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PREFACE

When you write, you illuminate what’s hidden, and
that’s a political act.

— Grace Paley

Grace Paley was a great American storyteller, primarily a
short story writer whose work was celebrated by critics and
fellow writers alike. The consummate New Yorker, she wrote
from her home in 1950s Greenwich Village about the lives of
working class women, especially the daughters of immigrant
families, who displayed courage and humor as they struggled
to build a life of their own. Unlike Virginia Woolf, who
sought a room of her own, Paley was most comfortable
writing at the kitchen table amid the hubbub of life in a lower
Manhattan apartment. While well recognized, her writing did
not receive the credit it deserved. She was a woman working
in a male-dominated field and she was a political activist who
rarely passed up a progressive cause. But mainly, it was
because Paley’s political sensibility infused the everyday lives
of her characters. If only, critics said, she would spend more
time honing her craft. By this they meant: spend less time on
the picket line and focus more on the transcendent and less
political dimensions of life. Paley’s response was that all
writing is political in the deep sense of uncovering the less
visible features of life.

This sensibility provides inspiration for Becoming Digital.
It too is political in the sense that the book uncovers aspects
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xiv Preface

of the digital world, which, if not hidden, receive too little
public attention. Having grown my own roots in the same
Manhattan neighbourhoods that Paley lived in and wrote
strengthens my feeling of connection, as does the choice to
write every word in the kitchens and other busy spaces that
fill my everyday life.

Becoming Digital builds on my 2014 book To the Cloud,
which identified some of the early steps leading to what
Becoming Digital calls the Next Internet. Specifically, it pro-
vides a brief examination of today’s leap into the online
world by analyzing the social, political, economic, and cul-
tural consequences of Cloud Computing, Big Data Analytics,
and the Internet of Things, which are converging to create
global networks of unprecedented power. It does not claim to
be an exhaustive treatment. There are many excellent books
that provide in-depth treatment of specific pieces of the Next
Internet puzzle, several of which are identified at the end of
the book. Rather, Becoming Digital offers a summary over-
view for those who want to learn about the digital world and
its emerging challenges and potential solutions. Specifically, it
is a guide to the central features of the Next Internet, includ-
ing the technologies that power it, the institutions that shape
it, the problems it creates, and the potential steps forward
that might enable a genuinely democratic Next Internet. By
this I mean a digital world that guarantees open access to all
citizens and opportunities to use the network to build a better
world.

I am grateful to many people for helping to make this
book possible. I would like to single out a few for special
thanks. Professor Isaac Serfaty-Nahon kindly invited me to
give the opening address at the launch of a new Ph.D. pro-
gram in Communication at the University of Ottawa. The
speech afforded me the opportunity to speak about the cen-
tral themes of this book and the long period of audience
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questions and comments were enormously helpful. Thank
you Professor Serfaty-Nahon and all of your colleagues and
students.

For more than a decade, it has been my pleasure to work
with Professor Cao Jin of Fudan University, Shanghai on
numerous research and education projects. Over the years I
have come to appreciate her extraordinary skill as a scholar,
teacher and creative administrator. I am especially grateful
for the opportunity she provided to lecture about the Next
Internet in Shanghai and Chengdu in the summer of 2016. As
always, you, your students and your colleagues provided a
warm welcome, a receptive audience, and valuable insights
that were most useful in writing this book.

I would also like to express my deep appreciation to
David Flanagan, a fellow member of the Regis High School
class of 1966, who kindly invited me to lecture on the Next
Internet at the 50th reunion of our class. Regis High School
is a Jesuit institution in Manhattan that, thanks to a generous
donor, provides an extraordinary free education worth far
more than my family, and the families of most of my class-
mates, could ever afford. Throughout my life, I have appre-
ciated its commitment to a rigorous classical education and
to social justice.

Thank you to my dear friend and former student Dr. Ian
Nagy for your careful reading of the entire manuscript and to
my daughter Rosemary Mosco who took time out from her
own writing and activism to offer suggestions that enriched a
chapter on what it means to be a citizen in a digital world.

Life is a mystery and no more so than in the deaths that
bring great sadness and the births that provide unrestrained
joy. Over the course of 12 months from early 2016 to the
start of 2017, I lost three former students who had built suc-
cessful careers as critical communication scholars and tea-
chers. Professor Vanda Rideout was a senior sociologist at
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the University of New Brunswick in Canada where she was
an accomplished scholar, beloved by her students, and a
leader among her colleagues. I supervised Vanda through
completion of her M.A. and Ph.D. degrees. She also served as
a research assistant for the 1996 edition of my book The
Political Economy of Communication and we published arti-
cles together. In addition to producing excellent work on
labour and policy formation in the digital world, she was my
dear friend.

Professor Gerald Coulter was a senior sociologist at
Bishop’s University in Quebec where he was head of the
department and a leader in cultural sociology, focusing on
the work of Jean Baudrillard. As with Vanda, I had the plea-
sure of supervising Gerry’s M.A. thesis and doctoral disserta-
tion. His sense of humor helped ease my transition from the
United States to Canada in the mid-1980s and his commit-
ment to strong scholarship led me to appreciate the excellence
of graduate students in my adopted country.

Professor Mahmoud Eid was a senior communication pro-
fessor at the University of Ottawa. I taught Eid at Carleton
University in the 1990s and, from the start, he impressed me
with his knowledge of quantitative methodology and his
commitment to address the major issues facing Muslim
Canadians. The last time I saw Eid was at my University of
Ottawa lecture on the Next Internet. He approached me with
the dignity and generosity that masked the tensions that
Muslim scholars working on issues around radicalization
invariably face. He left behind a loving family and a career
that ended far too soon.

I am eternally grateful for having students like Professors
Rideout, Coulter and Fid. I am also blessed that in a year
marked by their passing, I received the wonderful gift of a
first grandchild, Noelle Rose Morton. Much of this book was
written between hours spent pushing a stroller around the
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lakes of Orlando, Florida and doing what I could to live up
to the reputation of Goofy Grandpa. Her arrival certainly
eased the stresses that typically accompany the writing pro-
cess. I can only hope that when she is old enough to make
full use of the Next Internet, it is an open, democratic and
universally accessible network that will help her work on the
problems that her generation will undoubtedly face.
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