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Abstract 
This Editor’s Introduction discusses the interplay of surveillance issues with media and communication research. 

Keywords 
communication; media; surveillance 

Issue 
This editorial is part of the special issue "Surveillance: Critical Analysis and Current Challenges", edited by James Schwoch 
(Northwestern University, USA), John Laprise (Independent Researcher) and Ivory Mills (Northwestern University, USA). 

© 2015 by the authors; licensee Cogitatio (Lisbon, Portugal). This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribu-
tion 4.0 International License (CC BY). 

 

On May 9, 1874, Edward Clark, the Architect of the 
United States Capitol, responded to U.S. House of Rep-
resentatives Speaker James G. Blaine regarding ques-
tions about the telegraph offices and stations located 
in the corridors of the South Wing of the Capitol build-
ing.1 Telegraph companies had established corridor of-
fices within the Capitol to serve a range of clientele, in-
cluding Congress, the Supreme Court, Library of 
Congress staff, additional government personnel, re-
porters, and visitors. Blaine had asked Clark to recom-
mend ways in which the “telegraph instruments” could 
be “so isolated that it shall be impossible for any unau-
thorized person to hear and obtain messages.” Clark 
consulted with Western Union and Franklin Telegraph, 
both of whom ran commercial telegraph offices in 
these corridors. He also sent J.F. Knapp, the operator of 
the government telegraph for the South Capitol Wing, 
into the field to find out where the telegrams sent by 
the stations in the Capitol corridors went as they left 
the Capitol for relay on various lines and networks. 
Knapp traced message flow from the Capitol up the 
Eastern Seaboard to Boston. He found that many mes-

                                                           
1 Clark to Blaine, 9 May 1874, “Telegraph-Offices in the Corri-
dors of the Capitol,” House of Representatives, 43rd Congress, 
1st session, misc. doc. 269. See annex. 

sages went from the Capitol directly to the telegraph 
operators at the nearby Willard Hotel, and while the 
Willard telegraph men were considered reliable, where 
a telegram was relayed after that and whose hands and 
ears it passed through was indeterminable. Knapp, giv-
ing advice echoed by individuals from the commercial 
telegraph services, told Clark that “isolation” was effec-
tively accomplished by equipping the corridor stations 
with two items: an ear-trumpet that captured and di-
rected the sound of the key only to the operator’s ear, 
and screens around the telegraph key that prevented 
the possibility of seeing the hand of the operator as he 
worked the key. Knapp called these security upgrades 
“silent instruments.” Clark was also advised that a 
more secure system might mean the telegraph opera-
tor remained in public view, but with the hand on the 
key masked by a screen so as to be unseen by observ-
ers, because a telegraph operator in a secluded room 
“might allow people inside his office unobserved; 
whereas, situated in the corridor, the office is so public 
that an operator would not dare to do such a thing, as 
it would be too readily observed.”  

In other words: as best as can be accomplished in 
1874 for the telegraph and the Capitol, try to find out 
who has access to the telegraph signal once the signal 
leaves the building, and in the meantime, muffle the 
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sound of the telegraph key, obscure the hand of the 
telegraph operator, and last but not least—keep the 
operator in public view, constantly observed by others, 
to prevent the operator from divulging secrets behind 
closed doors. Good advice then and now, and a bit like 
a common social media experience today: lots of pri-
vate texting going on all around you, with all the pri-
vate texters in public view. 

This little moment of secrecy, security, and surveil-
lance regarding the telegraph experienced by the Ar-
chitect of the Capitol of the United States of America 
141 years ago may on the one hand seem comical, 
anachronistic, incredulous, or naive. Yet the little mo-
ment of Edward Clark also illustrates that the continual 
complexity and constructedness of secrecy, security, 
and surveillance is an ongoing process shaped by, 
among other things, ever-changing technological capa-
bilities in conjunction with enduring issues about social 
relations, human behavior, specialized knowledge, and 
institutional imperatives. Media and communication 
research has long engaged aspects of surveillance, of-
ten related to media consumption. Circulation figures, 
audience ratings, phonograph record sales and hit lists, 
best-selling books, public opinion surveys, and letters 
to the editor remain a significant resource for monitor-
ing and surveilling user consumption as well as user at-
titudes, while the techniques and approches to such 
research are now more often visible in such phenonena 
as music downloads, fan websites, and social media 

buzz. These forms of media monitoring and surveil-
lance remain important, and are some of the examples 
of a long engagement of media and communication 
scholars with research on surveillance: propaganda; at-
titude formation; the scale, scope, and reach of infor-
mation networks; media entertainment such feature 
films, radio programs, and TV shows. The ever-
increasing expansion of media and communication 
technologies and cultures into more and more aspects 
of everyday global life continues as a dynamic theme of 
media and communication research, and surveillance is 
a crucial concept for understanding media and com-
munication in the 21st century. 

The Editors of this special issue are pleased to pre-
sent this collection of media and communication re-
search articles. All of the scholars in this issue are in 
lively and engaged pursuit of various aspects and 
themes of media, communication, and surveillance.  
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Annex. Clark to Blaine, 9 May 1874, “Telegraph-Offices in the Corridors of the Capitol,” House of Representatives, 43rd 
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