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SHIFT 
Multinationals, electronics and 
mass culture 

"All economics ultimately reduces itself 
to economy in time"—Karl Marx, 
The Grundrisse. 
Most people associate the name of 
Kodak with the production of photo-
graphic film and materials for still 
photography and motion pictures. 
This, of course, is correct, but a recent 
advertisement in Scientific American 
indicates another side of their activities, 
rather less well known. Next to an 
enlarged photograph of a drop of 
liquid, the advertisement is headed 
with the caption: "This liquid makes 
microelectronics possible". The text 
explains that the liquid is called photo 
resist, and it's used in the photolitho-
graphic process which etches an integ-
rated circuit of tiny proportions onto a 
chip Of silicon, or some other semi-
conductor material, of a size smaller 
than your thumbnail. These integrated 
circuits have already been miniaturised 
to the extent that they may contain as 
many as 16,000 components each, and 
they in turn are the components which 
go to make up the microelectronic de-
vices employed in all sorts of products 
from guided missiles and communica-
tions satellites to pocket calculators, 
switching systems in traffic lights and— 
the latest electronic toys—television 
games. Kodak's involvement in this 
industry—which is now the fastest 
growing sector within capitalism as a 
whole-is a very clear case of the way 
in which a company can begin by 
creating and exploiting a new con-
sumer market and end up producing 
commodities which are essential for the 
basic process within late capitalism. 

Kodak is one of the leading com-
panies behind what has been called 
the 'culture industry'. This is a term 
which was first used in the 1930s, to 
introduce the idea that it was an in-
creasingly central part of the capitalist 
purpose to industrialise the produc-
tion qf all kinds of aesthetic objects 
and entertainments, in fact everything 

which enters into what is nowadays 
termed 'leisure-time' consumption 
(although the definition of many 
areas of aesthetic production simply 
as 'leisure' is already a distortion of 
their original social functions). 

It is no coincidence that the term 
'culture industry' was first used in 
the 1930s. This was a period of ex-
pansion in consumer industries, 
known in marxist economics as 
Department II, as opposed to the 
capital goods production of Depart-
ment I. Expansion of production in 
Department II is classically regarded 
in marxism as the means which 
capital employs to extricate itself 
from a depression: stimulation of 
consumption in order that growth in 
Department II should stimulate 
Department I. But the develop-
ment of the 'culture industry' (as 
opposed simply to the development 

of, say, food canning and artificial 
textiles, which also occurred at this 
rime) has profound ideological impli-
cations which orthodox marxist econ-
ominists have overlooked. As Hans 
Magnus Enzensberger recently put it, 
"As soon as the bases of industrialisa-
rion are laid . . . it becomes clear that 
material exploitation alone is insuf-
ficient to guarantee the continuity of 
the system." In other words the 'cul-
ture industry' is more than a response 
to a new market and does more than 
simply provide commodities for con-
sumption. A mode <->f mnsnrnDt'on is 
'built in' to these commodities which 
one way or another (this is obviously 
the subject of a great deal of debate) 

subjugates the consumer, outside the 
workplace and beyond the rule of 
law; just as techniques of 'scientific 
management' provide capital with 
real means of control over workers 
within the process of production it-
self. Beyond baldly economic mot-
ives, this was a necessary development 
for capital to have undertaken, for 
ideological reasons: in order to com-
bat the growing threat of working 
class rebellion by undermining the. 
possibility of its independent growth 
of mind and will. 

Just as the development of 'scien-
tific management' has involved the 
elaboration of new technologies of 
production, beginning with the pro-
duction line itself, so too the process 
by which capitalism learnt how to 
turn cultural consumption into capit-
alist consumption involved a series of 
discoveries in the technologies of 
mechanical reproduction. Develop-
ments in printing during the 19th cen-
tury provided the conditions for the 
growth of the 'popular' press. In due 
course means for the incorporation of 
photography for illustration purposes 
were also developed. As the 19th cen-
tury turned into the 20th, cinemato-
graphy and mechanical sound record-
ing appeared and were able to build 
on the commercialisation of music 
hall and vaudeville and other popular 
dramatic traditions and urban musical 
forms. During the 20s and 30s, these 
two technologies were vastly improv-
ed and the culture industry became 
very big business indeed, with the fur-
ther addition of synchronous sound 
recording to the film, and the inven-
tion of radio—which in the United 
States almost immediately became a 
commercial field. Only the interven-
tion of the Second World War delayed 



the development of television. 
Since the Second World War, how-

ever, these industries have begun to be 
incorporated into something very 
much bigger and more pervasive than 
they are, although we think of them 
as all-pervasive in themselves. Many 
people, for example, think of com-
munications satellites as intended pri-
marily to serve the needs of television 
transmission between continents, 
solving the technical problem of how 
to link up television stations on oppo-
site sides of oceans. And yet television 
represents only a very small (although 
slowly rising) fraction of global 
satellite traffic: about 2.5% in 1972, 
3.3% in 1974. At the end of 1975 
there were, according to NASA 
(National Aeronautics and Space 
Agency), 3,698 objects in orbit 
around the earth, 2,463 ascribed to 
the United States and 1,116 to 
Soviet Russia. Only a handful of them 
were communications satellites. The 
huge majority served the military es-
tablishments of these two super-
powers, in command and message 
systems, logistics, interception^ and 
surveillance (that is, spying). The recent 
crash-landing of a Soviet 'spy' satellite 
in Canada has brought home this aspect 
of 'space business' more forcefully. In 
addition satellites are used commercially 
for such purposes as sea and air navi-
gation, and for data transmission in-
volving link-ups between remote com-
puters. The companies which manu-
facture the equipment-including the 
satellites themselves and the earth 
receiving stations, as well as the 
ground communications systems 
whose growth the satellites stimulate, 
such as telephone networks and 
microwave transmitters-are the multi-
national telecommunications giants. 

Kodak is involved in this business 
through the latest developments in 
photographic techniques as well as 
through the supply of photo resist to 
the microelectronics producers. The 

principal contractors for NASA's 
ERT (Earth Resources Technology) 
Satellite launched in 1971, were 
General Electric and Kodak. A Kodak 
advertisement in the New York Times, 
March 25, 1975, under the heading 
"The whole earth from a business view-
point" boasted: "Kodak products . . . 
monitor dangerous ice on the sea, as 
well as the health of lakes and the readi-
ness of hillsides to slide down. Snow ' 
fields^s'fresh water sources are inven-
toried, as are fishing, grounds of con-
tinental coasts. Aerial photography also 
measures social phenomena. Our color-
infrared film has been found capable of 
providing accurate estimates of the num-
ber of families in areas of high popula-
tion density. Statistics in the public lib-
rary may lag behind population shifts. 
Business decisions require fresh, solid 
facts. We have customers who can pick 
economic facts out of the air—from an 
appropriate altitude." 

Now, ever since MçLuhan started 
babbling enthusiastically about the 
temperature of television sets as opposed 
to films, and prophesied the creation of 
something called 'global village', the 
marxist left has quite correctly dis-
regarded the wild prognostications which 
are thrown up by the incursion in this 
way of the art of science fiction into 
serious theoretical thinking. The atti-
tude has been that the fundamental 
class structure of capitalist society can-
not change until capitalism itself has 
been overthrown (and even then, chan-
ging it is a strenuous and long drawn out 
affair); and that this is a political pro-
cess which is inevitably fuelled by many 
forms of violence and aggression and 
counter-violence and counter-aggression; 
the revolutionary left has therefore dis-
counted each and every form of brazen 
speculation which supposes that social 
ills and inequalities can in any way be 
overcome simply through the 'natural' 
evolution of technology and the 
effects of the new media of communica-
tion. 
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On the other hand, we are dealing 
with the development, over the last two 
or three decades, of a field of produc-
tion which has come to dominate all 
others with lightning speed. The biggest 
US-based telecommunications multi-
nationals have jumped up into leading 
positions. General Electric, IBM, ITT, 
Western Electric, Westinghouse, General 
Telephone and Electronics, and RCA 
now regularly figure in the top twenty 
US companies. These companies cover 
the entire range of information collec-
tion, storage, processing, retrieval and 
dissemination in a wide variety of con-
texts and more besides. And with the 
rapid development of this industry, all 
the different types of equipment in-
volved-telegraph and telephone ap-
paratus, radio, television, computers, 
reproduction systems, satellite trans-
mission etc—all these are becoming in-
creasingly adapted both to each other 
and to an expanding range of functions. 
The explosive rate of growth of this 
sector can be clearly seen in companies 
like Xerox, which only came into being 
after the Second World War. Over the 
past two decades Xerox has had an 
average annual increase in profits of 
34%. Although the latest figures do not 
show any kind of exceptional growth in 
the telecommunications sector in Britain, 
the production of computers in Britain 
(by one company in particular, ICL) is, 
at 24% annual growth over the last two 
years, by far the fastest growing sector 
in the whole of British industry. But 
spectacular growth is not limited to the 
production end. Dixon's the British firm 
which sells not only photographic equip-
ment and hi-fi but also every kind of 
electronic knick-knack including pocket 
calculators and TV games, has been ex-
periencing enormous growth over the 
last couple of years. Its turnover in-
creased from just under £1 2m in 1971 
to over £69m in 1 976, and in the last 
year by a further 1 19% to £1 52m! (Pre-
tax profits over the same period went 
up from just over £800,000 in J 971 to 
almost £5'/4m in 1976 and almost £8%m 
last year (1976/7). They have now 
established a North American sub-
sidiary.) 

Yet all this can be seen as only the 
latest outcrop in a sector whose founda-
tions go back almost a century. "The 
electrical industry," wrote Lenin, only a 
few months before the October Revolu-
tion, "is the most typical of the latest' 
technical achievements, most typical of 
capitalism at the end of the nineteenth 
and beginning of the twentieth cen-
turies." He was speaking here, in 
Imperialism, The Highest State oj 
Capitalism, not merely of the creation 
by capital of a world market, which 
Marx himself had foreseen and whose 
basic process he had already analysed, 
but of "a new stage of world concentra-
tion of capital and production, incom-
parably higher than the preceding 
stages". It was this process which Lenin 
saw typified in the electrical industry: 
"In 1907, the German and American 
trusts concluded an agreement by which 
they divided the world between them-
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selves. Competition between them 
ceased . . . Special agreements, naturally 
secret, were concluded regarding the 
penetration of 'daughter companies' into 
new branches of industry, into 'new' 
countries not yet formally allotted. The 
difficulty of competing against this 
trust, which is practically world-wide, 
controls a capital of several billion, and 
has its 'branches', agencies, representa-
tives, connections, etc, in every corner 
of the world, is self-evident. But the 
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division' of the world between two 
powerful trusts does not preclude 
redivision if the relation of forces 
changes as a result of uneven develop-
ment, war, bankruptcy, etc." Such 
changes have indeed taken place, and are 
taking place right now. 

For example, the North Americans 
and the Germans, the same two compet-
ing industries whose trustification was 
Lenin's subject, have recently been fight-
ing it out again, this time over the ques-
tion of who has the prerogative over the 
Brazilian market for nuclear power 
stations. Another example is the com-
petition the North Americans are 
suddenly having to face in a market 
which until now they commanded as 
exclusive monopolists, as two European-
based consortiums challenge them in 
tendering for the regional satellite sys-
tem which the countries of the Arab 
League have decided to purchase. But 
the old established companies have not 
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been wiped out by this to-ing and fro-
ing. They have simply been joined by 
others who have established themselves 
in any and every related field of produc-
tion, such as Xerox, so that we can now 
see one vast hybrid sector which covers 
not only the electrical industry but also 
electronics and telecommunications, and 
aerospace and defence, within which the 
mass media themselves, and the 'culture 
industry', are now embedded. The 
North Americans have been able to re-
tainan absolute monopoly in only a 
few of the particular fields which go to 
make up this whole sector, although 
these particular fields are often corner-
stones of entire systems, like the produc-
tion of the rockets needed to carry the 
satellites into orbit. 

The growth of a world wide com-
munications network has a great deal 
to do with the historical needs both of 
international capital and of governments 
to develop and sustain a high level of 
informedness (intelligence) and organisa-
tion; needs which go back to the first 
expansion of trade and empire but 
which are now being satisfied in new 
ways. It was the needs of the capitalist 
class itself which solicited such early 
forms as the telegraph, invented in the 
middle of the last century. Big banking 
houses like Rothschilds used to run their 
own intelligence systems using couriers 
and carrier pigeons; and legend quickly 
transformed the Ostend Boat to London 
which Nathan Rothschild's agent caught 
just after Waterloo, so that Rothschilds 
were able to speculate on the news of 
the result at the Stock Exchange before 
it had officially arrived, into a specially 
chartered schooner. But it wasn't only 
news of political and military events 
affecting the market which the capital-

ists needed. The Times established its 
own network of regular information on 
market prices in different trade centres, 
and Havas in France made the reputa-
tion on which his news agency was later 
based by supplying the Bourse with the 
latest European exchange rates. 

The introduction of the telegraph was 
a vital step in the development of these 

intelligence systems. And here a curious 
but highly indicative fact emerges: taking 
the example of Reuter's, founded in 
1851, it turns out that although he 
worked hard to gain the custom of the 
newspapers, his business, as it expanded 
to cover the globe, relied mainly on 
private commercial users. Right up to 
the First World War, the news agency 
service alone failed to produce a profit. 
The modern counterpart is the fact that 
with television forming such a small part 
of satellite traffic, satellites would not 
represent a commercial investment 
unless there were, as with Reuter's, 
much more extensive uses required by 
the capitalists for their own internal 
purposes. RCA's Globcom division al-
ready operated an international tele-
communications system in 1972 with 
nearly 1,400 cable, radio and satellite 
channels linking United States corpor-
ate headquarters to their associates and 
subsidiaries in 78 foreign countries. It 
thus seems that the means of produc-
tion of ideology in the mass media-
such as news agencies and television-
are parasitical upon the organisational 
needs of the capitalist system. (This is 
not quite the same as the example of 
certain newspapers—such as The Times-
which make a regular loss but are main-
tained by their owners for a number of 
reasons including the newspapers' pres-
tige.) 

The means of production of ideology 
are also parasitical upon militarism, that 
is, imperialist aggression and national 
defence. The Kodak New York Times 
advertisement already quoted begins, 
"Aerial photographic surveillance started 
as an art of war." Almost every piece 
of communications equipment has a 
history which ties its invention in with 
the history of war and military needs 
for improved communications, both in 
the field and between the field and 
headquarters and centres of govern-
ment. Indeed the history of the develop-
ment of military communications could 
well be traced through the history of the 
development of military communica-
tions right up to the present epoch of 
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cold war, mo'dern espionage and the 
space race. Striking confirmation of this 
occurs in an article in the same edition of 
Scientific American that carried the oth-
er Kodak advertisement. The author of 
this article writes: "In spite of the inher-
ent compatibility of microelectronics and 
the computer, the historical fact is that 
early efforts to miniaturise electronic 
components were not motivated by 
computer engineers. Indeed, the tremen-
dous potential of the digital computer 
was not quickly appreciated; even the 
developers of the first computer felt that 
four computers, more or less, would sat-
isfy the world's computation needs! 
Various missile and satellite programmes, 
however, called for complex electronic 
systems to be installed in equipment in 
which size, weight and power require-
ments were severely constrained, and so 
the effort to miniaturise was promoted 
by military and space agencies." 

Of course in this context it is clear 
that national defence also means the 
defence of the State against internal sub-
version. By 1972 the FBI had already 
established its own nationwide computer 
network containing dossiers on 
millions of individuals whom the 
Bureau deemed to be suspect. In New 
York, television cameras mounted in 
helicopters relayed pictures to Police 
headquarters or anywhere else on the 
department's closed circuit network. 
And President Nixon's Task Force on 
Science and Technology foresaw the 
possibility of linking a nationwide sys-
tem of police and military surveillance 
via domestic satellites. As the authors of 
The Technology of Political Control 
have recorded, British security forces 
have already gone a considerable dis-
tance in adopting the same applications 
of advanced technology. 

It was only a small step from military 
purposes to new uses which are even 
more central to the capitalist project: 
the regulation of industrial production 
and of the labour process itself, through 
more and more advanced means of auto-
mation and computer control. Here too 
there's an historical connection with 
earlier needs of capitalism. After all, 
computers developed partly out of 
mechanical calculating machines which 
capital first developed and employed to 
automate its growing clerical require-
ments. But the pay-off which micro-
electronics now offers is in the process 
of breaking entirely new ground. An-
other Scientific American writer in the 
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same issue explains: "The micro-
processor represents truly low-cost com-
puting. Its economics are so compelling 
that microcomputers are serving not 
Only in many applications where several 
dozen dedicated microprocessor mod-
ules can now be teamed to monitor and 
control parts of existing industrial and 
commercial systems where computer 
control was previously unthinkable." 

The expansion of capitalist produc-
tion which was won partly through 
earlier developments in communica-
tions, and in the simplest kinds of data 
processing, created the conditions for any 
extension of markets. This provided the 
economic opportunity which stimulated 
a fourth field of application for new 
technologies: that of the 'public' media 
of communication and entertainment, 
the so-called mass media. These were 
quickly integrated into the capitalist pro-
ject not only as profit earners in them-
selves, but also for their ideological 
functions, which were becoming more 
and more vital for the system as a 
whole: the subjugation of the con-
sumer masses to the conditions of the 
market, and to their conditioning to the 
norms of bourgeois democracy. 

In short, the uses which late capital-
ism finds in electronics and tele-
communications fall roughly into four 
categories: military and State purposes 
(which obviously include 'internal 
defence'); the internal communication 
needs of highly organised capital itself; 
the organisation and regulation of pro-
duction; and the organisation and regula-
tion of the consciousness of the masses. 
At the same time, however, the produc-
tion of a more and more universal ad-
vanced technology, concentrated in the 
hands of multinational corporations 
which are steadily taking over functions 
which were previously the prerogative 
of governments, means that these his-
torically relatively distinct fields of ap-
plication are becoming more and more 
interdependent. 

Another way of putting this is to say 
that the structure of the forces of pro-
duction is becoming increasingly aligned 
to the inevitable cross-fertilisation 
which occurs between different fields 
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of application of the same basic bits of 
technology. Take the case of ultra-
sonics, a radar-like technique of 
bouncing high frequency sound waves 
off otherwise hidden objects in order to 
detect their presence and measure their 
characteristics from the inspection of 
the echoes which they return. The tech-
nique was originally developed during 
the First World War in a military con-
text in order to detect submarines. By 
the early 1950s it was being used to de-
tect hidden flaws in the metals used for 
the production of power station equip-
ment. Then, during the Vietnam War, 
ultrasonic detectors were among the 
many devices used by the North Ameri-
cans to try and monitor enemy troop 
movements. Meanwhile a medical appli-
cation of the technique has been devel-
oped with enormous success for the in-
spection of the foetus growing in the 

mother's womb (the subject of a BBC1 
documentary film in the Horizon series). 

The big companies have shamelessly 
advertised new products as spin-offs of 
military research and applications. Some-
times they appeal to the humane benefits 
which these devices are capable of yield-
ing, especially in their medical applica-
tions, as in the case of infra-red sensors 
used in binoculars to compensate for the 
loss of night-time vision in certain kinds 
of developing blindness, or sensors devel-
oped for astronaut monitoring connected 
to patients suffering from difficulties in 
breathing. Other devices are given the 
more blatant appeal of individual self-
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interest for the protection of private 
property: "Ultrasonic detection is no 
longer a military secret. Profit from it. 
The thieves entering your home are pro-
fessionals, greet them as professionals. 
Ultrasonic anti-theft detector, conceived 
by Singer." (Advertisement in Le Monde 
in 1975.) 

Sometimes the smokescreen of rhet-
oric in these advertisements also tries to 
answer the unease which these com-
panies feel about the accusations of social 
lunacy which have been levelled against 
the developments of advanced technol-
ogy. Take the case of another advertise-
ment in the same issue oí Scientific 
American which carried the Kodak ad-
vertisement mentioned at the beginning. 
This one comes from Hewlett-Packard, 
and its subject looks suspiciously like a 
digital wristwatch, except that it carries 
six rows of electronic figures, only one 
of them telling the time. For the rest, it 
offers "a computing element": "Whether 
interactively or not, it adds, subtracts, 
multiplies, divides; performs chain, mix-
ed chain, serial, and mixed serial calcula-
tions; finds percentages, changes signs. 
Computes to 11-digit accuracy and 
rounds the display to seven digits. Auto-
matically switches to scientific notation 
when the answer is equal to or greater 
than 107 or less than 10"4, with a range 
of 1 x 10-99 t o 9.999 x I Q 9 9 . Lets you 
store data and recall it for further com-
putation in memory. You can, for in-
stance, keep a numeric quantity in con-
tinuous memory." The advertisement is 
headed by a quotation from H G Wells' 
The Time Machine: ' "It's against reas-
on," said Philby. "What reason?" said 
the Time Traveller.' Quite so. 

-

This advertisement also displays great 
faith in capitalism's ability to survive: 
"With its 200-year calendar, it not only 
bridges the generation gap, but represents 
a legacy of sorts." But again notice the 
way in which it also sells itself as a spin-
off of the development of advanced 
technology in other fields: a footnote (a 
footnote in an advertisement? Ah, but 
this is a learned journal) tells us about its 
precision: "HP cesium beam frequency 
and time standards keep time with an 
accuracy equivalent to a 1-second error in 
4500 years. They are used for calibra-
tions at observatories and at national 
centres for measurement standards 
throughout the world. The HP-101 is 
calibrated against this standard, though 
obviously it does not possess the same 
degree of accuracy." 

I have quoted from this advertisement 
at length because it seems to me to rep-
resent the fusion of so many different 
elements in the forms of ideology which 
are now developing to sustain the new 
technologies. For example, the quotation 
from H G Wells, apart from its double 
irony, may well draw our attention to 
the similarity in the spellbinding use of 
scientific language in this advertisement 
(notwithstanding its presence in a tech-
nical journal) and in science fiction 
films: what Stanley Cavell has referred 
to as "the terrific mumbo-jumbo of 
hearsay science: 'My God, the thing is 
impervious to the negative beta ray! We 
must reverse the atom recalcitration 
spatter, before it's too late!' " Another 
example comes in the advertisement's 
first paragraph: "New tools sometimes 
demonstrate their full significance only 
after people have invented a new range 
of uses for them. Their existence pre-
cedes their 'reason' for existence. The 
HP-101 may be such a tool." You can 
say that again! The interesting thing here 
is the way this piece of advertising copy 
blandly incorporates in two or three 
catchy sentences an entire analysis of the 
history of invention within the capitalist 
mode of production, the type of socio-
logical analysis common enough now-
adays among sophisticated bourgeois 
academics which derives in the first 
place, however, from Marx's analysis of 
the dialectic between production and 
consumption (in the introduction to 
the Grundrisse). A neat example of what 
semiologists call 'recuperation'-you can 
almost see the advertisers winking at their 
readers, as if to share an esoteric joke. 

Other aspects of the advertisement 
are almost too obvious to require com-
ment, but one that should certainly not 
go unrecorded is that the general appeal 
to a model of the most sophisticated 
technology is also found in the advertis-
ing methods used to sell ordinary cheap 
digital quartz watches (this one, incident-
ally, costs 650 dollars, or 750 dollars in 
gold) for only a few pounds as spin-offs 
from space technology. This has consider-
able ideological implications. Since old-
fashioned clockwork watches long ago 
achieved a high degree of reliability and 
production methods which placed them 
well within reach of the masses in the 
advanced countries, capturing a market 

for digital quartz watches seems to de-
pend very largely on fetishising the 
measurement of time even further than 
it has been already. This, as I shall try to 
explain in a moment, I find curiously 
suggestive of ideological links with other 
areas of activity among the new elec-
tronics-based multinationals. 

Through such products as these 
space age watches and other electronic 
knick-knacks the multinationals are ex-
tending their penetration of the en-
larged consumer sector which they now-
adays term the 'leisure' market. One 
particular group among them has been 
following a very distinctive policy of 
diversification; Westinghouse and RCA 
are among the prototypes here. The 
origins of both these companies goes 
back some time and they have an inter-
esting relationship with each other. 
George Westinghouse invented a railway 
air brake and formed the Westinghouse 
Air Brake Company in 1869. His railway 
work led to some inventions in the field 
of electric signalling and through the pur-
chase of patents from a rival company 
he was led to the manufacture of direct 
current generators and incandescent 
lamps in 1882 and 3. By 1890, Westing-
house Electric already had assets of 
12 million dollars and sales of 9 million, 
two years before the formation of 
General Electric -whose roots were the 
Edison Electric Light Company, set up 
in 1878 with a capital of 300,000 dollars, 
a year before Edison applied for his suc-
cessful electric lamp patent, in order to 
provide funds for research. RCA (Radio 
Corporation of America) dates from the 
early 1920s and was formed as an off-
shoot of these two companies and a 
third, AT&T (American Telephone and 
Telegraph) at the behest of the US Navy 
who were worried that the exploitation 
of new radio communications equip-
ment developed during the First World 
War lay in the hands of a foreign com-
pany: British Marconi. Since the mid 60s, 
both these companies, Westinghouse and 
RCA, have become highly diversified con-
glomerates. In less than four years 
Westinghouse bought up a car-hire firm, 
a hotel chain, property companies and 
cement factories, a well-known fizzy 
drinks manufacturer and a watch com-
pany. RCA acquired the car-hire firm of 
Hertz, the publishing company of Ran-
dom House, a property firm, a carpet 
factory, and a frozen foods company. 
ITT too, which offers another variation 
on the same theme, has acquired a hotel 
chain, as well as bakeries, spare part 
manufacturers, insurance companies, 
etc, and they would also be the proud 
owners of Hertz's chief rival, Avis, if 
they hadn't been forced to relinquish it 
in response to anti-trust allegations 
(which are evidently nothing more than 
a veneer on the surface of North 
American capitalism). It is possible to 
discern several lines of logic in these 
'acquisitions, and in many of the acqui-
sitions, or the establishment of sub-
sidiaries, by other leading multi-
nationals in the electronics-based 
sector. For example, the acquisition of 
publishing houses, film production and 
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distribution companies (all the major 
US film companies now belong to 
various conglomerates) and the estab-
lishment of educational divisions and 
subsidiaries which link up with the 
leisure sector, enables all these com-
panies which are already involved in the 
manufacture of hardware also to pro-
duce the software, that is, the pro-
gramming itself. 

As for the inroads they have made 
into areas such as property and con-
struction, the motivation here is that 
of taking over social policy areas which 
until now have been the prerogatives 
of government. The same techniques 
employed in the fields of defence and 
space exploration are now to be direc-
ted to the problems of public health, 
housing, transport and general welfare 
as well as education. In the words of a 
director of (the North American) 
General Electric Co, back in 1967 
(during a conference on management 
and political institutions at New York 
State University): "The concept of the 
Government contracting with the pri-
vate sector is as old as our country but 
it assumes an urgency at this point in 
time to solve our urban problems. 
Many great corporations are already 
moving into the area of planned com-
munities, one of which already has a 
fire department owned and operated 
by an insurance company. And this 
tendency must accelerate as we become 
more deeply involved in what may be 
called the Contract State. More and 
more Government is turning to private 
business to perform under contract the 
things we were formerly led to believe 
that only Government could do . . . 
Although communists like to think of 
their way of life as a permanent revolu-
tion, in point of fact, that concept 
better describes the evolution of our 
own society . . . This emergence of a 
new social contract between the pub-
lic and private sectors could be one 
of the most important and exciting de-
velopments in our social history." 

Meanwhile the multinationals' 
entry into areas like hotels and car hire 
gives these things a new international 
scale, where communications technol-
ogy offers particular advantages, "Data 
has no country" read the headline of a 
recent Financial Times report on 'trans-
border' data flow, which included the 
information that the American Express 
computer in Brighton handles all pro-

ONLY TROUBLE IS ONLY ONE HAS WIRES 
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cessing for six European countries. 
The report also commented that inter-
national data exchange is in no way 
subject to customs or excise; but now 
that it's possible to connect a com-
puter terminal in London, say, with a 
data bank in California via a tele-
phone satellite link-up, you get to a 
situation where the royautés on the 
INSPEC data base at Lockheed's com-
puter systems in California are now 
said to exceed £lm, and a large part of 
that business must be international. 
Very few steps have yet been taken by 
governments to prevent companies 
switching control from computers in 
one country to computers in another 
although an international convention 
recently met in Vienna to discuss the 
problems of international data flow. 

But why should an electronics-based 
multinational be interested in acquiring 
a frozen foods company, apart, that is, 
from the market it belongs to for various 
pieces of equipment which use electron-
ic microprocessing units? The link, I 
suggest, is simple: television produces a 
market for television dinners. In other 
words, we're dealing with the wholesale 
extension into every possible area of 
the motto which George Eastman ori-
ginally devised to sell the first Kodak 
camera: "You press the button, we do 
the rest." 

The original Kodak camera, intro-
duced in 1888, had to be sent back to 
the factory, where the film was re-
moved and processed and then returned 
with the camera fully loaded with a 
fresh film. The word Kodak itself was 
devised especially so as to be easily 
written and pronounceable in as many 
different languages as possible—not 
because Eastman's scale of operations 
was immediately international, but 
because he was aiming at a market 
among the immigrant groups in the 
United States. There was commercial 
genius here, with huge ideological im-
plications. Eastman understood the 
appeal that the device he had to offer 
would have to the immigrants. Photo-
graphy had already been turned to 
sentimental uses as a form of keepsake 
by the petit bourgeoisie. But until the 
development of the Kodak, the camera 
itself as a means of production had not 
yet reached a mass consumer market 
In order to create this market, Eastman 
counted on the immigrants naturally 
wanting to send photographs back to 

the families they had left behind, rely-
ing on the postal service for this as 
well as for his own distribution system. 
But what the immigrants sent back, 
often to the remotest parts of Europe, 
were not just private memories. They 
were also free advertisements-for the 
New World, its marvels and its oppor-
tunities-and for Kodak. 

The result of this time-saving fad, 
however, has nothing to do with the 
possibility of grasping the true sig-
nificance of leisure, which remains a 
Utopian ideal. The result is frantic 
and aimless activity. Leisure, in order 
truly to be leisure, has to be free from 
any awareness of the measurement 
and imposition of time. What is really 
happening now, on the other hand, is 
the extension of the time economy 
practised in the factory to all other 
areas of life, the programming of the 
home and the timetables of packaged 
holidays. In the title of the film, 
"If It's Tuesday, It Must Be Belgium" 

What is offered us in the example of 
the Kodak camera is the suggestion that 
the entry of capitalism into the massi-
fication of aesthetic production is far 
more central to the reproduction of the 
capitalist system than orthodox marx-
ism has yet supposed. Once you have 
this notion in mind, it isn't difficult to 
find other examples of pioneer econ-
omic developments in cultural fields. 
For example, most economic historians 
will tell you that hire purchase, as a 
method of intensifying the exploitation 
of a market, dates from the 1930s. In 
fact, among the first to introduce hire-
purchase were the manufacturers of 
upright pianos in the 1860s, when they 
introduced the three-year credit system 
which relied on the social status the 
piano had already acquired in order to 
extend the market downwards into 
petit bourgeois and even the better-off 
sectors of the working class, who 
would never otherwise have been able 
to afford to make a purchase. (As far 
as the working class is concerned, they 
had been mainly confined up to that 
moment, apart from the indigenous 
musical tradition, to choral music and 
brass bands. But in 1873 a South 
Yorkshire miners' leader giving evi-
dence to the Select Committee on 
Coal rated the piano in his description 
of social progress in his district: "We 
have got more pianos and perambulat-
ors," he said, but the piano was "a cut 
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it is, to see the way that the programmes 
of the mass media are embedded within 
the so-called leisure sector as a whole, 
which in turn is embedded increasingly 
within a vast hybrid industry which is 
absolutely central t o the fundamental 
nature of late capitalism. It is now no 
longer possible t o distinguish between 
capitalism as an irrationally compet i t ive 
system regulated by the profit motive, 
and the ideological direction of the sys-
tem which is devoted to the subjugation 
of the exploi ted classes within it. They 
are one and the same thing (or to put it 
a bit more formally, different momen t s 
within the same movement ) . That is to 
say, it is no longer good enough to dis-
tinguish underlying economic motives 
from an ideological supers t ructure which 
is regarded straightforwardly as the form-
al effect of the economic base. Not mere-
ly profit but the ideological subjugation 
of the masses has now become the prin-
cipal purpose of the capitalist mode of 
product ion , and 'mass cul ture ' should 
therefore be identified as the cultural 
form of late capitalism: it should be 
seen to entail everything which is con-
cerned with maintaining bo th produc-
tion and a market under cont radic tory 
condi t ions . 

There are many implications in this 
analysis which are still extremely 

shadowy.* Nevertheless, at least one 
principal theme emerges: t ime, control 
of t ime, and the t ime people take, and 
need, to speak and to listen—to each 
other . There are those who maintain 
tha t the reorganisation of the labour 
process by capital through such means 
as the factory product ion line—and 
now the latest means of computer ised 
automation—serves an addit ional pur-
pose, over and above that of increasing 
the ra te of exploi ta t ion of labour power 
and taking its control out of the hands 
of the workers, in obviating the need or 
possibility of workers talking to each 
o ther while they ' re at work. Once it was 
perhaps simply the noise of the machin-
ery which objectively had this effect 
(noise which also obli terated working 
songs). But many processes remained, 
for example in heavy commercial en-
gineering, where workers ' skills were 
paramount , and their own organisation 
of the labour process had to be respect-
ed. Now that it is possible to in t roduce 
computers into these branches of pro-
duct ion as well, workers find themselves 
feeding work data to a central factory 
control unit via shop-floor terminals. 
According to a Financial Times report 
on the in t roduct ion of such a system 
by Vickers at its Scotswood Works at 
Newcast le-upon-Tyne, "The aim is to 
produce a cost est imating system based 
on the application of s tandard manu-
facturing t imes to componen t s having 
c o m m o n shape and sequence of manu-
fac ture ." Once again, a by-product 
which is nonetheless an objective re-
sult, which has the advantage that it 
also does away with the need for direct 
management supervision on the job , is 
tha t workers end up communica t ing 
directly between themselves less and 
less. 

Meanwhile, 'mass cu l ture ' is a way 
of s topping people talking to each 
o the r when they ' re not at work. Here 
t o o communica t ion is increasingly 
mediated through illusory inanimate 
extensions, illusory because they fre-
quent ly give the impression of their 
own internal 'life'. What the two pro-
cesses- 'scient if ic management ' and 
'mass c u l t u r e ' - h a v e in c o m m o n is the 
practice of time economy, in that they 
both involve the s t ructuring of the flow 
of t ime. In the factory, the worker is 
forced to work to a particular speed 
and rhy thm. Outside, 'mass cul ture ' fills 
up the hours of leisure and gives them a 
flow and s t ructure which is homogenous 
and universal, in o ther words, pret ty 
well the same for everyone. They estab-
lish a t imetable outside the factory just 
as scientific management does so with-
in. This in itself marks out the area 
which capital controls . To control 
someone ' s t ime is to control their life. 

Contrariwise, to establish control 
over your own t ime is t o establish con- . 
trol over your own life. But this would 
be the beginning of ano ther s tory, just 
as the French Communards marked the 
establishment of the Paris Co mmu ne by 
shoot ing at all the clocks in the city in 
order to destroy the time of their op-
pressors. 

FOOTNOTE 

* In particular, a full and proper analysis has 
yet to be undertaken of the peculiar charac-
teristics which information - data-and, for 
that matter, aesthetic products, possess as 
commodities; and the problems and fresh 
contradictions which these peculiarities en-
tail on the one hand for orthodox marxist 
theory and, on the other, for the workings 
of late capitalism itself. 
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