1) Check for updates

Cd

communication
Academic Dialogue and the public

Communication and the Public
2025, Vol. 10(4) 231-247

The past, present and future of 6 The skor) 205
research on communication policy agepubcomournalspermissions

. ° journals.sagepub.com/home/ctp
and technology: An academic S Sage

dialogue

Julia Pohle'”)] Robin Mansell*”, Hopeton S Dunn32,
Cees Hamelink?, Francesca Musiani®
and Rohan Samarajiva®

Abstract

This conversation is an account of the panel discussions held during the Communication Policy and Technology 50th
Anniversay pre-conference, co-organised by the Communication, Policy and Technology (CPT) Section and the Global
Media Policy (GMP) Working Group of the International Association for Media and Communication Research (IAMCR),
and the Department of Communications & New Media and the CivicTech Lab at the National University of Singapore
on July 12, 2025. The session brought together long-standing CPT Section members with current and former co-
chairs. Exchanging diverse viewpoints, the participants reflected on past, present and future challenges of research on
communciation policy and technology and its potential impact. The conversation emphasised the importance of critical
research in addressing issues related to power, human rights, ethics and inequality within both global and national
communication policy.

Keywords
Communication policy, critical research, global south, human rights, inequality, infrastructure, internet governance,
power, technology

Julia Pohle I’'m very honoured to be: moderat-

(Moderator): ing the first session of this 'WZB Berlin Social Science Center, Germany
pre—conference of IAMCR’s 2London School of Economics and Political Science, UK
3University of Botswana, Botswana

Communication POh,Cy | a,nd “Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam, The Netherlands
Technology (CPT) Section.” With  scNRs, France

the aim of looking back at $LIRNEasia, Sri Lanka
50 years of this section, we invited .
. Corresponding author:
longstandlng members and former Julia Pohle, WZB Berlin Social Science Center, Reichpietschufer
section heads to reflect on the 50, 10785 Berlin, Germany.
changes and the continuities over Email: julia.pohle@wzb.eu

|@ @ Creative Commons CC BY: This article is distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0
License (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/) which permits any use, reproduction and distribution

of the work without further permission provided the original work is attributed as specified on the SAGE and Open Access pages

(https://us.sagepub.com/en-us/nam/open-access-at-sage).


https://uk.sagepub.com/en-gb/journals-permissions
https://journals.sagepub.com/home/ctp
mailto:julia.pohle@wzb.eu
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1177%2F20570473251392285&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2025-11-25

232

Communication and the Public 10(4)

Cees
Hamelink:

Julia Pohle
(Moderator):

the past decades. I hope we will
have a lively conversation on the
history of communication policy
research within, but also beyond,
IAMCR.

Cees Hamelink, I believe you
were never head of the communi-
cation policy section but one of its
key members and, of course, presi-
dent of IAMCR.

I was president of the IAMCR from
1990 to 1994 and was very instru-
mental in establishing the section.
That was not 50 years ago. Actually,
the first IAMCR section related to
technology was established in 1959.
This was called the Technology and
Economy Section. Only in 1970 did
we discover the communication
satellites, and then the next stage
was the Satellite Section, headed by
Dallas W. Smythe, later to be fol-
lowed by William H. Melody.? It
was in 1990 that we established the
Communication Technology Policy
Section with Robin Mansell as
chair. So I would say let’s celebrate
today 35 years of existence of a
very influential, very relevant and
very robust section of the IAMCR
that the Association can be very
proud of indeed.

Thank you. We counted from
1974, the creation of the Satellite
Section. But I trust you when you
say there was something before
that. I fully agree that there was an
important change in 1990 when
Robin Mansell introduced the
focus of ‘policy’ in the title of the
section. On our panel today, we
also welcome Rohan Samarajiva,
who was the chair of the section
from 1994 to 1998, and Hopeton
Dunn, a former IAMCR Secretary
General, who chaired the section
between 2002 and 2010. And

Cees
Hamelink:

finallyy, we have Francesca
Musiani, who was, together with
me, vice-chair and later chair from
2017 to 2023. Of course, many
more chairs and vice-chairs played
an important role in shaping the
section’s profile, but we are
delighted to welcome five genera-
tions of section heads to this panel
today.’

I would like to open this panel

with an invitation to look back
over these past decades from your
regional and thematic perspectives
and to ask you what you see as the
most crucial shifts in communica-
tion policy research over the last
50 or 35 years.
In answer to your question about
whether over these decades shifts
in communication policy research
can be seen: as an academic asso-
ciation, we have become more
active in the policy field, espe-
cially in the context of the UN
debates on the New International
Information Order (later to be
called the New World Information
and Communication Order
NWICO) and the UN World
Summit on the Information Society
(WSIS).

Unfortunately, from the the-
matic perspective that I hold to be
the most existentially crucial —
namely, the promotion and protec-
tion of human rights — there has
been no significant shift. As an
association, we never did put
human rights in the driver’s seat.

In 1976, when I became for the
first time a member of the
International Council (IC) of
IAMCR, I was also a member of the
UN Adpvisory Panel on Technology
and Human Rights. This panel pre-
pared for the UN General Assembly
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Julia Pohle
(Moderator):

Robin
Mansell:

the proposal that the United Nations
should install a mechanism for a
human rights assessment of new
technologies. Would new technolo-
gies meet human rights criteria,
would they protect human rights or
would they violate human rights?
This was proposed to the UN
General Assembly in 1975. The
General Assembly applauded and
then — in the following years — did
nothing about it. This is not uncom-
mon for UN General Assembly
practice.

However, in the IC meeting of
TAMCR, human rights were put on
the agenda. We began talking about
communication rights and later
addressed issues such as the Salman
Rushdie fatwa and freedom of
speech. But no coherent, substantial
policy on human rights was devel-
oped. In the 1990s, IAMCR had a
committee on human rights, but
that lived only for two years and
then went away into the darkness.

So I would say that there should
have been a shift from not really pay-
ing serious attention to human rights
issues to making these a real high-
light in our work. And I think that
particularly this CTP Section could
take the lead in such a prominent
field and make a difference.

Thank you, and I fully agree that
the critical perspective of the sec-
tion in its research looking at ques-
tions of rights and human rights is
of high importance. But it is always
at risk of being overtaken by other
types of research.

Thank you for inviting me. I want
to confirm — Cees is right. There’s
a much longer history to this sec-
tion than 50 years. One point that
stands out going back to 1959 is
that, at least until 1990, the word

policy wasn’t associated with the
section. It was variously about
technical studies, technology sat-
ellites, technology and satellites,
or communication satellites and
technology. And when William
Melody was running the section
from 1980 to 1990, it continued to
focus on communication technol-
ogy. However, I was his PhD stu-
dent, so I know that he was very
interested in policy; it just wasn’t
reflected in the name of the
section.

When I came along, I somewhat
controversially added policy to the
name, so it became the communica-
tion technology policy section.
During my tenure as head of the
section, people started grumbling
and I thought it must be about me!
Actually, it was about the fact that
information technology ‘users’ (a
word I did not like very much) were
not being adequately reflected in
the work of the section. And this
concern made us move towards
rethinking the section’s mandate.

Over time, the section became
more and more about both the
structural and political economy
aspects of what was happening
with technology and the micro-
level user-oriented considerations.
I didn’t change the name of the
section again, but it later became
“communication policy and tech-
nology” — a fine distinction, some
might say, but it mattered because
this change put an even greater
emphasis on policy relevant not
just to technology but also to those
who experience the technology.

I have some reflections on what
we were talking about up to the time
when I became Section Head. I am
talking about the late 1980s and the
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early 1990s. My observation is that
not a lot has changed in terms of
power relations and power asym-
metries. We were talking about reg-
ulation and market liberalisation.
We were talking about the United
States (US), about Europe and about
Eastern Europe. We were also talk-
ing about Russia and multilateral-
ism. We were investigating
unbundling information services
and the development of infrastruc-
tures. We were talking about ‘infor-
mation highways’, a US influence.
We were also talking about cost and
pricing issues, and there was quite a
lot of economic analysis in what we
were doing. There was work on
electronic trading networks, which
today might be called platforms. So
issues around electronic commerce
and platforms were a major research
theme in the section.

Another major theme was about
what I called, as did a lot of other
researchers, design considerations.
The focus was not just on the tech-
nology, but on what design deci-
sions were being made by which
actors to fashion the communica-
tion system and what is now called
the information and communica-
tion ecosystem. At that time, there
was more and more overlap
between our section and the Law
Section of [AMCR. The legal insti-
tutions, including human rights
considerations, were coming up on
the agenda, and there was the
already mentioned user issue.
There was quite a lot of discussion
about unpacking the ‘black box’ of
technology. This term had come
into our field from Nathan
Rosenberg (1982, 1994), who was
working on technology innovation,
and it resonates today when we

Rohan
Samarajiva:

talk about unpacking algorithms
and artificial intelligence (Al).
There was a lot of discussion about
control of technology gateways,
and today, there is still much con-
cern about controlling the domi-
nant Big Tech companies. In
addition, social communities, pri-
vacy and security issues were very
much present on the section’s
research agenda. There was a lot of
work on data services, but just the
beginnings of work on datafica-
tion, a word that was already being
used occasionally.

The final point I want to make is
about uneven power asymmetries in
network control structures. There
was discussion in the section about
asymmetries of power between the
East and the West, but also between
what is now called the Global North
and the Global South or the Global
Majority World. When I think about
what has changed, this is reflected in
the terminology we use to describe
technology, whether Al or platforms
or mis- and disinformation, algo-
rithms and assemblages. But the
underlying dynamics of what this
section is concerned with have not
changed very much. That is either a
sad comment on the impact that the
section has had on real-world deci-
sion-making, or it is an optimistic
statement about the fact that we have
to keep on pushing for respect for
people’s concerns and rights, which
are left out of too many
conversations.

TAMCR sections do not have impact
— people, individuals, do. Uni-
versities  don’t have  impact.
Universities shouldn’t take positions
on the great issues of the world.
People who are in universities
should, and they should take stands
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and engage in advocacy. So I'm not
worried about what the section is
called. I spent, say about 10 to 15
years with this section, and it was my
primary academic home. I came to
my first conference in the then
Czechoslovakia in Prague as a grad-
uate student in 1984 with Robin
Mansell.

The year 1984 was significant
because that was when AT&T, the
world’s largest company at that time,
was broken up. And there are some
who would argue — and I agree with
them, although I don’t think it is a
proven case — that the breakup was a
factor in the rise of the internet. At
least, it made the internet feasible.
The emergence of the internet hap-
pened sooner because of that. And
then British Telecom and Nippon
Telegraph and Telephone (NTT) in
Japan were privatised — all of this
happened in 1984, right? It was a sig-
nificant year — including the fact that
I went to IAMCR for the first time.
But I was more interested in what
was going on outside the university
than inside.

I’ve been trying to get away from
the university pretty much all my life,
and I finally did in 1998. The last
CPT Section event that I had to coor-
dinate at IAMCR’s 1998 conference
in Glasgow, was organised very well,
but not by me. Robin Mansell did it
for me because she was the previous
chair, and I was a regulator in Sri
Lanka running around trying to do
reforms. If you think of academic
researchers as being the supply side
and the demand side being people in
government who use that research
and do things with it, I joined the
other side. You could call it the ‘dark
side’ or whatever, but I went to the
demand side. And on the demand

Hopeton
Dunn:

side, some of the people in this room,
like Yuli Liu, have become regula-
tors. I think we have had all kinds of
impacts as individuals. I do not count
impact in terms of publications; I
count impact in terms of people who
have changed things.

There was an interesting piece
that I came across several years ago.
I think one of the co-authors is here,
so I read it last night: Bram Dov
Abramson, Jeremy Shtern* and Gre-
gory Taylor wrote about the notable
absence of communication policy
researchers in Canada from a major
Canadian telecommunication policy
review (Abramson et al., 2008). And
they went beyond that. They invited
somebody from the standards organ-
isation, and that person said that she
did not get anything from these
researchers. So you need to think
about that larger problem: who are
we addressing with our research?
Are we talking to ourselves? Impact
in universities is typically measured
by how many publications and cita-
tions you have. That is how you get
the promotion and recognition. Or
do you measure impact in terms of
changing the world?

Greetings, everyone, I’'m delighted
to be here. I come from the
Caribbean, as some of you may
know, though I live and work on
the African continent. I served as
chair (and later co-chair with Jo
Pierson) of this section for almost a
decade (from 2002 to 2010). It was
a time when we benefited from the
legacy of our peers and our prede-
cessors, who had wrestled and con-
tended with many of the
controversial issues of the section’s
formation. So we were able to
focus our efforts on how we are
going to mobilise research from
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different parts of the world in order
to try to make a difference in the
life of IAMCR.

During the period that I served —
or for at least a greater part of
it— this section was the leading sec-
tion in JAMCR in terms of number
of members and conference pres-
entations. And one of the factors
that drove the growth of this sec-
tion was our close association with
the Emerging Scholars Network
(ESN). During my time, we really
placed an effort on engaging with
and bringing in those who were
coming to us as students and early
stage scholars from different parts
of the world. I believe that paid off
in terms of the section’s sustaina-
bility, as even now many of them
are leading the Association.

At the time, we were concerned
with issues of global disparity,
especially represented by — in the
early stages — news agencies as
well as big organisations like Cable
& Wireless in the Caribbean and
parts of Asia. How were govern-
ments dealing with these entities?
How were the United Nations and
governments trying to come to
terms with the many issues related
to conglomerates and the associ-
ated disparities, especially in the
Global South?

It was during my time that we
entered into full-blown research
and engagement with something
called the internet, which had been
emergent but exploded during that
particular timeframe. And we
looked not only at the technology.
One of the things we had learnt
from our predecessors is that this
section isn’t simply about technol-
ogy. We aren’t just admirers of
technological change, but instead

Francesca
Musiani:

we are engaged in critical scholar-
ship to look at the extent to which
these technologies were affecting
people’s lives, communities and
access.

Thank you for having me. I am
really delighted to be part of this
anniversary panel. Whether we
have an actual 50-year anniversary
right now or not, I don’t know, but
I’m happy it happens.

Thank you, Hopeton, for men-
tioning the ESN. Before being a
vice-chair and then co-chair of
CPT at the end of the 2010s and
early 2020s, I was also chair of
ESN in the early 2010s. This gives
me the opportunity to say that a
close collaboration with ESN is
indeed a specificity of CPT that
we have always tried to foster. It
has always made for very lively
sessions that were revealing of
less established research and gave
more emphasis to work in pro-
gress. That work was quite elo-
quent, both in terms of topics and
technical objects that could be of
interest to the section, but also in
terms of novel theoretical and
methodological approaches to
address them.

In the period I was co-chair of
ESN, then of CPT, we were witness-
ing what my colleague Romain
Badouard (2017) in France has
called the ‘disenchantment of the
internet’. It followed a previous
time in which there had been a wave
of enthusiasm for the potential of
the internet — for things like democ-
racy, the protection of human rights,
the right to communicate and the
opening up of emancipation and
participation dynamics by means of
technology. In the 2010s, we were
taking an increasing interest in
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figuring out progressively that,
indeed, measures had been put in
place that dealt with this and fos-
tered these dynamics. But there
were also a number of dynamics
that had historical import or were
fostered by the technology but were
not going in that direction.

These dynamics were reinforc-
ing issues of imbalance and power
reconfigurations that always went
to one side and very little to the
other. I think that maybe CPT has
helped to enlighten and bring a crit-
ical perspective to this disenchant-
ment with the internet and digital
technologies. With a bit of opti-
mism, one could say that despite
the disenchantment, there has
always been in the section’s pro-
gramme a place for what was and is
going on in terms of participation,
community and resistance. These
dynamics are what we do want to
foster as much as possible in our
scholarship and policy impact
when we have the opportunity.

Probably, it was also the decade in
which science and technology stud-
ies (STS)-oriented perspectives fully
and explicitly came into the work of
the section to analyse the extent to
which power could be inscribed into
technologies, or how technologies
could be co-opted for a variety of
political reasons. These issues
became as relevant for CPT policy
and technology as the more histori-
cal and institutional perspectives
concerning technologies.

In terms of users — thank you,
Robin, for bringing that up —
because this has also frequently
been part of our discussions with
Julia Pohle (the moderator), with
Aphra Kerr® and with Jeremy

Julia Pohle
(Moderator):

Shtern. During our 10 years
together, the extent to which uses of
communication technology could
and should be part of the CPT pro-
gramme was an issue each year dur-
ing the conference preparation.
From a very pragmatic standpoint,
it was also a matter of putting some
kind of perimeter around the papers
that we accepted for the section.
The way we managed in recent
years was to try to figure out the
policy dimension of studies that
focus primarily on the use of tech-
nology and the extent to which
presentations were just examining
uses of technology with no clear or
potential link to policy aspects. We
decided that these submissions
were not for us. But at the same
time, there is perhaps no very clear
place in IAMCR for this type of
contribution apart from our section.
So this has always been a matter of
open debate for us.

Thank you very much. It is inter-
esting that all of you brought up
questions of power and the ques-
tion of critical research. As
Francesca mentioned, something
we still struggle with in the section
is that over the years we see an
increase in submissions that do
very standardised technology user
studies, often with quantitative
methods that miss a critical per-
spective. That’s why we estab-
lished that one of the selection
criteria for being accepted into the
conference programme was that
there is a critical perspective in the
research regarding power and pol-
icy dimensions. We no longer
accept presentations that simply
study technology or users without
any critical reflection on what their
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Hopeton
Dunn:

research means for the broader
issue beyond a single case study.

Since you all mentioned different
kinds of power relations, I would
like to ask what you see as the big-
gest power struggle that we are wit-
nessing today? How do these power
struggles affect communication
policy and why is it important?
Jeremy Shtern, who is currently
TAMCR’s Secretary General, men-
tioned in his welcoming remarks to
this pre-conference that we hope to
see studies on power relations in
communication governance and
communication policy by looking at
these issues from an historical per-
spective. I think we all appreciate
the historical perspective. And since
we are here to speak about the his-
tory of the CPT section, I hope we
can reflect on why it is so important
to consider the historical dimension
of power relations when we look at
what is going on at the moment in
communication governance.
Power dynamics and power rela-
tions have had a substantial pres-
ence in the work that we have
done in this section over the dec-
ades. It has resided with us, and it
continues to reside with us. The
issues are: who is dominant? Who
is listened to? Who is heard? From
what parts of the world are alter-
native voices coming? Who are
the marginalised voices and why?
This includes the historical sources
of economic power, issues of tech-
nology access and the geo-political
relations affecting the global
post-colony.

My observation on these decades
is that we really were not moving a
great deal. We needed to take more
into account issues of the anti-colo-
nial struggles to regain and capture

the voices of the often voiceless in
the formerly colonised sections of
the world. This includes the business
of deconstructing colonial institu-
tions like Cable & Wireless and
Reuters to make way for indigenous
information structures and policies
that address community life. That’s
been one of the big struggles in the
world related to our section. We
have also had the related struggle to
decolonise the curriculum and to
make sure that what our students are
studying isn’t just coming from one
part of the world. That came with an
imperative for many of us to also
write and publish in order that our
students can read and be motivated
to do the same. So it is about the
power of ideas and whose story is
told by whom. A big part of what we
have been through is the related
struggles with globalisation. Are the
technologies emerging from on top,
globalisation from above, or are we
managing to cut some kind of chan-
nel so that we can emerge in the
world with a perspective that differs
from the dominant world view?
These struggles continue today
in the struggle for access. In many
different forms, that struggle has
not gone away. In some parts of the
world, there is less emphasis on
access and more on inclusion and
the quality of access and so on. But
there are still many parts of the
world where it’s not yet a post-
access discussion. It’s still a focus
on ‘are we online’? I have dis-
cussed with my colleagues in the
African continent and in the
Caribbean, this anomaly between
the affordances of A/ and then
what I call the deficits of /4, which
is internet access. While one part
of the world is driving forward
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Rohan
Samarajiva:

with new cognitive and neural net-
works, another part of the world is
just coming to terms with ‘am I
getting online’? These are some of
the critical issues of power. There
are many of them. Many of them
have not changed.

In 1984 or so, I published some-
thing on NWICO. I went back to
Sri Lanka one week after my PhD.
My intention was to live there, and
so I came face to face with all the
dysfunctions of the Sri Lankan
state. And I realised that the whole
NWICO debate was anchored on
strong states. The focus was on
colonialism and imperialism and
on Cable & Wireless and all these
companies when, in fact, the actor
depriving my people, not only of
telephone connections, but even of
a dial tone, was the state.

The joke in those days was that
half the world is waiting for a tel-
ephone and the other half is wait-
ing for a dial tone. The state
monopoly was what was depriving
people of these things. So a few
years later I had the opportunity to
bash the state monopoly to pieces
and to beat the hell out of it. By
that time, the Sri Lankan incum-
bent telco had 35% Japanese own-
ership and the Japanese were
managing the company. But the
Japanese investment came from
NTT, which was also a state-
owned company. So the managers
from NTT shared the monopoly
mindset. I understood the com-
plexity of power relations not
when [ was studying in Canada,
but when I was dealing with the
reality of power in these contexts.

As a regulator, I had all these peo-
ple coming with proposals for global
mobile personal communication

Robin
Mansell:

(GMPCS) by satellite from compa-
nies such as Iridium. I was of a mind
to say ‘let’s go’. Let’s have them.
Why not? And now we just licensed
Starlink. T didn’t, the government
did. Let’s go. You don’t like Starlink?
Throw it in the lake. Do something
else. But that is how you get internet
access. It is by creating opportuni-
ties, by loosening up, the restric-
tions. I was working with one of the
young CEOs at the time I was a reg-
ulator. I too was young then, but he
was younger. He’s sort of the digital
czar of Sri Lanka right now. And he
said in an interview recently that
because of what we did back in 1997
or thereabouts, not one cent of public
money has been spent on giving
people internet access, not one cent.
All we did is that we created a regu-
latory environment and the private
sector did all the investment, and
now we have actually passed the
peak number of computers in Sri
Lanka. We were at 22% of the popu-
lation about three years ago. Now
we are down to 20% because for
most people the mobile phone does
everything. A smartphone is more
powerful than the computer that I
started with. It can do more than a
desktop computer for most people.

I’ll tell you a little story. For the last
two years, I had the privilege of
being a scientific director for a
global project on information and
democracy (Mansell et al., 2025). It
was about mis- and disinformation,
news media, Al and data govern-
ance. It involved over 300 research-
ers from around the world. Our job
was to undertake a global critical
assessment of research on some of
the biggest, most challenging, policy
issues, from the perspective of dif-
ferent regions — Global North and
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Global South. We did that and a cou-
ple of things struck me which speak
to issues of power. Having been
cocooned in the LSE, teaching criti-
cal theory most of my career and
wandering out occasionally, I paid
less attention to the continuing
hegemony in academic research of
certain deterministic ideas about
technology and about the media.

After having reviewed more than
3,000 scholarly contributions pub-
lished over the past few years across
disciplines (media, communication,
law, sociology, computer science,
etc.), the ‘media effects’ tradition
was found to be alive and well.
Research in this tradition is very
prominent in journals, but much of
it doesn’t consider power relations.
It works with the old sender—
receiver model of information as if
there is no political context. We
found very little cross-citation
between work in this tradition,
which is receiving the vast majority
of funding, and critical studies on
issues that are much more com-
monly discussed in this section.

I didn’t expect there to be that
much of a divide between the peo-
ple working on media effects and
on critical studies in 2025. In our
project, we tried our best to encom-
pass different perspectives from
countries and regions around the
world, which means that we did
not propose a universal template of
what we should do in response to
the power of Big Tech. We did try
to inflect our analysis with critical
observations on power asym-
metries that matter. We also found
that studies of top-down govern-
ance by states are much more pre-
sent in the academic literature than
studies of bottom-up voices and

Cees
Hamelink:

inclusion with different discourses
from civil society.

I was invited to present the results
to an intergovernmental organisa-
tion, and before the session, they
told me that I should not use words
like Big Tech, power or hegemonic
because some delegations such as
the United States would be upset. So
I presented, and I did use those
terms because they’re in our publi-
cation. What do we learn from this?
In my earlier remarks, I said, not
much has changed. But I think that
what has changed is the presence of
work by various coalitions of actors,
whether they be civil society or
researchers, who are working as
activists and who are doing remark-
ably interesting policy-relevant
work around these developments in
their countries. They are trying to
inform the rewriting of legislation,
whether it’s on security, data protec-
tion or human rights. So the struggle
goes on, and the most interesting
work we came across that did
address power asymmetries was not
in the academic journals, especially
not in the top-tier academic jour-
nals. It was in the grey literature or
policy reports and in the shorter
pieces where people are struggling
to bring together their work and to
get their voices heard.

Following up from this, it is no sur-
prise that you were told not to use
certain concepts. I was happy that
you, Julia, used the phrase power
struggle. I think it is promising
because it suggests that there is still
a struggle going on. Whatever you
may think about the American presi-
dent, the charm of Donald Trump is
that he is very clear: there are no
power struggles, there are only
negotiations, and [ win all of them. I
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think that may indeed be the reality.
You can talk until the cows come
home, but against this Goliath, there
are no Davids.

The question is whether we as an
academic community could make a
difference. Would critical research
make a difference? In our past,
TAMCR was considered to be the
research arm of UNESCO, and we
had a very intense working relation-
ship with this UN agency. Whatever
we may have done, that friendly
alliance is no longer a reality. An
additional problem is also that if
there is a power struggle, we really
have to fight most of it with our own
increasingly bureaucratic universi-
ties that over time have become
increasingly system-supportive.
Critical research is under duress
from our governments but even
more at risk from our own universi-
ties. Universities have become com-
mercial institutions that train for
professions and not for critical
thinking. You will have a real prob-
lem to get the help of your univer-
sity for critical studies of modern
technologies. Many universities
prefer to spy on their own students
rather than fund studies on spyware.
We should also be realistic about the
relation between research and gov-
ernment. There are very few gov-
ernment officials anywhere in the
world who sit desperately waiting
for the next research report and who
want to implement research find-
ings in their policy proposals. Most
couldn’t care less. Policy research
usually ends up in the wastepaper
basket.

My hope is that the millions of
people around the world who are
today completely domesticated to
use products of  advanced

Francesca
Musiani:

technology that they never asked
for, one day will say no. [ am a great
believer in civil disobedience, in a
revolt against the global zombifica-
tion that now takes place in our
world. Maybe one day people will
leave their little screens, and they
will talk with each other as in times
past. People have the power to real-
ise they are engaged in massive
digital slavery and can be disobedi-
ent. Here I think as a research com-
munity we could make a difference.
We could help people to liberate
themselves from a dependency they
never asked for. This requires that
we  become transdisciplinary.
Transdisciplinary ~ research now
involves the people for whom the
research is intended. That would be
a promising perspective for the
future.

This is at times depressing, [ have to
say, but not without reason. I want
to add the issue of the international
multi-stakeholder arrangements for
internet governance versus what is
currently happening in the different
regions of the world seeking to dif-
ferentiate themselves from one
another by means of digital auton-
omy strategies. One of the current
core struggles for me is this: the fact
that the internet governance com-
munity — or communities in the plu-
ral — has been building a number of
institutions that serve either to dis-
tribute decision-making power or to
simply discuss issues related to
internet governance. They do this
with the hypothesis, grounded in
experience, that not only states
should and can deal with internet
governance related issues, but that
this is a more global matter and a
matter concerning other types of
actors too. What we are currently
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seeing are strategies that are explic-
itly labelled as ‘digital sovereignty’,
or not explicitly labelled as such but
are pretty much in the same register
of trying to reduce one’s depend-
ency and increasing one’s digital
autonomy. These strategies go in
the direction of making the institu-
tions of global internet governance
irrelevant, or at least of relegating
them to discuss specific issues and
recognising them as not useful.
This is a priority for different
nation states in the world. And this is
also reducing the space for resist-
ance and disobedience. I've been
working on Russia since 2018, and
the last decade and a half has been
incredibly enlightening in terms of
how digital sovereignty and digital
autonomy strategies can reduce the
space for resistance despite the best
attempts of citizens and communi-
ties within or outside Russia. This is
an example of the current struggle to
keep some global and multi-stake-
holder institutions of internet gov-
ernance alive in a world that is
regionalising and that is seeing a
return of the states — if they had ever
gone away, which is to be debated.
The fact that some states are
prioritising their autonomy and, in
some cases, their isolation, is
causing some substantial collat-
eral issues for the security and sta-
bility of the internet in many
regions, but also at a global level.
I think one of the challenges ahead
is to study these dynamics. We
also have to ask ourselves theo-
retical and methodological ques-
tions about how we try to do
meaningful research on Russian
internet governance when we can-
not any more go safely into the
territory or do any sort of ethnog-
raphy or even in-depth interviews

Julia Pohle
(Moderator):

Audience 1:

Audience 2:

with Russian internet actors. Not
because it is difficult for us, but
because we are putting them at
risk by doing so. So we also need
to have a discussion about sensi-
tive fieldwork and what to do in
those contexts.

Thank you very much. It is an
important point: the spaces in
which we can do critical research
are shrinking. ( . ..) I would like to
open up the panel to questions
from the audience.

After hearing each generation of
the chairs and your priorities and
what you have worked on, I'm
curious to learn about now and the
future. What would CPT or
IAMCR priorities be looking at
today and into the future? What are
some of the top issues on your
agenda? (. . .)

Professor Hamelink, I heard
your comments about the United
Nations. I worked for the UN for
20 plus years, and I am now at the
United Nations University Institute
of Macau. (. . .) We are at an inter-
section, as we are a UN organisa-
tion, but at the same time, in our
genes, we are academics, sO we
share the same goals as you. We
want to promote policy-relevant
research. We also want to use our
research and teaching education to
move on global policy. So my sec-
ond question is how can you and
the UN work together?

I would like to express my grati-
tude for the very enlightening
thoughts from all the speakers.
Enlightening, but also worrying.
They have talked a lot about his-
tory, and I got the impression that
the world we live in today is get-
ting more unequal in terms of our
regions. But I come here to hear
some hopeful narratives. My first
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Audience 3:

Francesca
Musiani:

question is whether there is some-
thing positive, something hopeful
that I can carry home? And it
relates to my second question
about the way to move forward.
Where should we start from here to
make the world that we live in
today become more equal? (. . .).
(.. .) My question is about globalisa-
tion and internet governance. Since
we all talk about the crises we are
facing around the world, I'm a bit
pessimistic about the future of
global internet governance arrange-
ments since we can see that platform
companies are getting involved in
geopolitics, and we can see more
and more fragmentation and diver-
gence between different regions
around the world. So we are also
talking about how we can make
platform governance and internet
governance more regionalised. My
question is whether there is still
some kind of global internet govern-
ance in the picture?

I will comment on the question
about possible priorities. In this
regard, we need to refer to the
theme of this year’s main confer-
ence of JAMCR that is related to
the environment, and we haven’t
mentioned the word yet. I want to
bring it in before this session is
over. A number of questions that
are related to the environment and
digital technologies are very much
policy questions in all the senses
that we have been discussing. And
we are bound to do more to answer
them, at least I hope so.

And this ties in with saying
something that is hopeful, because
good scholarship can have an
impact. I think that we can bring
these two issues meaningfully
together in terms of addressing the

Hopeton
Dunn:

materiality of digital technologies,
and how it impacts the relationship
between the environment and tech-
nology. Choosing where to estab-
lish data centres, what cables to put
in the oceans and so on are very
much policy questions. In this
regard, history can enlighten us,
since submarine cables have a long
history. And we can ask some
questions that have been asked by
historians for the sake of the envi-
ronment and the sustainability of
our future and present digital
ecosystem.
I appreciate the questions, and
many of them are closely related.
Firstly — although you will proba-
bly hear from someone like myself
critical remarks about the insuffi-
ciency of progress in relation to
access and concerns about the rise
of network dominance — it isn’t the
same as saying that there has not
been progress. We are now seeing
more global scholars coming from
different parts of the world. We are
seeing more activities coming from
the Global South and so on. It’s not
enough, and we need more visibil-
ity and space. We are emergent.
Please be reminded that the First
Industrial Revolution (Feng, 2023;
Williams, 1944) was one of depri-
vation and extraction from the col-
onised world. In this current era,
we want inclusion and not to be left
behind again or to be exploited,
despite being in the global major-
ity. That is where I think the chal-
lenge is, and while there is some
progress, it is just not enough.
With respect to what kind of
research we want to see in the
future, I would like to see more
emphasis on two very simple
things. One, I want to see more
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Rohan
Samarajiva:

Robin
Mansell:

research linked to ethics. I want our
section to include and engage more
with the concept of ethics and tech-
nology because I think that’s a
space where we sometimes don’t
fully recognise what is the truth,
what is reality, what is proper,
appropriate and so on. And the sec-
ond is I want to see more indige-
nous research. There is not only
more research coming from the
Global South but also from First
Nations, from people with a com-
pletely different perspective. And
that is where we are going to see
some of the environmental
strengths coming through. People
who have lived it through thou-
sands of years and can share their
experiences with us now.

I think the post-war global order is
done. I think regionalisation is in.
There are all these people talking
about the fragmentation of the
internet and should the internet be
capitalised with the ‘I” or without
the ‘I". That’s all toast. The real
world is fragmented. That means
that there will be some institutions
that will cut across, trying to main-
tain a semblance of the post-war
order. But the President of the
United States described our coun-
tries as ‘shithole countries’. We
know where we stand from his per-
spective, so now we’ve got to rear-
range ourselves in the Asian
environment, and it will be an inter-
esting ride. There is going to be a
lot of uncertainty. And if you want a
hopeful insight: uncertainty leaves
open many opportunities, many
possibilities. That’s how I see it. We
can do great things in conditions of
uncertainty.

The biggest priority going for-
ward would be criticising and

working against the hugely
dominant imaginary of techno-
logical inevitability. It’s been
said and said, but at nearly
every Al conference technolog-
ical change is treated as inevita-
ble: ‘It’s here’. ‘It’s coming’.
‘Let’s just adapt’. ‘We’ll just
put some guardrails in place’.
Critiquing that notion is a huge
ongoing  responsibility  of
researchers.

More hopefully, I think that we
need to be paying attention to —
and this follows on from a regional
emphasis — the hugely diverse
regional, sub-regional, local initia-
tives being taken by cities and by
groups who are coming together to
reimagine business models, to
push back against the dominant
platform model that is globalising
everywhere. This is hopeful
because there are many individuals
who don’t necessarily come to
conferences like JAMCR because
it’s expensive, but they are work-
ing on the ground.

They are trying to influence
decisions that are being taken by
policymakers at every level. And
typically what they do is to put lan-
guage and rules in place which try
to respond to global governance
initiatives but deviate from them
because they are responsible and
responsive to local conditions.
Sometimes they do this in ways
that are not very consistent with
human rights obligations; at other
times, they are consistent in work-
ing towards greater respect for
human rights and ethical behav-
iour. Whichever they do, this is
happening at the local grassroots,
national and sometimes sub-
regional level — and not by
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the global level. ical about it.

Cees Following up from you Robin, I do Now to the question about coop-

Hamelink: think that indeed the activities on eration with the UN. I am sure that

local levels, grassroots community
levels, are really crucial because
they give us hope. Rebecca Solnit
(2016) in her book Hope in the Dark
encouraged us to focus on the very
small victories that are daily won all
over the world. Initially, I have found
that a very difficult issue because I
come from the sixties’ generation
that believed in total and permanent
revolution. But over time you learn
to be very happy whenever small
changes can take place. They give
enormous hope.

Secondly, taking Robin’s point
about the inevitability of technol-
ogy, what we should really see is
that technology is inevitably
becoming the servant of autocratic
regimes around the world. More
than 70% of the world’s nations are
now ruled by autocratic regimes,
and the number is only increasing.
As a European, I want to remind us
of how little alert we were in the
1930s when fascism grew. Fascism
is back. It has never been con-
quered, but after the Second World
War, it globalised thanks to the
anti-communist policies of the
United States. And one of the main
instruments that fascism uses is
advanced technology in the form of
Al. We should be more aware of
this as we read all these pro-
grammes and visit conferences
about ‘Al for good’. Please remem-
ber that Al was never designed for
good. It was designed for domesti-
cation, suppression and control. It
was never designed for the welfare

TAMCR would love to work with
the UN University Institutes, as we
worked with the UN University of
Peace in Costa Rica. We should
realise, though, that the UN never
became what it was supposed to be:
an organisation of peoples of the
world. So I always claim the UN
should be called the United States,
although that may cause some con-
fusion. The UN brings all the mis-
ery of state bodies — their
unreliability, aggression, competi-
tion and hypocrisy — to all the
world’s political issues. Since, to
some extent, the United Nations
University has managed to stay out
of that, as IAMCR, we could col-
laborate with you. Let’s talk about
cooperation!
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