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Jocelyn Wills’s Tug of War: Surveillance Capitalism, Military Contracting, and the Rise of the Security State is a timely book, being published when the societal implications of the interaction between multinational capitalism, surveillance technologies, and the military-industrial-intelligence complex are being fully realized. From the breaking of the Cambridge Analytica scandal to Google’s development of AI for armed drones, both digital surveillance and the weaponization of technology are increasingly important areas of research and debate. Wills successfully uses a study of MDA, a Canadian company that evolved over four decades from a four-person software consultancy to a multinational supplier of space-based systems (6), to explore the way evolving technologies gave rise to what John Bellamy Foster and Robert McChesney dubbed “surveillance capitalism”—the monetization of consumer and employee data collected through digital age technologies. In doing so, she provides an authoritative contribution to the scholarship on these matters.

Tug of War is exhaustively researched, providing a comprehensive history. Core to the construction of its narrative are oral history interviews conducted by the author. These accounts are effectively weaved throughout to complement the staggering array of source material, ranging from annual reports to trade journals, government documents, and press releases and media stories. Much of the activity of surveillance capitalism has escaped oversight, in part due to the complex and often mind-numbing nature of the details. It is here that Wills’s decision really works, using MDA and the personal experiences of its employees as a lens through which to explore these developments; this decision also ensures that the book remains accessible and engaging, despite its technical theme.

Tug of War’s introduction and first chapter bookend the story of MDA. Chapter 1 provides background on the company’s founders, Vern Dettwiler and John MacDonald, who were two intelligent but arguably naïve friends; Wills places the optimistic creation of their company into its Cold War context, spanning 1940–1968. In contrast, the introduction identifies the company’s endpoint as a multibillion-dollar multinational operating “unseen in the background” while playing “a critical role in the long-term development of the information systems and products” that “contributed to the expansion of the neoliberal project of privatization, fiscal austerity, deregulation, free trade, and reduced social spending, as well as the use of more efficient data mining systems, precision surveillance, first-strike capabilities, and the use of robotics for commerce as well as war.” (7)

The main body of Tug of War is structured chronologically, with chapters grouped into three parts, each reflecting the key geopolitical, technological, and economic shifts that prompted MDA’s evolution. Part 1, “The Technology Enthusiasts,” covers 1968–1981, and it tells a tale that rings true for many of the Silicon Valley companies associated with the surveillance capitalism MDA enables. Under Dettwiler and MacDonald, the company focused on R & D and gave little consideration to long-term sustainability or profitability. MDA was “a technology-obsessed form for which profit constituted a means to continue” (176). Gradually, however, the influence of mentors, the pursuit of government contracts, and the near collapse following the financial crisis saw MDA transformed, somewhat grudgingly, into a company that “yielded to the discipline inherent in the principle that profit is the goal of capitalist enterprise” (176).

In part 2, “The Investor-Business Strategists,” which covers 1981–1993, Wills examines how the new CEO, John Pitts, saw the company taken over by what some employees derogatorily referred to as “suits” and “bean counters” (192). In a refrain that became commonplace with the expansion of the neoliberal policies the company’s own technology would eventually empower, Pitt believed MDA had “elegant technologies” but “neither the management nor disciplinary framework on which to maximize profits for capitalist expansion” (192). Following refinancing and restructuring, the business transformed; its new pursuit became U.S. military contracts and the development of systems, taking priority over the company’s original goal of manufacturing.

The final section, “The Systems Integrators” (1993–2012), details the transformation of MDA into a multinational firm developing surveillance capitalism systems and taking on military contracts around the world. Wills reveals how in the post-9/11 era the company consolidated its foothold on the American military and intelligence-gathering market, while utilizing the same systems to expand into new profitable ventures such as insurance and disaster management (304). As the ongoing War on Terror and other environmental catastrophes such as 2005’s Hurricane Katrina created further business opportunities, Wills notes how MDA executive pay soared by 78.8 percent, while bonuses increased by 599.5 percent (309). Interestingly, at the same time, Wills notes that nonexecutive employee dissatisfaction over “arbitrary, unilateral-decisions concerning their career goals, working conditions and salaries” led MDA employees to strike (311). As Wills later observes in the book’s conclusion, these employees were “neither central architects nor passive participants in the ongoing drama of capitalist expansion and the techno-security state” (362). There is something of a karmic sense of justice to the fact these workers eventually fell afoul of the same employment practice that the systems they designed enabled employers to enact elsewhere in the digital age of neoliberalism.

What is most remarkable, given MDA’s significance, is that its story remained, until now, untold. Wills convincingly proves that the company is as significant to the current techno-security state as any major corporation and sits between the likes of Google, Lockheed Martin, and General Atomics as a key partner to the United States’ military-industrial-intelligence complex. In revealing this, Wills challenges the traditional perspective of Canada as the purveyor of a more peaceful and humane kind of politics as compared to their brash, security-obsessed, ruthless capitalist neighbor; instead,  she exposes how a previously overlooked Canadian company, supported by its national government, has played a pivotal role in the expansion of neoliberal policies and the dragnet of electronic surveillance that encircles much of the globe. The interdisciplinary nature of Tug of War makes it a vital study for anybody interested in a wide variety of subjects: scholars of surveillance and business studies; historians of technology, global capital, and national security; and concerned citizens interested in the relationship between multinationals, the United States, and Canadian government can all gain an enormous amount from reading this exemplary piece of scholarship.
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