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ABSTRACT In this article I review 20 years of writing on communication policy in
Prometheus. I examine the contribution Prometheus has made to three areas of knowledge
about communication policy: communication itself, its histories, and broad notions of
communication policy; telecommunications; and new communication technology. I suggest
that it is in the latter two areas focusing on the technological dimensions of communication
policy, that the journal has consistently contributed genuinely innovative work. Here the
journal has fostered interdisciplinary writing and enquiry where policy and technology
developments most required critique and new ideas.

Keywords: communication policy, telecommunications, new communications
technology, communication history.

Introduction

Since 1983, the year I entered university, communication has grown vastly as an
area of scholarly enquiry, student interest, and policy concern. Communication is
central to how human beings know themselves, how they understand their identity
and difference, and how they connect to others.

If communication is dress, then in the past two decades, scholars have swarmed
all over communication, investigating its warp and weave, tracing its skeins and
microfibres, inventing whole new dress ranges, heralding wild and shocking new
season fashions, wryly pointing to classic cuts and elegant styles, and mixing the
new with the old in interdisciplinary rigour, or pastiche. Communication study is
centrally imbricated in rich, dense, and contradictory configurations of humanities
and social science disciplines in the academy. There is the rise of communication
studies in its own right; the profusion of intimately affiliated sibling disciplines such
as media studies and cultural studies; the displacement of disciplines where
communication had been studied in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, such
as national language and literature departments (English departments, for
instance), or classics departments; the shifts in importance of how history was
conceived and studied; the fragmentation and specialisation of universities, and
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their reconfigurated relationships with other knowledge-producing and using
institutions, such as those governing (not just government or the state anymore) or
those trading (businesses much larger than many national governments); the
reformation of universities, how their governors, and the members of their
communities saw them, with the deep changes to teachers, researchers, and
students as subjects and intellectuals.

Communication, it is often argued, is as old as the ages. Yet startling new
insights into communication have been offered in recent years, with the infusion of
innovative concepts and perspectives from intellectual and social movements, such
as Marxism, feminism, environmentalism, gay, lesbian and queer theory, critical
disability studies, postcolonialism and indigenous studies. Communication has
been moved to centre stage because of a curious yet utterly pervasive development:
its massively fissiparious mediation. Contemporary life in rich societies, and little by
little in poor polities too, is life lived in intense communication, prosaic but
ceaseless communing with others. Researchers do not necessarily agree over
whether we signify more, communicate more with each other, or more effectively
(whatever that might mean), or are more sociable—but we do have new ways and
means of communication. At the heart of this communicative turn is technology:
support, frame, channel, circuit, medium, network. Our new modes of communica-
tion are inextricably bound with their carriers. The exchange of messages by
mobile phone (SMS is no longer an acronym), as I write, is leading to television
shows, the form of which is directly determined by viewers providing their
preferences for what is next by text message. The Internet is our galaxy now,1 as
newspaper, radio, and television were. Mass, customised media are infiltrating all
the niches of our hybrid convergent digital media platforms. These myriad
moments of mediated communication are viewed as the very stuff upon which our
societies, economies, and cultures depend.

I start with this sketch of communication’s conceptual adventures to provide
a context for my discussion of how the work of Prometheus and its contributors
may be gauged against the developments in this area. ‘Technological change,
innovation, communication, information and science policy are not disciplines in
themselves’, the journal’s founders observed, ‘they lack the foundation and core
of established disciplines and many studies have been published in these areas
without the benefit of the rigour imposed by traditional disciplines’.2 With the
passage of time, communication has gained in rigour, breadth, and subtlety, and
exercises a certain disciplinary force. Yet the archive of communication studies is
a vast, sprawling, palimpsest, with overlapping methods, concepts, and traditions.
Fortunately, it is communication policy that the brave new journal nominated as
one of its five concerns. Accordingly, in the following assessment, I reflect on
Prometheus’s signal contributions and striking omissions in three areas of knowl-
edge about communication policy: communication itself, its histories, and broad
notions of communication policy; telecommunications; and new communication
technology.

Communication, History, and Policy

In its first 20 years, from 1983 to 2001, Prometheus has published a number of
treatments of general issues in communication from a wide range of contributors.
In surveying these, however, it is clear that its engagement with developments in the
broader field of communication has tended to be most often occasional, depending
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on the interests of regular contributors with a speciality in communication, and,
sometimes, tactical, meditating on a communicative dimension of the knotty cluster
of topics the editors encouraged debate upon. David Sless, for example, authored
a series of articles and reviews raising matters of general import to the field of
communication.3 Justice Michael Kirby’s wide-ranging and polymathic considera-
tion of communication is a relatively early, stimulating token of Prometheus’s bona
fides in communication,4 while bureaucratic reformer Peter Wilenski mused upon
technology change and media policy.5 The study of rhetoric, an ancient precursor
of modern communication studies, and discourse analysis has been well
represented.6

Media studies, a discipline beginning to stir in the early 1980s, was also an area
with which contributors to Prometheus engaged. Editorial board member and
ceaseless stimulus to colleagues, Henry Mayer, contributed a stringent review of
Keith Windschuttle’s Media in Australia.7 Virginia Nightingale and Ian Webster
draw on media studies work on media audiences in an early attempt to creatively
reconstrue computer users,8 a manoeuvre now much in evidence.9 While questions
of culture have often been discussed in the pages of Prometheus,10 cultural studies,
however, has not loomed so large, with its impress only obliquely felt.

The history of communication technology was an area in which Prometheus has
provided some leading studies. Here, on the ‘broad and relatively empty canvas’
of the history of technology in Australia, its most notable practitioner, co-founder,
and distinguished honorary editor, Ann Moyal, demonstrated the fruitfulness of
such an approach to ‘depict the major underpinnings—and their social inter-
connections—of an increasingly industrialised society’.11 Moyal’s pioneering
work on technology history took Australia as its subject, but Prometheus’s purview
always saw the Antipodean set in an international, comparative context. For
instance, the journal’s interest in comparative communication history, and
historiography, is revealed by an inspection of its reviews, such as Dallas Smythe’s
comprehensive and piquant review of Moyal’s Clear Across Australia,12 or, by turns,
judicious and trenchant notices on New Zealand telecommunication and broad-
cast history.13

Communication policy in the main has not often been systematically covered by
those entering the lists from Prometheus’s side, but worthy pieces include studies of
the economics and industry structure of media industries,14 as well as implications
of international communication policies of convergence and data flows.15

Reviewers too have taken an interest in policy and industry studies of these
questions.16

Telecommunications

While Prometheus’s contributions to the field of communication were important,
they were ad hoc and often focussed on Australian rather than world concerns.
Where the journal did make a systematic, rigorous, attentive, and broad
contribution was in the study of telecommunications. Prometheus consistently
published leading papers on telecommunications by internationally recognised
scholars. Its first editorial board included George Maltby, Overseas Telecommuni-
cations Commission, and Ian Reinecke, publisher, journalist, and author of widely
read books on telecommunications.17 Prometheus’s review pages provided a steady
and judicious coverage of the important books published on the topic, authored by
distinguished reviewers.18
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Prometheus steadily charts and analyses developments in telecommunications
and telecommunications policy over its 20-year history. The study of political
economy telecommunications has advanced by telling studies on subjects such as
the International Telecommunications Union,19 European markets and institu-
tions,20 and on national telecommunications systems,21 and regulatory and policy
questions.22

Despite its central importance as the nervous system of our wired and
wireless world, telecommunications is still overlooked by mainstream commu-
nication and media studies, cloaked in acronyms and technical obscurities, and
perceived as being about dull ‘carriage’ rather than glamorous ‘content’. Here
Prometheus has provided leadership not only in its sustained critical attention
regarding telecommunications, but also because of its fostering of interdiscipli-
nary approaches, such as those focussing on the overlooked social contexts and
uses of technology. Moyal’s pioneering study of telecommunications history has
already been noted, and the journal also carried her ethnographic, qualitative
study of women and the telephone in Australia that was influential internation-
ally but also in national policy debates.23 Other important work has included
Grant Noble’s important comparative study of use from a social, psychological
perspective,24 a pilot study of telecommunications needs,25 an intriguing piece
on geography of Australian telecommunications,26 and indigenous Australian
adoption.27

The journal Telecommunications Policy was launched in 1977, six years earlier than
Prometheus. Its pages have since provided a comprehensive discussion of tele-
communications, with contributions by government officials, regulators, con-
sultants, and industry, as well as scholars. Of necessity, its papers are eclectic and
variable in their scope and quality. In contrast, while the sum total of Prometheus’s
bounty has not been replete with detail of developments, they have generally
succeeded in providing a genuinely critical, interdisciplinary perspective on tele-
communications, anchored in a steadily sceptical view of technology, what frames
it, and what are its decisive policy contexts.

New Communication Technology

If telecommunications is the area of communication policy Prometheus has
systematically covered, the journal and its contributors have also consistently made
strategic and influential contributions to the study of new communication
technology and policy. Its signal achievement has been to serve as an outlet for well-
researched, historically literate, and methodologically self-conscious papers that
contextualise and analyse new communication technology.

Studies of the workings and effects of specific forms of new communication
technology, takeup, and use have been numerous.28 More important, however, has
been Prometheus’s contribution to understanding and refining methodological and
theoretical problems in studying new technology. Prometheus did not simply
reproduce dominant assumptions about new communications technology, such as
the role of business use in leading the way with diffusion; it rather challenged
received wisdom. For instance, it published important studies of the importance of
thinking about the household in relation to new technology and policy.29 The
periodical’s explicit engagement with feminist approaches to technology was
fruitful here.30 Two important special issues of the journal are especially
significant.
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The first of these was a special issue in December 1985 on the recently
established Australian Commission for the Future. Bringing together scholars,
journalists, and futures, it tackled head-on the difficult issues of thinking about
futures, and their relationships to histories:

Australia has no past of European or even American dimensions, and
Australians have relied on the history of others to give them much of what sense
of perspective they have. Until recently, little has been required; in a land of
plenty it is not difficult to live for today, to drink and be merry . . . There is now
some concern about the future, about the survival of whales and rainforest
frogs, about nuclear winter and the plight of the Aborigines, but mostly about
where the next steak is coming from . . . [Australia] suffers the trauma of the fat
man forced to diet. He, too, worries about the next meal.31

The phrase ‘pulls no more punches’ was surely coined for this breathtaking
brusque opener, which, in an Australian colloquial turn of phrase, calls the spade
of policy solicitude an expedient bloody shovel:

For his [The Honorable Barry Jones, then Minister for Science] Cabinet
colleagues, who approved the venture in 1984, establishing a Commission
offered a cheap and easy means of expressing concern about the future
without incurring the inconvenience of responsibility. The Commission will
survive as long as it does no harm. Whether it can do much good is a matter
best left to the authors of the following papers.32

The said authors live up to the challenge, in debating the uses and abuses of such
a Commission. Noting that a press dismissal of the body as the ‘Commission for
bulldust’, Ian Reinecke writes of the ‘genuine radicalism of its vision’ and its
fundamental break from the customary complacency of technological assessment
bodies. ‘Its most fundamental contribution’, prophesies Reinecke, ‘may be the
recognition that if there ever was a condition of normalcy, a longing for its return
is misplaced’.33 Robyn Williams, science broadcaster and Commission member,
provides an insider account, while other, well-placed commentators place the
Australian case in a global context, drawing comparisons with Austrian, US, and UK
examples.34 While the contributors debated technology futures in general,
communication was often dwelt upon. Contending that ‘we are in the midst of
multiple revolutions’, Michael Marien in his piece singled out the ‘communications
revolution’ as the ‘most obvious of these’.35 Yoneji Masuda talks of the
‘informational revolution’, conjuring with a ‘Grand Design of the Global
Information Society’,36 a little less than a decade before US President Al Gore’s
Global Information Infrastructure.

A special 1996 issue on ‘Communication Futures in Australia’ (Prometheus, 14, 1)
is the second significant volume worth remarking upon. Edited by geographer John
V. Langdale, the papers in the collection were selected from a workshop sponsored
by the Australian Academy of Social Sciences. It was a response to the heightened
policy interest in communications futures from 1994 onwards, with global debates
on information superhighways, interest in broadband services, and the growth of
the Internet. Prometheus aims here to use the resources and perspectives of the
social sciences to provide ‘new conceptual frameworks’. In his introduction,
Langdale decries the domination of communications policy by a ‘fairly narrow
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technological and economic perspective’. Instead he declares that the study of
communications futures:

inevitably requires a multi-disciplinary perspective, since no single discipline
covers the diversity of topics raised. A variety of cultural, economic, legal,
political and social issues often needs to be addressed in examining
communications futures. Furthermore, these forces operate at geographical
scales ranging from the global to the local.37

This impressive issue does indeed succeed in its stated goal of illustrating a diverse
range of approaches, but through no fault of its own may not have succeeded in
broadening the way community and policymakers conceive communications
futures. It includes excellent examples of new, interdisciplinary frameworks38 and
ways of conducting social research,39 as well as important reconceptualisations of
telecommunications40 and television.41 A number of writers also mark the limits of
such epistemic yearnings: Lamberton notes that the crossing of borders inherent in
interdisciplinary or multidisciplinary endeavours ‘takes more than meeting or
publishing together’,42 while O’Regan points to the responsibility of the scholar in
‘disciplining’ the future:

Those [including social scientists] engaged with managing television’s future
each create strategies for dealing with the future which not only represent the
future but influence the shape of the future by providing settings of a
legislative, industrial, political, critical and yes rhetorical character . . . To an
extent, television’s future is shaped by the interaction and negotiation of these
different communicative positions and the debate cultures they spawn.43

Prometheus was well-positioned to provide a secure place for the border crossing
necessary to apprehend the complex developments in new communication
technologies in the latter half of the 1990s. It carried its fair share of pieces on the
standard themes occupying much of the quotidian attention of researchers and
policymakers, such as the digital divide,44 or takeup and diffusion of the Internet.45

However, Prometheus also offered serious reconsideration of the touchstones of
international development which were published: treatments of the US role in
contemporary information and communications sector globalisation,46 an excel-
lent special issue on digital television (Prometheus, 16, 2, 1998) with important
pieces on the economic and policy aspects of this much touted technology,47 a
much-needed symposium on e-commerce and the Internet (Prometheus 19, 4,
2001),48 fresh mapping of research challenges,49 and helpful reviews of the slew of
books issuing from the academic presses and policy bodies.50 Such work represents
a genuine attempt to think critically about the character of new communication
technology development, and how it matters intellectually. Historical methods,
such as those from economic and financial history, proved fruitful for providing
different frames of reference for understanding new media,51 much as they have
done since the work of Harold Innes.

Communicating Research

Over the 20 years under review, Prometheus has not kept step with communication
research and theory in a general sense, as one might, for instance, find represented
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in journals such as The European or American or Australian Journal of Communication,
Media International Australia, or Media, Culture, and Society, or even New Media &
Society. Nor have those occasionally or habitually represented in the Prometheus
stable been concerned to treat or engage with developments in cultural studies, or
what has been called the ‘new humanities’—although there have been intermittent
and fecund joinings with media studies.

While Prometheus has made occasional, significant excursions into the expansive
field of communication, and of communication policy, it is to the literature on the
technological dimension of communication policy that the journal has consistently
contributed genuinely innovative work. As remarked upon in an earlier retrospect,
‘interleaved through the analysis of contemporary issues, there has been the sheaf
of historical articles linking past and present’.52 Further, work published in
Prometheus has been in the vein of thinking on telecommunications policy and new
communication technology policy, in particular. Here the journal really has
fostered interdisciplinary writing and enquiry where policy developments most
required critique and new ideas. So its pages have indeed cohered into a ‘central
and orderly forum’ for debate and the diffusion of information, oscillating between
the mythic roles of Hercules (saving technology and its harbingers from a ‘rather
nasty fate’) and Prometheus, ‘the bringer of hope, the means by which unjust and
caring authority could be resisted’.53

To where exactly Prometheus proceeds from here is an appropriate question for
a 20th anniversary. In April 1997 (vol. 15, no. 1), when the publishing of Prometheus
shifted to Carfax in the UK, the word ‘telecommunications’ was substituted for
‘communications’ on its inside cover. A sign of the times perhaps, a sense of
achievement certainly, an omen for the future.
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