals maximize their self-interest by making choices across the range of relatively
imperfect markets that constitute social life. From this perspective, a primary moral
goal for the scholar or the practitioner is to make markets work better, whether those
markets are for information, entertainment, education, communication, creating a

2 For a political economic reflection on ethnography, see Pendakur (1993).
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family, or making money. For example, from this point of view, policy studies should
be taken up with producing strategies for the reduction of those transaction, informa-
tion, and opportunity costs incurred in the process of choice (Murshed, 2002).3

Public choice theory has grown across a range of disciplines and achieved a signif-
icant measure of general attention as a few of its founders, notably James Buchanan,
Ronald Coase, and George Stigler, have been awarded the Nobel Prize in economics.
Its success has emboldened leading proponents, such as Mancur Olson, to call for the
development of a unified social science, collapsing all traditional disciplines into pub-
lic choice theory (Olson, in Alt and Shepsle, 1990: 212-31). Generally aligned with
conservative viewpoints, public choice theory has impressed a diverse collection of
scholars, including some who advance a Marxian analysis (Cohen, 2000; Tarrit, 2006).
From the start, however, leading Marxian theorists have been very critical of the
approach because it is fundamentally driven by the application of market principles
to social life (Wood, 1989). The approach has been applied to empirical studies of gen-
eral social behavior, including studies of the family and sexuality (Posner, 1992).
Consequently, although public choice theory is only one of several ways of thinking
about policy, in the view of some, it is now, or is on its way to becoming, the leading
approach in the field.* Over the years, the approach has exerted an influence on com-
munication studies through the application to policy questions bearing on such sub-
jects as the value of the radio spectrum and appropriate policies to distribute it, the
extent of staff “capture” of regulatory agencies, the costs and consequences of dereg-
ulation, and the development of copyright policies for a digital age (Coase, 1991;
Crandall, 1991; Derthick and Quirk, 1985; Wilson, 1980; Wu, 2004).

Public choice theory can offer several lessons to a political economic approach to
communication. Drawing on the tradition of pluralist political science, most appli-
cations of the perspective start from the view that a multiplicity of relatively equal
participants are directly involved in the policy process and that one needs to address
the specific interests and actions of each to present a full picture of how policy is
formed.® It tends to resist arguments that maintain, for example, that the logic of
capital (or any other singularity) drives public policy. However, public choice does
tend to the extreme of a pluralism subject to no overall tendencies, a kind of inter-
est group anarchy which political economy, quite correctly, takes to task.

Just how public choice theory resolves these issues is not central to this chapter. It
is more important to recognize that the overall commitment to specific, concrete

3 Transaction costs are those incurred in the process of exchange, such as the costs of bring-
ing together a buyer and seller. Information costs are those associated with securing knowledge
about products, people, and markets necessary to make the best choice. Opportunity or “sunk”
costs are those incurred in previous choices which constrain present ones.

4 There are several journals that feature public choice research. In keeping with the goal of
replacing heterodox political economy with a contemporary version of classical economics, a
leading outlet is called The Journal of Political Economy.

5 For an application to communication studies see Hallin and Mancini (2004).
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analyses of clashing interests offers important lessons for a political economy that
sometimes reads specific outcomes simply from a thought-experiment on the logical
outcome of capitalist processes. Again, there is a tendency for public choice theory
to overemphasize government and, particularly, the formal legal-regulatory system
for addressing policy issues. This tendency to formalism, which focuses on what hap-
pens when a policy issue reaches government, neglects the wide-ranging sources and
uses of power outside the legal-regulatory apparatus and the extensive incubation
and development process that shapes issues before they reach the formal stage of
government consideration. Nevertheless, public choice theory is instructive for polit-
ical economy because it reminds the latter to resist the tendencies to economism that
would read policy decisions from industry structure alone.

There are also lessons to be learned from the economic wing of public choice the-
ory, particularly from its enthusiastic embrace of a broad range of significant questions
that have traditionally occupied psychologists, sociologists, political scientists, as well
as economists, but which have fallen out of favor as these disciplines have pursued a
limited warrant. Not content to remain within the traditional domain of economics,
public choice theory has taken the methodological individualism and positivism of
traditional economics and applied it to understand decision-making processes in the
family, the state, and religious organizations over the widest range of questions
encompassing sexuality, bureaucracy, family structure, budgets, etc. Moreover, this
approach has not shied away from normative and moral questions that, not too long
ago, would have been off limits for mainstream social science. Returning to the val-
ues, if not to the precise methodological strategy, that impelled Adam Smith and other
classical political economists to take up a wide scope, including the central moral
issues of their time, they approach the social with the spirit of pioneers who challenge
the timidity of social scientific modernism and the consequent failure to address
many of the major social and moral issues of our time. This pioneering spirit is par-
ticularly evident in the now classic work of Brennan and Buchanan (1985), who
viewed their project of moral reconstitution as nothing short of aiming to create a
new “civic religion” in America. Public choice theory is certainly open to criticism for
how it approaches these issues, for example, by taking methodological individualism
to the extreme and by viewing the state as an independent arbiter of competing inter-
ests. Nevertheless, the policy studies approach speaks to a political economy of com-
munication that would reverse research tendencies that reward ever-narrower projects
and build walls between social science and moral philosophy.

There are important political consequences that stem from efforts to stress univer-
salism and commonality over fragmentation and division, particularly for those asso-
ciated with left-of-center political movements that concentrate on the politics of
identity and various standpoint theories which accentuate those characteristics that
distinguish groups marked by gender, race, ethnicity, age, or sexual preference.
Identity politics has admittedly energized a wide range of diverse political and intel-
lectual movements. But it has also helped to reverse traditional Left-Right politics.
The Left, which once stood firmly behind universalism, however flawed, now tends
to promote a range of fragmented interests. Whereas the Right, which traditionally
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advanced what amounted to the particularistic standards of elites, now confidently
promotes a universalistic conservative populism. It will be interesting to observe
whether the return of universalistic ideas in Left discourse, for example, cosmopoli-
tan citizenship, will take root (Brock and Brighouse, 2005; Miller, 2007).

Responses from Political Economy

Political economy offers important lessons that apply individually to public choice
theory and to cultural studies, but it is particularly valuable to begin with those it
offers both, starting with the centrality of power in the analysis of communication.
Political economy departs from public choice theory and cultural studies in several
ways, particularly by giving considerable weight to power, understood as both a
resource to achieve goals and an instrument of control within social hierarchies.
Pluralism, the central political tendency within public choice theory, treats power as
a widely dispersed resource that is more or less accessible to all interests operating
within the political arena (Derthick and Quirk, 1985; Hallin and Mancini, 2004). The
distribution of power may be significant for particular cases, favoring, for example,
software companies like Microsoft on some issues, telecommunications firms like
Verizon on others, and consumer groups in still others, but according to this view,
there is no structural tendency for power to be concentrated in one group or inter-
est. From the pluralist viewpoint, it follows that power, generally diffused through-
out society, is not at all a central formative influence.

Political economy agrees that it is useful to think of power as a resource, as well as
a form of control, but differs significantly on the place of power in its overall analy-
sis. Political economy thinks of power as a resource that is structured or rooted in,
what Mahon (1980) called, an “unequal structure of representation,” a feature built
into a system that rewards market position with privileged status within social hier-
archies. Moreover, power is more than a resource - it is also a form of control that is
used to preserve such privileged status against challengers. Although, in practice,
public choice and political economy overlap, it is intellectually clarifying to suggest
an essential ontological difference in how the two disciplines view power. Public
choice views power as diffused and dispersed, one among many forces at work in the
social field. Political economy sees it as congealed and structured, a central force in
shaping the social field. This is evident in a comparison of any of the numerous polit-
ical economy analyses of media ownership and concentration with what little
appears on this perspective in the public choice literature. Power, in its numerous
manifestations, is central to the former, and virtually disappears from the latter.

Cultural studies has certainly not ignored power and presents a variety of ways of
seeing it, particularly emphasizing its personal, local, and intersubjective dimen-
sions. Nevertheless, there is a tendency for cultural studies to approach power in
ways that put it in closer company with public choice than with political economy.
With some notable exceptions (Coombe, 2005; Miller, 2004), culturalist perspectives
do not place power at the center of their fundamental way of thinking about social
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relations. Moreover, their conception of power tends to be rooted in individual sub-
jectivities, their identities, and collective action, rather than, as political economy
would have it, structured in the institutions of society. Cultural studies tends to step
back from conceptions of structure and, in extreme formulations, tends to reject the
concepts of society and of social unity, even those presented with caution and con-
tingency (Rutherford, 2005).

Political economy responds by reaffirming the value of theorizing the social total-
ity, not as the abstract and idealistic conception that systems theory defends, but
rather as the concrete manifestation of mutual interests and structures of power.
Acknowledging the value of thinking about the subjective dimensions of power,
political economy nevertheless maintains that these are mutually constituted with
objective conceptions of power that derive from the fundamental rules governing
structures in society.

It is interesting to observe that public choice theory and cultural studies, in effect,
share a perspective on media content diversity. In their own particular ways, each
conflates diversity with multiplicity and tends to discount the view that diversity is
difficult to achieve or generally refuses to concede that it requires concerted political
action. Among the many tendencies that constitute positions within public choice,
one of the central points of view is that content diversity can be equated with the
sheer number of voices in the market or the community. This point of view opposes
media concentration on the grounds that it restricts the flow of information and
entertainment, but tends to be satisfied with remedies that expand the multiplicity
of marketplace competitors. For example, the typical public choice response to state
monopoly control of broadcast channels in Europe is to license private carriers. Its
standard response to private monopoly control of North American telecommunica-
tions is to support one or a few competitors. Providing access to the Internet adds
diversity to a marketplace whose traditional media tends to fall into fewer and fewer
hands. From this point of view, the leading measures of concentration should assess
the number of producers and distributors in the marketplace to determine whether
the market has enough voices to constitute sufficient competition. Or, alternatively,
media concentration is a problem only if it has an impact on advertising rates in a
marketplace. Put simply, public choice equates diversity with multiplicity and fair-
ness with reasonable rates for advertisements.

It is only on the outskirts of public choice theory, where the discipline meets polit-
ical economy, especially through critical theories of the state, that one begins to find
a sustained effort to unfasten the link between what is viewed, in these heterodox
formulations, as the fundamental difference between the sheer number of voices
(multiplicity) and the number of different voices (diversity), between the number of
available media and the ability to use them to produce diverse material and distrib-
ute it widely. Public choice argues that diversity tends to flow necessarily from the
presence of competing units. From this vantage point, diversity is relatively easy to
achieve: simply increase the number of units, of producers and distributors. There is
little interest in addressing the thornier problem posed by the conclusion of the
political economy literature: however numerous, producers offer and distributors
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deliver essentially the same messages. Multiplicity does not necessarily lead to diver-
sity. When Rupert Murdoch’s Fox network came to the United States, it added more
voices into a marketplace led by the oligopoly of ABC, CBS, and NBC. But a political
economic view questions whether the news and entertainment which it delivers dif-
fers in any fundamental way from standard network fare. It only tends to make
already conservative media more conservative. Consequently, political economy
contends that there is no net gain, or little, in expanding the number of media voices
without any guarantee of increased diversity.

In spite of differences in the general epistemological, theoretical, and substantive
positions that cultural studies approaches to communication present in comparison
with public choice, they offer similar conclusions about the politics of media diver-
sity (Murdock, 2004; Wood, 1989). Starting from the different vantage point of the
audience, cultural studies approaches come to generally the same conclusion: media
diversity is not a substantial problem because information and entertainment are
polysemic or subject to multiple readings and interpretations that, in essence, create
their own diversity, whatever the number of formal producers and distributors. The
tendency in cultural studies is to see every recipient of a message as a producer, who
assigns a different meaning to a message that is based primarily on the receiver’s par-
ticular “subjectivity position” within the overlapping identities that make up social
life. Media concentration does not restrict diversity because the interpretive range is
not a function of who formally produces and distributes news, drama, comedy, etc.
Rather, the diversity of subjective experiences that audiences bring to communica-
tion and information products produce textual diversity. This tendency in cultural
studies responds to the twin problems of economism and productivism which, it
maintains, confound political economy. In this context, and with notable excep-
tions, cultural studies sees economism as the tendency to read texts from the logic,
structure, and dynamics of the economy and the presumed interests of capitalists. A
specific form of economism, productivism, reads the text from the circuit of capital
that makes up the process of production.®

Political economy acknowledges with public choice theory that additional providers
can expand the number of messages and political economists have intervened in the
policy process to accomplish this. Moreover, it agrees with cultural studies that one
cannot read a single audience response from a news or entertainment program.

6 Stuart Hall, one of the founding figures in cultural studies, demonstrated genuine ambiva-
lence on this subject, which is reflected throughout cultural studies. In some of his work, Hall
assigns powers to capital that defenders of cultural studies would have a hard time distinguish-
ing from work they criticize as economistic. For example, he has suggested that “ownership and
control” is sufficiently important that it “gives the whole machinery of representation its fun-
damental orientation in the value-system of property and profit” (Hall, 1986: 11). Capital,
according to Hall, is so powerful that “it prevents new kinds of grouping, new social purposes
and new forms of control from entering, in a central way, into the production of culture.” In
other work (1989: 50), he is sharply critical, charging political economy with “crudity and
reductionism” and for having “no conception of the struggle for meaning.”
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Nevertheless, political economy insists that a thorough understanding of how the
process of commodification influences circuits of production, distribution and con-
sumption is vital to comprehending culture. Public choice theory, from its various
theoretical standpoints, recognizes this as well. Unfortunately, cultural studies has
suffered because its comprehension of economics and of political economy is
painfully limited. It has documented very little understanding of the depth, com-
plexity, range of fault lines, and overall diversity of orthodox and heterodox eco-
nomic and political economic arguments. As a result, rather than address them on
their own terms, cultural studies has done little more than reject economic argu-
ments on what amount to categorical grounds. Economic arguments are dismissed
because they are economistic. The economic process of producing culture is set aside
as productivist. This is particularly unfortunate because such a rejectionist position
undermines insights that might otherwise contribute to the creation of useful zones
of engagement with those starting from a political economic position. Consider this
critique of productivism:

The text-as-produced is a different object from the text-as-read. The problem with Adorno’s
analysis and perhaps productivist approaches in general is not only that they infer the text-
as-read from the text-as-produced, but that also, in doing this, they ignore the elements of
production in other moments, concentrating “creativity” in producer or critic. Perhaps this is
the deepest prejudice of all among the writers, the artists, the teachers, the educators, the com-
municators and the agitators within the intellectual divisions of labour! (Johnson, 1987: 58)

Political economy has no quarrel with the view that the text is different as produced
and as read. Nor does it contend with the view that readers produce meaning.
Furthermore, political economists have not retreated from examining contemporary
traditional and new media as fundamentally cultural forces (Baltruschat, 2008;
Meehan, 2005; Mosco, 2004; Murdock, 2004). Moreover, political economists have
come to recognize the value of ethnographic methods that help to document the
social experience of reading, listening, and viewing mass media (Pendakur, 2003;
Wasko, Phillips, and Meehan, 2006). However, political economists would disagree
with the view prominent in cultural studies that writers and readers are equally the
producers of texts, whether these are written, audio-visual, or net-based.

Political economy argues that equating writers with readers neglects the interesting
questions, such as, just how powerful are readers and audiences as producers of texts?
To what degree can and do producers of texts act on the range of anticipated reader
and audience responses? What is the relationship between control over the means of
producing texts and the production of meaning? What is the connection between
location in social structure and location in the production of meaning?” What sorts

7 Evans (1990: 150) puts this another way: “Except for the earlier-discussed hypodermic
model, no tradition in mass communication research posits a passive audience. Thus, the real
difference is not a question of active versus passive but rather the postulation of one kind of
activity versus another kind.”
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of resources are required for opposition and alternatives to arise in the face of what
Bakhtin referred to as the “monologic discourse” of the cultural industry? These are
areas that, once one stands back from rejectionist positions, offer grounds for useful
exchange. However tempting, it is not enough to provide what amounts to “a
romantic celebration of the individual’s power to evaluate media content critically
and consciously” (Evans, 1990: 152).% For example, the political economy approach
accepts polysemy and the multiple production of texts, recognizes the need to
analyze the full circuit of production, distribution, and consumption, and sees these
as central moments in the realization of value and in the construction of social life.’
Nevertheless, it disagrees with the conclusion that diversity is the natural consequence
either of the multiplicity of media units or of audiences. Many media units can offer
fundamentally the same media substance and form. As Murray (2004) has
demonstrated in her research on fan cultures, audience resistance is inscribed within
limits established by the media industries.

One result of the focus on audience activity, as the paramount social activity, is to
inflate what little social action is encountered beyond reasonable levels of signifi-
cance (Mosco and Kaye, 2000). Moreover, the very term audience is not an analytic
category, like class, gender, or race, but a product of the media industry itself, which
uses the term to identify markets and to define a commodity. References to audience
activity give the term an analytical and experiential reality beyond the evidence and
this should therefore warrant greater care in use. At the very least, it is premature to
assert that the demographic category “audience” acts when we have not established
the conceptual value of the term, particularly its relationship to social class, race, eth-
nicity, and gender, which are more than demographic groupings. They are lived
experiences. Organized as social actors in various class, gender, race, and other social
dimensions, people carry out activities, including resistance to media presentations,
the significance of which is an empirical question testable through a range of proce-
dures. Media power, which gives those with control over markets the ability to fill
screens with material embodying their interests, tends to structure the substance and
form of polysemy, thereby limiting the diversity of interpretations to certain
repeated central tendencies that stand out among the range of possibilities, includ-
ing those marginalized few that diverge substantially from the norm. Far from

8 It is also the case, as Murdock (1989: 437) has noted, that even the first wave of cultural
studies, including the work of Hoggart and Williams, “was suffused with nostalgia for worlds
that were rapidly disappearing” and “was also tinged by a romantic evaluation of the ‘authen-
ticity’ of these vanishing ways of life... .”

9 As Evans (1990: 148) has noted, cultural studies differentiates itself from traditional
approach by criticizing “hypodermic models” of media effects, which ostensibly warrant the
view that media can be injected drug-like into an audience to produce desired impacts. But
“those guilty of employing hypodermic models are seldom named; in fact, some scholars sus-
pect that the hypodermic model was never a serious tradition in the discipline and that this
direct-effects model has been invoked largely as a polemical strawman against which other posi-
tions would easily seem more sophisticated.”

0224 o



e ¢ ¢ Challenges on the Borders... and Beyond e e e

rejecting oppositional readings categorically, as those who charge that economism
and productivism are the contemporary version of the hypodermic model, political
economy situates these readings within the specific power geometry or map of power
identified by the coordinates of commodification, spatialization, and structuration.

Accomplishing the task of locating audiences within maps of power is made more
difficult by the growth of new media which increases the temptation to abolish the
division between cultural producers and their audiences. Aren’t blogs and social net-
working sites eroding the power of media produced by corporate conglomerates?
Political economy suggests we temper the inclination to leap to this conclusion.
Rather, it proposes that we examine the impact that corporate control over such sites
has on what appears (restrictions on content) and on what is done with what appears
(violations of privacy for commercial and coercive reasons). Graham Murdock (2004:
19) concludes that by focusing on the “new,” the study of communication neglects
“historical continuities, structural inequalities, and the scale and scope of economic
restructuring” that capitalism is bringing about with new media. Those scholars com-
mitted to bringing together a political economic and cultural analysis are optimistic
that this can be achieved. In their research on the Harry Potter phenomenon, Waetjen
and Gibson (2007: 4) commend political economy for recent work that focuses on
texts and see a similar commitment by cultural studies to examine power: “ ... within
cultural studies, for example, a long preoccupation with the text-audience relation
has begun to accommodate a renewed engagement with economic practices and the
moment of cultural production” (see also, Deetz and Hegbloom, 2007).

Political economy also offers responses to the specific criticisms that arise individ-
ually from public choice theory and cultural studies. In particular, it provides a cor-
rective to instrumentalist, statist, and economistic tendencies. Public choice tends to
instrumentalize explanations that address the process of policy formation by describ-
ing the actions of groups that pressure government to act according to their interests.
It maintains that policy is a function of who succeeds in using the state as an instru-
ment to accomplish specific goals. According to this view, one might explain the
trends to liberalize and deregulate telecommunications systems as a result of the abil-
ity of large business users to capture the government policy apparatus. As a result,
large transnational businesses, such as big banks, make government an instrument
to achieve their goals of creating low-cost, customized networks and services to meet
their growing business needs. Similarly, an instrumentalist explains the growth in
the power and profit of cable television and Internet firms as a consequence of the
industry’s ability to lobby and out-muscle broadcasters, consumer groups, and oth-
ers to shape government policy in their interest.

Political economy acknowledges the value of such instrumentalist analyses, but aims
to deepen levels of understanding that start from locating the communication indus-
try within the wider totality of capitalist social relations. Specifically, this means situ-
ating the various components of the communication industry, the government
regulatory and policy apparatus, and civil society groups within the domestic and
international political economies that mutually constitute them. In order to under-
stand the specific way in which the liberalization of telecommunication systems has
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been carried out, in various nations and regions, political economy calls for examining
those forces in the domestic and international political economies that pressed large
business users to develop both the understanding and organizational capacity to inter-
vene on an unprecedented scale in the policy process. It also examines the forces at
work within and around governments that made them more receptive to change,
including, for example, the development of activist elements within government agen-
cies that broke from the traditional connections between the government and monop-
oly telecommunications providers. Finally, political economy calls for studying the
forces that opened divisions within civil society groups, with some pressing traditional
concerns for public interest regulation and others joining the cause of large users by
viewing competition as the best vehicle to bring about industry change.

In essence, political economy argues that understanding how requires more than
comprehending who does what to whom. Moreover, how alone does not in itself
explain what is going on. This is accomplished by also determining why actions take
place, something that requires locating communication policy within the general
political economy, including historical and contemporary tendencies. Finally, polit-
ical economy moves beyond instrumentalism by calling for a critical understanding
of the policy process, one that connects a structural and historical understanding to
a set of values or to a moral philosophical standpoint that assesses the process for its
contribution to democracy, equality, participation, fairness, and justice. This valua-
tional stance also helps to lift policy analysis out of its narrow, descriptive, and pos-
itivist tendencies by connecting policy research to the politics of changing policy.

Political economy also affirms the need to balance tendencies in public choice that
give excessive emphasis to either the political or the economic dimensions. In the
former, or statist approaches to policy studies, one proceeds on the assumption, vary-
ing with different degrees of emphasis, that ultimate decision-making authority
resides with the state. This authority can be formal, denoting government legal con-
trol over the process of decision-making, and substantive, referring to the state’s
power over decision-making content. In the case of either or both, public choice pre-
sumes that power resides with government, so that even when it concludes that the
state is “captured” by some external (the industry) or internal (its own staff) group
that makes the government its own instrument, public choice theory insists that it
is the state which holds the power that one must capture in order to accomplish pol-
icy goals. The result is a tendency to focus almost entirely on the state, including
its regulatory, legislative, executive, and juridical arms, to view it as the center of a
decision-making universe that determines the structure of the industry, shapes its
capabilities, including prices, services, and revenues, and sets the terms for consumer
and public intervention. In essence, the standard statist approach views government
as the power that determines the laws of motion of the policy-making process.

More problematic is the tendency of public choice theory to move in the opposite
direction, offering an economistic view of the policy process that replaces the institu-
tional language of political structure and power with the economic language of
markets, utilities, and preferences. Treating the policy arena as a marketplace that registers
the wants of “buyers” looking for favorable decisions and “sellers” who can offer
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policy outputs, the public choice approach follows neoclassical economic models that
aim to ascertain the equilibrium position where the preferences of policy actors pre-
sumably meet at the margins. One consequence of this position is a tendency to view
government simplistically as the repository of whatever is imperfect, inadequate, or
simply wrong with the competitive market system. For Becker and Mulligan (2003),
the burdens of administration and procedure leave the state with a tendency to
mounting “dead weight costs.” Peltzman (1976) argued that the growth of the state
can be traced to the rise of special interest groups that feed on, what he perceives to
be, the growing entitlement to egalitarianism in Western society. In other words, the
state is a parasite on an otherwise healthy economy. Finally, Stigler (1988) claims that
even those government agencies, such as regulatory authorities, which ostensibly
arise to correct market failures, are really nothing more than inadequate instruments
to redistribute income and accumulate power for regulators themselves.!°

Political economy acknowledges the merit of both statist and economistic tenden-
cies. It credits the former with identifying the independent significance of the state
in the policy process against strands of political economy that simply “read” policy
decisions from the logic of capital. It also understands the attempt to introduce the
language of economics and thereby attenuate statism. Nevertheless, political econ-
omy aims to rectify statist and economistic tendencies because they are partial, sac-
rificing critical elements of either the political or the economic, by starting from the
mutual constitution of the political and the economic. Neither is the essential key to
the policy process; both are required for a complete understanding. Concretely, this
means resisting the temptation to view policy as essentially political because formal
authority for the legal-regulatory regime resides with government agencies. Formal
authority is only one type of power and is often relevant for little more than pro-
viding legitimizing decisions arrived at outside the regulatory process. For example,
different forces within business and the academic/intellectual community provided
an enormous impetus for the adoption of measures that transformed electronic
media, telecommunications, and the Internet through commercialization, privatiza-
tion, liberalization, and internationalization. This pressure mounted to such an
intensity that government adoption of these measures, although contested and sig-
nificant, was, nevertheless, anticlimactic. Much of the policy research, the assess-
ment of alternatives, the planning, and the mobilization of public opinion took
place prior to, or parallel with, but generally outside the realm of formal legislative
and regulatory consideration. Because of its tendency to concentrate on government-
centered activities, much of the public choice literature tends to ignore or, at best,
understate these developments. Political economy aims to correct the statist tendency
by expanding the conception of the policy process to include those developments that

10 In a confidence characteristic of public choice theorists, Stigler (1988: xiii) brushes aside
the need to document this view of regulation: “This change in the fundamental role of regula-
tion is so widely accepted, and so copiously documented, that it would be pedantic to cite the
vast and growing host of supporting studies.”
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take place outside the realm of formal government activity including, for example, the
activities of policy research and planning centers, and the organizations of corporate,
trade union, consumer, and civil society groups. These work to seize the policy
agenda and determine how and when policy issues will appear on the government’s
plate and how policy decisions will be implemented once government has addressed
them. In sum, political economy responds to statist approaches by broadening the
base of policy analysis, particularly by incorporating those social and economic
actors and forces that mutually constitute the political process.

Political economy also aims to correct the particular economistic tendency that
public choice approaches bring to bear on policy analysis. Specifically, although it
acknowledges the value of introducing the economic, political economy rejects the
tendency to incorporate the language and assumptions of neoclassical economics,
which understates, or ignores entirely, the exercise of power, the influence of insti-
tutional actors, and the formation of social relations that structure individual choice.
Moreover, political economy critiques the value of universalizing market models to
analyze policy problems and impel solutions. Precisely questioning fundamental
public choice assumptions, political economy raises a skeptical eye to the neutrality
of markets, their responsiveness to incentives, and their presumed efficiency.
Acknowledging the value of identifying the social costs of regulation, political econ-
omy reminds public choice theorists that there are social costs to competition that
public choice analysts have either ignored or made little more than a half-hearted
attempt to determine and evaluate. In essence, drawing on its general critique of neo-
classical economics, political economy concludes that since the approach is funda-
mentally flawed, one can confidently expect to discern flaws in its application to
public policy research. In the place of public choice economism, political economy
brings a broad-based analysis that centrally includes the processes of commodifica-
tion, spatialization, and structuration which inform political economy in general.
Specifically, it argues in favor of situating the policy process and its actors within the
wider context shaped by the current state of commodification, the institutional map
that constitutes the spatialization process, and the configuration of the social rela-
tions of class, gender, and race, as well as the social movements and processes of
hegemony that make up structuration. Although markets, individual preference, and
choice play a part in the economic dimension of policy studies, they do so only as
dimensions of a wider economic process that political economy provides.

Political economy addresses several responses to the direct and implicit critiques
served up by cultural studies. Although there are important political elements in
some tendencies within cultural studies, particularly those emanating from Britain
and Latin America, the approach has generally lacked a political focus, a sense of
political projects and purposes which, over many years, however fiercely contested,
have been a central driving force in political economy. There is no denying that
political economy, including its application to communication studies, has been a
contested terrain, with many different political tendencies aiming to gain the intel-
lectual and political upper hand. But few within, or, for that matter, outside the
discipline, dating back to the time of its classical founders, would fail to acknowledge
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that political economy is a distinctly political discipline, i.e. one that blurs, or elim-
inates entirely, the distinction between analysis and intervention. That is why praxis
is identified among the vital components of a political economy approach.

In its entirety, cultural studies is less than clear about its commitment to political
projects and purposes. The discipline is not without those who argue in favor of a
political objective that, although different, is no less explicit from what political
economy offers. Such thinking tends to shift the focus of political purpose away from
social class, to gender, race, and other forms of identity, and to those new social
movements that cross class lines to contend over such issues as the environment and
feminism. According to this view, by concentrating on those cultural practices and
values that constitute social identities and divisions, cultural studies contributes to
understanding the central features of the dominant hegemony. This includes, for
example, the authoritarian populism that brought so much of the working class into
the Thatcher-Reagan fold to support neoliberal globalization and the formation of
popular oppositional and alternative movements. But this view is not universally
upheld within cultural studies (McGuigan, 2005). Some of its practitioners are
considerably more ambiguous about its politics, arguing that cultural studies research
contains less certain links to a specific political project or that the primary, if not the
only, political activity within cultural studies is the act of research itself. Reflecting
on the political uncertainty within cultural studies, Jameson (1989: 43) wondered
whether the approach is most comfortable identifying with “an anarchist and
populist spirit” that responds enthusiastically to what Featherstone and others
perceive to be “a more democratic and culturally literate public everywhere in the
world today.”!" Finally, there are those, particularly identifying within post-
structuralism, whose view of reality is limited to the construction of texts and
discourse. These tend to dismiss any links between the process or substance of
research and the political domain. However accurately this description conveys a
sense of the range of views, the divisions within cultural studies are not this neatly
compartmentalized. Suffice it to say, cultural studies is an enterprise that is entirely
more uncertain about its political connections than is political economy.

Cultural studies is also considerably more uncertain about one of the central sub-
stantive goals of a political economy approach: understanding social totalities. Tetzlaff
(1991: 10) argues that this is rooted in a general tendency in cultural studies, most pro-
nounced in post-structuralism and postmodernism, to equate unification with concep-
tions of social control and liberation with "the fragmentation of this unity” (Lyotard,
1984). Political economy tends to argue that the social totality exists not so much as a

11 It is interesting to observe the support for anarchism from within both cultural studies and
the economic wing of policy studies. Both appear to celebrate individual acts of what are inter-
preted to be resistance to power, particularly to the institutional power of national governments
and corporate monopolists. It is also instructive to observe how Jameson distances himself from
this position, acknowledging as accurate the criticism directed at his inability to celebrate with
sufficient enthusiasm the “new anarchism.”
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theoretical abstraction that can be necessarily read off the inherent characteristics of
systems, but more specifically as the concrete manifestation of empirically observable
social relations, specifically those operating within capitalism. Political economy under-
stands capitalism as a particular social whole constituted out of social processes whose
starting points are commodification, spatialization, and structuration. These provide
one means of comprehending capitalism as a concrete social totality, meaning a specific
configuration of interrelated social processes. The nature of the configuration and of the
relationships among processes is dynamic and therefore not absolutely specifiable, but
it is the goal of political economy to describe, as adequately as its tools permit, both the
state of the social totality and the direction to which its primary processes are taking it.
Consequently, although political economy is open to a wide range of characterizations
of the social whole and of the nature, form, and strength of the relationships that con-
stitute the totality, it maintains that understanding the social totality is unmistakably
central to its substantive project.

Cultural studies is considerably less certain about the value of pursuing the social
totality because it doubts the empirical reality and theoretical usefulness of the
concept. Preferring to concentrate on concepts such as cultural difference, particular
subjectivities, and local identities, it approaches with great caution efforts to suggest
connections among categories, out of concern that connections can easily mount
into systems and forms of objectification that submerge the particular and the local
beneath their discursive power. Political economy recognizes that caution is
warranted. It acknowledges, for example, that feminist research correctly concluded
that efforts to establish a systemic class analysis diminished the recognition of
powerful gender divisions within and across class categories. Mindful of the
problems that attend to a pursuit of social totalities, political economy nevertheless
recognizes the value in doing so (Lee, 2006; McLaughlin, 1999). There is a danger
that such a pursuit can result in rarefied systems thinking, what Laclau (1977: 12)
called “the Platonic cave of class reductionism.” But there is also a danger that
emphasis on difference, subjectivity, and the particular can end up with a multiplicity
of individualisms whose connections, if there are any, are little more than chance
occurrences. It also risks creating a romanticism of difference that recognizes the
mere fact of its achievement as an act of political defiance.?

Such a view diminishes the significance of concentrated power, including class
power, in the face of evidence that global class divisions are massively accelerating
within and across nations. It also suggests that political resistance amounts to little

12 Frederic Jameson'’s work offers the unusual defense of the social totality from within a cultural
studies framework. His near apologetic tone underscores the exceptional nature of his position:

It has not escaped anyone’s attention that my approach to post-modernism is a totalizing
one. The interesting question today is then not why I adopt this perspective, but why so
many people are scandalized (or have learned to be scandalized) by it. In the old days,
abstraction was surely one of the strategic ways in which phenomena, particularly histori-
cal phenomena, could be estranged and defamiliarized... . (1989: 33)
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more than putting together an appropriate package of symbols that provide a unique
spin against orthodoxy. One consequence is a remarkable shift in focus that looks at
material divisions, but sees little more than cultural difference.

Consider this analysis of polysemy in a cultural studies text. Noting the limitations
of the idea of polysemy, it is nevertheless suggested (During, 1993: 7) that “it did lead
to more dynamic and complex theoretical concepts which help us describe how cul-
tural products may be combined with new elements to produce different effects in dif-
ferent situations.” “Hybridization” and “negotiation” are cited as examples of different
cultural processes which are embodied in the many uses of advertising images, such as
that of the Marlboro man whose handsome visage on a package of cigarettes can be
“made into a shiny, hard-edged polythene sculpture a la Jeff Koons to achieve a post-
modern effect in an expensive Manhattan apartment; ... cut out of the magazine and
used to furnish a poor dwelling in Lagos ... or parodied on a CD/album cover.”
Notwithstanding the accuracy of this description, it appears out of focus to a political
economist because it takes the extremes of class division and seemingly looks right
through them to the symbolic uses of cultural detritus that somehow distinguish both
the Manhattan apartment dweller and the inhabitant of a Lagos slum, connecting
them in symbolic community. Where the political economist would look at the wider
social totality linking both people in a power relationship that holds differential con-
sequences for their real lives, the analyst of cultural studies sees the achievement of
identity in what amounts to different heterodox uses of cultural symbols, perhaps accu-
rate, but relatively inconsequential in comparison to the canyon-like divide of power
that separates their material and cultural lives (see also Kraidy, 2005).

Against this view, political economy maintains the intellectual and political sig-
nificance of focusing on the social totality. It defends as a central intellectual concern
the examination of those forces that link people in symmetrical and asymmetrical
social relationships, ranging from power and dependency to equality and interde-
pendence. Political economy also recognizes that the absence of an explicit relation-
ship, demonstrated by some form of reciprocity, does not necessarily mean the lack of
significant ties. As social network analysis has demonstrated, linkages are often very
complex and some of the strongest ties among individuals and groups are those that
connect them through others, rather than directly to one another (Burt, 1992;
Wellman and Hogan, 2004).

Political economy also maintains the political significance of focusing attention on
the social totality. Although political economists differ on precisely how to theorize
capitalist structures, processes, and consequences, they tend to agree on the need to
focus on capitalism as a social formation, a social whole whose parts form dynamic, but
discernible, relationships. Admittedly, disagreement continues on how to characterize
social relations of domination, hegemony, and resistance, but political economists tend
to agree on the need to direct attention to the social or the collective nature of these
relationships and on their patterned articulation. One of the primary reasons for
upholding these positions is that they embody the nature of political struggles which
are integral to the work of political economists, as intellectuals equally committed to
explaining capitalism in order to transform it, as they are committed to understanding
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social relations in order to advance democracy. For political economy, this requires
engaging, however critically, with social totalities, such as the capitalist political econ-
omy, and with the social relations of class, gender, and race. For political economy, the
focal movement is in the direction of unity and the social whole, with difference and
particularity contained within these. The critics of political economy within cultural
studies have pointed to the shortcomings of this approach, describing the problems of
reading too much unity in capitalism and class power and of submerging important
differences in social relations and culture. The political economy position and this cri-
tique mark one of the more significant boundaries with cultural studies.

To conclude, political economists and other critics have concentrated on three
principal points which tend to define the central dimensions of a political economy
response to the extremes of cultural studies approaches. First, they raise concerns
about the shift from a realist to a nominalist epistemology that rejects the existence
of knowable action outside the text, and which also shifts from viewing research as
an attempt to produce verifiable statements about action (a process which, in politi-
cal economy, is connected to social praxis) to merely one intervention in an ongo-
ing conversation. Second, critics argue that this relativist approach to knowledge
leads to a wider political relativism which loses a sense of politics as a definitive social
project that incorporates the research act and rests almost entirely on politics as a
struggle for individual identity. The self-contained nature of the research and the loss
of concern for a wider political project foster intellectual insularity, so that the “con-
versation” takes on an academic quality that is evidenced in a work whose language
is inaccessible to all but those few who are intimately part of the conversational flow.
Critics, including political economists, call on cultural studies to return to its roots,
which maintained that culture is popular and that it reflects the needs and aspira-
tions, including political ones, of widely placed social actors.

Conclusion: A Return to Class Power

It is appropriate to conclude the book with reference to class power because it has
historically occupied a central place in political economic analysis and also marks an
important boundary between political economy, cultural studies, and public choice
theory. This trip through the many rooms of the political economy of communica-
tion has been interested in broadening the epistemological, ontological, and sub-
stantive scope of the discipline by critically evaluating notions, such as essentialism
and class power, which have long been central to debates about social theory. The
result is a proposal to build a political economy of communication that:

1. Starts from a realist, inclusive (i.e. non-essentialist), and critical epistemology;

2. Takes an ontological stance that accentuates the ubiquity of social process and social
change;

3. Develops a substantive position built on the entry processes of commodification,
spatialization, and structuration.
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These are the coordinates of social action within a political economic framework.
Social class is the starting point for examining the process of structuration. Social
class power remains a central element in the political economy of communication,
even if it gives up the essentialist view that would make it the position to which all
others can be reduced.

Because of its methodological and substantive individualism, and the general
tenor of capitalist triumphalism that inflects the work of its supporters, public choice
theory has little to say about social class. However, social class and class power are
not at all foreign to cultural studies. In fact, early work in the field, including that of
Hoggart (1957), Williams (1958), Thompson (1963), Hall and Jefferson (1976), and
Willis (1977), maintained a strong commitment to an engaged class analysis, leading
one to agree with During’s (1993: 1-2) conclusion that “early cultural studies did not
flinch from the fact that societies are structured unequally, that individuals are not
all born with the same access to education, money, health-care.” Over time, particu-
larly as it developed in the United States, cultural studies retreated from class and
from the general connection between material inequalities and social power. One of
the reasons for this was the understandable interest to expand class analysis to
include gender, race, and ethnic divisions, as well as to account for the apparent sup-
port for conservative politics within the working class, or at least for the seeming
indifference of working people in the face of declining living standards, and for the
rise of social movements that cut across class divisions. But in addition to this
arguably useful shift in attention, one encountered a growing insularity, what
amounts to a withdrawal into the text and a retreat from the world of everyday pol-
itics. One of the more significant consequences of such an approach is to eliminate
almost entirely any interest in work and the labor process in communication.
Although the working class appears from time to time in cultural studies research, it
almost never shows up in the factory or the office. There is extensive debate about
whether audiences produce texts, but practically nothing on the material or symbolic
nature of work itself. The political economist finds this puzzling and troubling. One
can comprehend a position that suggests rethinking the meaning and significance of
class analysis, but it is difficult to understand the justification for bidding it farewell,
in a world where the gap between rich and poor accelerates.

There are a few welcome signs that this view is changing. Led by the work of
Andrew Ross (2004), cultural studies has begun to turn its attention to labor, with
studies of the workplace (Deetz and Hegbloom, 2007), including strikes and lockouts
(Brennen, 2005; Nagy, 2007). Research on the “cultural economy” (Pratt, 2004), on
the corporate university (Rutherford, 2005), and on the international division of cul-
tural labor (Miller, 2004) has also demonstrated a renewed interest in power that is
beginning to return cultural studies to its roots (see also Denzin and Giardina, 2007).

Whatever the divisions between political economy and disciplines on its borders,
the process of research should bring together, not separate, intellectuals and cultural
producers. It ought to build a common understanding and common political pur-
pose that can advance the democratization of culture and, through it, the democra-
tization of social life. In making this call, critics, including political economists,
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remind themselves of their own wider purpose, which includes forging intellectual
and political links across disciplinary boundaries. There is value in continuing the
conversation, if not, as Williams (1981: 54) wryly observed, so that we can be the
“guests, however occasionally untidy or unruly, of a decent pluralism,” then cer-
tainly in so far as our exchanges are connected to a sense that there is an under-
standable reality and that intellectual activity is organized to transform it for the
wider benefit of all.

Coda: Challenges on the Horizon

This chapter has documented some of the progress in expanding the reach of politi-
cal economy in exchanges with approaches on its borders. It has also demonstrated
that a great deal of work remains to be done. Although its plate remains full, politi-
cal economy also needs to think about new challenges beyond these borders. The
book concludes by suggesting two important ones that will occupy us well into
the future: engaging science and technology studies and joining the debate about the
relationship between the humanities and the sciences.

Science and technology studies (STS) is a transdisciplinary intellectual movement
that addresses the relationships between science and society. Although there is no
clear agreement about the scope of the field, STS has established a significant core of
ideas led by the work of Donna Haraway (2003), Bruno Latour (1999, 2005), and Steve
Woolgar (1988). There are clear affinities between this core and the central themes of
political economy. Some have misinterpreted STS to take a relativistic position on
knowledge and science, i.e. all truth is relative; there is no reality; science is merely
the product of social pressures (Sokal, 2008). Quite to the contrary, STS, like political
economy, starts from a realist epistemology. In fact, as Latour describes, it supports a
strong realist position because it asserts the reality of both material things and the
ideas that describe them. Moreover, like political economy, STS concentrates on the
mutual constitution of knowledge and social practice. We learn about the world by
acting on it and the world presents itself to us through our ways of understanding it
(e.g. experimentation and observation). We and our world become more real and
comprehensible by expanding the number of connections we make with it and that
it makes with us. Finally, STS shares with political economy an interest in democracy.
In fact, Latour’s central projects include overturning the “fear of the mob” that
Socrates used as his justification to replace popular knowledge with elite science, and
overturning the mind/body division that Descartes inscribed in Western thought.

Rejecting Socrates by trusting the mob and replacing Descartes’s “mind in a vat”
with an interconnected world of people, ideas, animals, technologies, and everything
else, is an enormous project. Like political economy, cultural studies, and public
choice theory, STS rejects disciplinarity and the border police that accompany efforts
to rein in ideas. In fact, what it calls actor network theory aims to understand the
social life and relationships not only among people but also, and most importantly,
between people, technologies, and what Haraway calls “companion species,” or
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those creatures people have domesticated, hunted, and otherwise called animals and
pets. In this respect, STS moves beyond even the most ambitious definition of polit-
ical economy, which calls for the study of control and survival in social or even
organic life. STS does not stop at social life because of the centrality of organic life,
but it also wishes to energize technology. The latter is not just an inert mass, the com-
puter on the desk, but a force that grows, retreats, and otherwise interacts with non-
technological actors in its network.

There are two major reasons why political economy needs to engage with STS. First,
STS thinks beyond human life and, in a world increasingly sensitive to its active envi-
ronment and increasingly aware of how technologies develop beyond their original
design, such thinking is imperative. We have long passed the point where Enlightenment
visions of human superiority can be seen as anything more than convenient myths.
Although the political economy of communication has addressed technology, the gen-
eral field of political economy has tiptoed around the world outside human society.
Nevertheless, it understands power in ways that STS does not. This alone provides
important grounds for mutual exchange. Second, STS suggests the importance of pop-
ular knowledge and a democracy of actors, what it calls actants, both human and non-
human. Political economy has a strong tradition of thought about democracy,
including its necessity and its limitations. Socrates may have been wrong in calling for
elite rule and Descartes too may have led us down the wrong path when he called for
a hierarchy of mind over body. But without a clear understanding of democracy and its
opposition, the drive to trust the mob and the body might lead to authoritarian rule,
a painful truth that political economists have demonstrated. This opens another poten-
tially fruitful ground for exchange between the two perspectives.

More than anything else, STS is aiming to reconstitute the relationship between
science and the arts or humanities, as they are sometimes called. In 1956 and, more
systematically, in 1959, the writer and physicist C.P. Snow (1964) raised the specter
of two cultures, comprising the sciences and the humanities, made up of people who
have practically nothing to do with each other. Physicists talk to engineers but not
to novelists and historians. Film critics and cultural theorists might speak to one
another but not to chemists and biologists. Snow bemoaned the loss, if only because
a world whose scientists have developed weapons that can destroy the planet needs
humanists to control their use. And humanists cannot describe in any convincing
way a world shaped by sciences they do not understand or even want to engage. Fifty
years later the situation has changed, but not necessarily for the better. The sciences
have triumphed and any connection with the humanities is almost always one in
which the former dominate the latter. University programs, driven by “practical”
concerns, are led by the sciences. The humanities or liberal arts struggle to sustain
their role in education and research, and are more likely to succeed when they accept
a scientific or technological way of thinking. The humanities may be in decline, but
the “digital humanities” are thriving.

There is increasing attention to developing a third way that would neither return
to the world in which the sciences and the humanities fill separate spheres, nor to a
world in which one dominates over the other. Some have argued that this calls for
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the formation of a fourth culture, neither science nor art, nor some combination of
the two, but rather a new way of thinking and acting in worlds described by the two
(Lehrer, 2007). Clearly, this is a project whose enormity is only matched by its neces-
sity. And political economy, especially the political economy of communication,
needs to enter the debate. The latter brings together what have traditionally been
viewed as a social science (political economy) with an art (communication) and
much of its recent attention has been directed to the study of media and other
related technology. By definition, its roots are located in multiple cultures and it
understands the social relations, and especially the power relations, that constitute
them. Whether the reconstitution of the arts and sciences becomes a project of gen-
uine human liberation or merely another way capitalism turns creativity into a prof-
itable industry will depend on who joins the struggle to shape this project. Political
economists, especially those who study communication, need to be at its center.
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