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& WE ARE DELIGHTED to introduce the first edi-

tion of Computing Capitalisms: Business, His-

tory, and Information Technology, a series of

special issues that deploy new approaches in

the study of capitalism to investigate the busi-

ness history of computing. This series celebra-

tes novel methods, questions, and dialogues

within the field, and new ways of framing clas-

sic narratives.

Our inspiration for this series stems in part

from ongoing developments in the business of

digital information technology. Digital platform

businesses—from Alibaba and Amazon, to Uber

and WeChat—are not only historically large and

financially influential businesses;1 they have

become economic institutions and even govern-

ing regimes unto themselves.2 Social scientists

have critically engaged the particularities of

this sociotechnical and economic development,

its recent history and effects.3 Many of their

analyses take “capitalism” to be adaptable,

altered by technological affordances that enable,

among other things, new extractive business

models (what Sarah Myers West has discussed

as “data capitalism”4 or Nick Srnicek analyzes as

“platform capitalism”5), evolutions in systems

for economic coordination and exchange (Viktor

Mayer-Sch€onberger and Thomas Ramge’s “data-

rich markets”6), the intensification of consumer

data gathering and behavioral “nudging” (as in

Shoshana Zuboff’s account of “surveillance

capitalism”7), mechanisms for conscripting labor

from users (as in Hamid Ekbia and Bonnie

Nardi’s concept of “heteromation”8), novel

organizations of highly precarious piecework

labor (as in the “ghost work” described by

Mary L. Gray and Siddharth Suri),9 or, possibly,

new forms of capital altogether.10

The history of computing has a rich tradition

of business studies useful for historicizing these

developments. In recent years, the history of

computing has drawn special attention to inter-

related issues in business and society such as

the local contingency of global IT develop-

ment,11 changing business models and long-term

industrial dynamics,12 the legal and regulatory

frameworks that shape technological develop-

ment,13 Silicon Valley and its mythology,14 and

the enmeshing of computer work within histo-

ries of colonialism, gender, sex, disability, race,

and class.15

Building on this tradition, we invite systematic

attention to capitalism as a historical subject to

highlight how the units of analysis used in the

business history of computing—markets, firms,

workers, products, managers, and so on—are

embedded within broader political–economic and

sociocultural forces. Emphasis on capitalism

involves more than writing broadly contextualized

business histories. It directs our attention to the

structures on which commercial institutions

and practices depend; and moreover, to the mech-

anisms by which business, markets, and even the

economy itself are distinguished as domains of

social activity taken to operate under separate

sets of rules.16 A consideration of the political
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economy of capitalism, we believe, re-embeds

business and economic history in the fullness of

their political and social environment; and opens

them further to critical analysis in terms of justice,

equity, and social power. Recent historical studies

of capitalism17 have analyzed the political econ-

omy of capitalism as constituted in and through

law,18 economic ideas,19 knowledge practices,20

especially quantitative ones,21 social visions of the

business, markets and the economy itself,22 politi-

cal contests over the role of the state,23 as well as

in regimes of colonial and racialized forms of vio-

lent power, coercion, and exploitation, including

in slavery in the Atlantic world.24 In calling on the

plural and active meanings of “computing capital-

isms” in our title, we acknowledge both the variety

of forms these structures and powers take histori-

cally and geographically; and the possibility of

unveiling them through analyses of technologies

and practices.

Computing Capitalisms will explore many of

these themes and methods over several issues

interspersed into IEEE Annals editorial calen-

dar. The articles in this first issue illustrate

one of the major themes for this series, namely

how the study of capitalism—not as a mono-

lithic cause, but as a provocation to engage

political–economic specificity—allows inquiry

into phenomena ranging in scope from the per-

sonal to the transnational. From a junk bond

trader’s use of spreadsheets in Los Angeles to

the high-level political negotiations involved in

introducing IBM computers to the Brazilian

market, the stories that follow illustrate how a

focus on capitalism engages business history

with allied fields such as STS, economic sociol-

ogy, and the history of law and economic

policy.

The first three articles showcase new and

promising directions in the study of the state

at the nexus of the history of computing and

capitalism. These works show the importance

of the state as a site for observing the copro-

duction of social visions and technological

systems25 and reveal the central role that his-

torical conflicts over the character and deploy-

ment of state powers play in the political

economy of IT. The articles engage with

the state in three ways. They document,

respectively, state knowledge-gathering pro-

cesses establishing the terms on which

technologies are debated as matters of public

concern; political contests preceding and shap-

ing the distribution of legal risk and social

responsibility for technological systems; and

the formation of political alliances that con-

nect the private interests of an IT firm with

long-term national economic policy.

In the first article, “Checks and Balances:

Publics, Interests, and the Development of

Electronic Fund Transfers,” Gili Vidan exam-

ines the making of banking infrastructure in

the U.S. She documents the 1970s work of the

National Commission on Electronic Fund

Transfers, a group established by the U.S. Con-

gress to study electronic payment systems,

identify their goals, and assess the public’s

interest in them. “At the time of the

Commission’s work,” Vidan notes, “there was

no stable thing called the electronic fund

transfer. The Commission set out to articulate

what potentially it could be.” Her article pays

special attention to the Commission’s handling

of numerous consumer letters. Reading against

the grain of the institutional history of the

Commission, Vidan recounts how the commis-

sioners read and analyzed these letters and

shows how the Commission “defined the char-

acteristic of the public in whose interests a

new electronic payment system would oper-

ate.” The relevant and affected public for a

technological system, Vidan shows, is consti-

tuted in a political process that precedes

explicit public discussion of social effects, ben-

efits, and harms. Analysis of this process, she

demonstrates, can recover voices framed out

of the discussion and the margins of the

“public interest.”

Next, in “Distributing Liability: The Legal

and Political Battles of Y2K,” Dylan Mulvin

offers a history of the Y2K problem by analyz-

ing the public debates surrounding liability

protections for businesses that culminated

with the passage of the 1999 Y2K Act in the

United States. Y2K exposed both the systemic

character of technological risk but also the

knotted webs of responsibility for managing it.

“Even a relatively small computer system (like

one for processing payments in a grocery

store),” Mulvin writes, “could expose a tangle

of responsibility, as a range of intermediaries

were involved in the manufacture, installation
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and ongoing upkeep of both hardware and

software.” Under such a condition, it was

uncertain that the knot of responsibilities for

potential harms could be effectively untied.

Mulvin traces the history of the Y2K Act as a

political contest over the deployment of the

state’s power to mitigate legal risk: describing

a “major but temporary effort at reshaping

tort law” that “limited the scope and applica-

bility of lawsuits related to liability for the

Year 2000 Problem.” Anticipatory concerns

about legal liability, he stresses, were not

technical matters but “political negotiations

over responsibility” and the distribution of

responsibility between consumers and private

interests, as well as between technology firms

and businesses that used their products.

Colette Perold’s article, “IBM’s World Citi-

zens: Valentim Bouças and the Politics of IT

Expansion in Authoritarian Brazil,” examines the

negotiations that enabled IBM to enter the Bra-

zilian market in the 1930s. Examining the

“m�elange of business, diplomacy, and domestic

lobbying” behind IBM’s global expansion, Perold

reveals how the firm’s entry into Brazil occurred

through “a multi-year process of turning techno-

logical power into political might, and of building

business coalitions to bring the wishes of multi-

national corporations to bear” on Brazilian trade

and economic policy. The article follows Valen-

tim Bouças, whom Thomas Watson Sr. cele-

brated as an excellent salesman, political ally,

and leader of IBM’s Latin American Bureaus.

While positioning himself as one of the most

important allies to U.S. business elites, Perold

shows, Bouças “was able to weave information

processing so deeply into Brazilian adminis-

tration,” giving IBM “considerable power over

Brazilian developmental policy in the decades to

come.” Perold’s article brings together comput-

ing and capitalism within the framework of Latin

American studies.

The issue’s featured article, by William

Deringer, delves into the malleability of informa-

tion technologies as tools to organize financial

systems. Titled “Michael Milken’s Spreadsheets:

Computation and Charisma in Finance in the

Go-Go ‘80s,” it examines the use of spreadsheet

software by the infamous junk bond financier,

drawing attention to the charismatic qualities of

calculating technologies in financial practice. He

documents two specific modes of spreadsheet

use: On the one hand, Deringer shows, Milken

used the affordances of the spreadsheet in

ways consequential to financial decision-making

as a mechanical practice—to aggregate market

data, perform valuations, and model the future

through various “what-if” scenarios. On the

other hand, computerized spreadsheets were

powerful cultural objects whose evidentiary

value and cultural surplus could be used or even

strategically omitted, to financial ends, as

Miliken “pivoted between emphasizing the

mechanical and the mystical’’ in his various ven-

tures. These two roles of the technology—as

market device and symbol—worked in tandem

Deringer explains, concluding that “Milken’s

operation was much more a social or even

cultural achievement than a technical one.”

The issue closes with three anecdotes about

Luanne Johnson and Burt Grad’s journey to pre-

serve the business history of software as they

saw it unfolding around them starting in the

1960s. Their work as participant-historians has

been extraordinary. It has encompassed every-

thing from preserving the early history of the

commercialization of software to leading discus-

sions about the future of collecting at the Com-

puter History Museum.

The initial call for papers for Computing Capi-

talisms has passed, but we encourage you to get

in touch with us if you have an idea for an article

or department contribution that could fit into

the series. We are especially interested in works

that address critical issues in business history

such as the intersectional dimensions of labor in

technology, material and environmental histo-

ries, and the carceral dimensions of digital tech-

nologies. We hope you enjoy reading this issue

and look forward to the next one in the series,

coming in 2021.
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