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THEORIES OF THE INFORMATION SOCIETY

Information is regarded as a distinguishing feature of our world. Where once econ-
omies were built on industry and conquest, we are now part of a global information
economy. Pervasive media, expanding information occupations and the develop-
ment of the internet convince many that living in an Information Society is the
destiny of us all. Coping in an era of information flows, of virtual relationships and
breakneck change poses challenges to one and all.

In Theories of the Information Society Frank Webster sets out to make sense of
the information explosion, taking a sceptical look at what thinkers mean when they
refer to the Information Society, and critically examining the major post-war
approaches to informational development. The fourth edition of this classic study
brings it up to date with new research and with social and technological changes —
from the “Twitter Revolutions’ of North Africa, to financial crises that introduced the
worst recession in a lifetime, to the emergence of social media and blogging — and
reassesses the work of key theorists in the light of these changes.

More outspoken than in previous editions, Webster urges abandonment of
Information Society scenarios, preferring analysis of the informatization of long-
established relationships. This interdisciplinary book is essential reading for those
trying to make sense of social and technological change in the post-war era. It
addresses issues of central concern to students of sociology, politics, geography,
communications, information science, cultural studies, computing and librarianship.

Frank Webster has been Professor of Sociology at Oxford Brookes University,
the University of Birmingham and City University London.
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Preface and acknowledgements

[ have been persuaded to produce a fourth edition of this book midway into writing
one concerned with the relations between democracy, information and new tech-
nologies. I was prepared to be diverted from the latter because its core question —
what is the connection between a healthy democracy and the information
environment? — appeared to me to confront a closely related problem addressed
recurrently in Theories of the Information Society. At root, this concerned the need
to query assertions, however superficially persuasive or appealing, that technologi-
cal breakthroughs are set to overturn our established ways of life. In recent years
prophets aplenty have emerged to proclaim the democratizing effects of new
media, whether it is through mobilizing of once ignored people (crowd sourcing),
the interactivity affordances of computer communications, or the prospects for the
decentralization of decision making.

In the early 1990s there was some advocacy of electronic democracy that
made claims for holding plebiscites on just about anything with the convenience
of the home terminal. However, commentary on democracy’s extension and
strengthening has increased apace since the millennium at the same time as it has
become more measured and mainstream. Research grants and serious journals
are now available to those who might examine what consequences for political
participation might be offered by the internet, by blogging, by government infor-
mation being available online or by Twitter.

My ongoing book sets out to challenge technocentric assertions, moderate as
well as extreme, on grounds of oversimplification, of frequent wishful thinking
and of starting from a wrong-headed position, as well as of ignoring evidence of
what was actually taking place. Theories of the Information Society, the first edition
of which was drafted in the early 1990s, set about related claims that a new world
was coming into being largely on the back of technological breakthroughs. This
was set to be a new ‘weightless’ economy, a ‘flat’ world that would overturn estab-
lished ways of behaving, an epoch in which ‘thinking smart’ was at one with the
emerging ‘Information Society’. Editions two and three continued to engage with
similar claims for technology’s impact since it seemed that such claims for technol-
ogy’s effects could not be quietened.

It is remarkable to me that the bases of argument advanced by Information
Society thinkers, however much they are thrown back, continue to return. It was once
the Microelectronics Revolution that was said to be bringing about the Information
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Age (back in 1979 the then Prime Minister James Callaghan told us we had to
‘wake up’ to the coming of the microchip). Thereafter it was the internet that was
going to overturn set ways and now, more recently, we have witnessed many
similar sorts of opinion on the consequences of ‘social media’ such as Facebook
and Twitter. I was in my twenties when Lord Callaghan spoke out; now in my
sixties [ am astonished at the similarity of the messages across the ages. It seems that
each new innovation sparks a firestorm of techno-prediction: this — or that — will
change everything.

Over the past several years an abundance of writers have even begun to per-
ceive the vitalizing of democracy as a potential gift of new technologies. I am
certainly persuaded that democratization is a major feature of our times, taking to
heart Amartya Sen’s (1999) observation that ‘it [is] difficult not to accord primacy
to the emergence of democracy as the pre-eminently acceptable form of govern-
ance’. The processes whereby this sensibility and its practices emerge are remark-
able: for their historical novelty, for their almost universal acceptance, as well as for
the influence they exercise in current affairs (from Tony Blair’s avowal of ‘liberal
interventionism’ in the affairs of other countries during the invasion of Iraqin 2003
to the cries of dissidents that the war was fought ‘not in my name’). In the light of
my own concerns about democratization, it will not be surprising to learn that
I have taken a particular interest in the words of those who see in new technologies
possibilities of enhancing, even radically bringing into being, democracy. Such
visions have come not only from naive technologists and starry-eyed futurists, but
also from serious scholars concerned about matters such as declining participation
in established political parties and calls for more accountability of politicians. I was
not disposed to think democracy comes courtesy of a computer console, or even
from a Twitter account, so [ began researching what turns out to be a complicated
social, political, economic and even technological milieu within which democracy
is both expressed and (re)conceived.

As [ undertook this research I found myself returning to issues that had occu-
pied earlier editions of Theories of the Information Society. It was not just that I
found myself unhappy with the linking of technology and democracy. It was the
case that the evidence requires more nuanced thinking about the issues than this
sort of pairing allows, but it was also the implied causal chain: that technology
impacts on society/politics to change the way we are. Adherents of this approach
readily concede that sometimes the impact is unfortunate and disappointing,
though for the most part they see its impact as positive, but a/ways they accede to
the view that to start from an impact assessment is an appropriate way to proceed.
I do not accept this point of departure. It was a similar gripe I had when writing
Theories of the Information Society: I could not accept that analysts should begin
from the presumption that information of itself (and however it was measured,
usually by technology, but also by numbers of white-collar workers or the revenue
it generated) could bring about a new social order. Of course, one could see lots
more information being generated, transmitted and stored, but the notion that this
announced a new sort of society cried out for critical scrutiny. It was as if a con-
clusion (more information) was being transformed into an explanation, indeed a
cause, of change itself.

xi
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When we look today we do see lots more democracy around. We even see
changing conceptions of democracy (who would have imagined, for example, that
tolerance of differences — of lifestyles, sexualities, religions — would have become
so widely regarded as an index of democracy in less than a generation in the UK?).
And there is certainly a great deal more computer communications technology
around. But the suggestion that the latter impacts to increase (and occasionally
decrease) democracy is not, I submit, the best way to understand the increased
democratization of our world. The approach is mired in a technocentric approach;
one that positively misleads on matters that, because they are urgent and impor-
tant, require more than this.

When my editor at Routledge, Gerhard Boomgaarden, approached me for this
fourth edition, the time seemed ripe to incorporate concerns about democratiza-
tion, information and technology into the new edition while also recomposing the
earlier manuscript of eight years ago. I have taken the opportunity to add new
chapters as well as to thoroughly revise those that remain. Perhaps the most impor-
tant addition is Chapter 10, on Friedrich von Hayek and his pro-market successors.
I have not become a convert to Hayek, but his absence from earlier editions is
inexcusable given the worldly significance of his ideas and his undoubted intellec-
tual distinction. Capitalism is now without credible intellectual challenge (though it
remains highly unstable and volatile, as well as callous and even cruel) and argua-
bly its best-known twentieth-century advocate merits serious attention. That Hayek
had much to say about information as well as democracy (though he was suspicious
of it and lauded liberty more) provides further reason to include him here.

I have also endeavoured to retain a significant amount of exposition of argu-
ment in this book since I am aware that many readers will not have a grounding in
the theory and theorists that dominate the work. However, [ have taken the oppor-
tunity to be more critical than in earlier editions as well as to make more clear my
own reasoning and conclusions. Arguing for a position as well as taking care to offer
reliable accounts of those with whom I disagree is not always comfortable, but I
have tried to restrain my opinions where necessary and to launch them towards the
end of chapters and most directly in the final chapter of this book (see Chapter 13).

[ produced this work while in the employ of City University London and leave
that institution as I complete it. While at City, John Solomos (now at Warwick),
Alice Bloch (now at Manchester) and Howard Tumber (a City lifer) were wonderful
colleagues who sustained me through a troubling health episode. Kevin Robins, a
colleague with whom I have written over decades but now far away in Istanbul, was
often in my thoughts. Keith Lambe, a dear friend of more than thirty years, died in
May 2011, a reminder of truly important concerns. I often discussed my work with
Keith, who responded in his inimitable way: direct, sceptical and energetic. I miss
him enormously and wish I could put a copy of this book into his hands.

Liz Chapman: thanks for being there since we were teenagers.



CHAPTER ONE

Introduction

It seems to me that most people ask themselves, at one time or another, what sort of
society is it in which we live? How can we make sense of what is going on with our
world? Where is it all taking us? Where do we fit in all of this? This is a daunting and
frequently bewildering task because it involves trying to identify the major contours
of extraordinarily complex and changeable circumstances. It is, in my view, the duty
of social science to identify and explain the most consequential features of how we
live now, the better that we may see where we are headed, so that we might influence
where we are going. Some people quickly give up on the task, frankly admitting con-
fusion. Still others, encountering disputation, retreat into the comforting (and lazy)
belief that we see only what we choose. Fortunately, most people stick with trying to
understand what is happening in the world, and in so doing reach for such terms as
capitalism, industrialism, totalitarianism and democracy. Most of us will have heard
these sorts of words, will have voiced them ourselves, when trying to account for
events and upheavals, for important historical occurrences, or even for the general
drift of social, economic and political change.

In all probability we will have argued with others about the appropriateness of
these labels when applied to particular circumstances. We will even have debated
just what the terms might mean. For instance, while it can be agreed that Russia has
moved well away from Communism since the collapse of the Soviet Union late in
1991, there will be less agreement that the transition can be accurately described as
a shift to a fully capitalist society. And, while most analysts see clearly the spread of
markets in China, the continuation of a dictatorial Communist Party there makes it
difficult to describe China in similar terms as, say, we do with reference to Western
Europe. There is a constant need to qualify the generalizing terminology: hence
terms like pre-industrial, emerging democracies, advanced capitalism, authoritarian
populism and state capitalism.

And yet, despite these necessary refinements, few of us will feel able to refuse
these concepts or indeed others like them. The obvious reason is that, big and
crude and subject to amendment and misunderstanding though they be, these
concepts and others like them do give us a means of identifying and beginning to
understand essential elements of the world in which we live and from which we
have emerged. It seems inescapable that, impelled to make sense of the most
consequential features of different societies and circumstances, we are driven
towards the adoption of grand concepts. Big terms for big issues.



INTRODUCTION

The starting point for this book is the emergence of an apparently new way of
conceiving contemporary societies. Commentators began to talk about informa-
tion as a distinguishing feature of the modern world forty years or so ago. This
prioritization of information has maintained its hold now for decades and there is
little sign of it losing its grip on the imagination. We are told that we are entering
an information age, that a new ‘mode of information’ predominates, that ours is
now an ‘e-society’, that we must come to terms with a ‘weightless economy’ driven
by information, that we have moved into a ‘global information economy’. Very
many commentators identified as Information Societies the United States, Britain,
Japan, Germany and other nations with a similar way of life. Politicians, business
leaders and policy makers have taken the Information Society idea to their hearts,
with the European Union urging the rapid adjustment to a ‘global Information
Society’, thereby following in the tracks of Japan, which embraced the concept of
Information Society in the early 1970s (Duff, 2000).

Just what sense to make of this has been a source of controversy. To some it
constitutes the beginning of a professionalized and caring society, while to others
it represents a tightening of control over the citizenry; to some it heralds the emer-
gence of an educated public which has ready access to knowledge, while to others
it means a deluge of trivia, sensationalism and misleading propaganda that keeps
people stupid; to some it heralds a knowledge-led society, while for others we have
entered an era of unprecedented monitorship. Among political economists talk is
of a novel ‘e-economy’ in which the quick-thinking knowledge entrepreneur has
the advantage; among the more culturally sensitive reference is to ‘cyberspace’, a
‘virtual reality’ no-place that welcomes the imaginative and inventive.

Amidst this divergent opinion, what is striking is that, oppositional though they
are, all scholars acknowledge that there is something special about information. In
an extensive and burgeoning literature concerned with the information age, there
is little agreement about its major characteristics and its significance other than
that information has achieved a special pertinence. The writing available may be
characteristically disputatious and marked by radically different premises and con-
clusions, but about the special salience of information there is no discord.

It was curiosity about the currency of information that sparked the idea for
the first edition of this book, which I wrote in the early 1990s. It seemed that, on
many sides, people were marshalling yet another grandiose term to identify the
germane features of our time. But simultaneously thinkers were remarkably diver-
gent in their interpretations of what form this information took, why it was central
to our present systems, and how it was affecting social, economic and political
relationships.

This curiosity has remained with me, not least because the concern with infor-
mation persists, and has, if anything, been heightened, as has the variability among
analysts about what it all amounts to. While I was writing the first edition of this
book discussion appeared stimulated chiefly by technological change. The ‘micro-
electronics revolution’, announced in the late 1970s and early 1980s, launched a
fleet of opinion about what information technology (IT) was set to do to us.
Favoured topics then were ‘the end of work’, the advent of a ‘leisure society’, the
totally ‘automated factory’ in which robots did everything. These subjects went
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out of style somewhat as full employment returned in the late 1990s and 2000s,
but the enthusiasm for technologically driven changes remained.

Another agenda emerged that concerned the internet as it became widely
available during the 1990s. This focused on the ‘information superhighway’ and
cybersociety brought about now by information and communications technolo-
gies (ICTs). Hot topics were electronic democracy, virtual relations, interactivity,
personalization, cyborgs and online communities. Much comment seized on the
speed and versatility of new media to evoke the prospect of radical transforma-
tions in what we might do. Thus when a tsunami enveloped large parts of South
East Asia on 26 December 2004, the phones went down, but e-mail and the inter-
net rapidly became the means to seek out lost ones. And when, on 7 July 2005,
terrorists bombed the London Underground and the bus system, the phone system
shut down, yet people quickly turned to the internet for news and mutual support,
while the photographic facilities on many mobile phones displaced traditional
media to provide vivid pictures of the immediate devastation.

Most recently, there has been an explosion of interest in ‘social media’, a
catch-all label for things like blogging, social networking, wikis and internet forums
where users can both consume and produce information (leading to the invention
of the neologism ‘prosumer’). Increasing availability of computer communica-
tions technologies, accessed by easy-to-use programmes, has led to bold prophe-
cies about the potential of ‘crowd sourcing’. The notion that ‘anywhere, anytime,
always connected’ technologies have the potential to bring together previously
isolated people means that, for some, there will be radical transformation of
investment patterns (microfinancing), of retailing (online shopping) and even
political engagement, where the once disenfranchised are empowered. Indeed, for
some the ‘Arab Spring’ that ignited through 2011 in Egypt, Tunisia, Libya and even
Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Republic has been the result of technologies such
as the mobile phone, video cameras and the internet integrated in and through
the ‘affordances’ of social media such as Twitter, Reddit, YouTube and Facebook
(cf. Shirky, 2008; Howard, 2011; Castells, 2012). Elsewhere, there was instant com-
mentary on the urban riots that struck London in the summer of 2011 that
accounted for their virulence and efficacy with reference to the capabilities of
disaffected and criminal inner city youth armed with Blackberry Messenger
mobile phones that enabled participants to connect and converge with ease
(Halliday, 2011). As the Economist (13 August 2011) titled them, ‘the Blackberry
Riots’ (cf. Adams, 2011) appeared to be a vivid example of the capacity of social
media to bring together adroitly formerly isolated people, thereby to inflate their
power (for good or ill [cf. Dunleavy et al., 2012]).

In some quarters at least there has been a move away from technology as the
source of comment towards what one might consider the softer sides of informa-
tion. This is reflected in a shift from computer communications technologies
towards interest in social media, where commentary moves from concern with
what technology is doing to society towards what people can do with technologies
that are now pervasive, accessible and adaptable. Among politicians and intellec-
tuals there is also an increased concern for ‘informational labour’, for the ‘symbolic
analysts’ who are best equipped to lead where adaptability and ongoing retraining
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are the norm. Here it is people who are the key players in the Information Society, so
long as they have been blessed by a first-rate education that endows them with the
informational abilities to survive in a new and globalized economy. Now deal-makers,
managers, software engineers, media creators and all those involved with the crea-
tive industries are seen as key to the Information Society. This shift in analysis from
technology to people, along with a persistence of general concern for information,
encouraged me to produce this fourth edition of Theories of the Information Society.

[ focus attention on different interpretations of the import of information in
order to scrutinize a common area of interest, even though, as we shall see, inter-
pretations of the role and import of information diverge widely, and, indeed, the
closer that we come to examine their terms of reference, the less agreement even
about the ostensibly common subject matter — information — there appears to be.

Setting out to examine various images of the Information Society, this book is
organized in such a way as to scrutinize major contributions towards our under-
standing of information in the modern world. For this reason, following a critical
review of definitional issues in Chapters 2 and 3 (consequences of which reverber-
ate through the book), each chapter thereafter looks at a particular theory and its
most prominent proponents and attempts to assess its strengths and weaknesses in
the light of alternative theoretical analyses and empirical evidence. Starting with
thinkers and theories in this way does have its problems. Readers eager to learn
about, say, the internet and online/offline relations, or about information flows in
the Iraq War, or about the consumption of music that has accompanied the spread
of file sharing, or about politics in an era of media saturation, will not find such
issues considered independently in this book. These topics are here, often at con-
siderable length, but they are incorporated into chapters organized around major
thinkers and theories. Some readers might find themselves shrugging at this,
tempted to dismiss the book as the work of a dreamy theorist.

I plead (a bit) guilty. As they progress through this book readers will encounter
Daniel Bell’s conception of post-industrial society which places a special emphasis
on information (Chapter 4); the contention that we have undergone a transition
from Fordist to post-Fordist society that generates and relies upon information
handling to succeed (Chapter 5); Manuel Castells’s influential views on the ‘infor-
mational capitalism’ which operates in the ‘network society’ (Chapter 6); a number
of thinkers, notably John Urry, who conceive of ‘mobilities’ — of information, but
also people and products — as the distinguishing feature of our world (Chapter 7);
Herbert Schiller’s views on advanced capitalism’s need for and manipulation of
information (Chapter 8); Jiirgen Habermas’s argument that the ‘public sphere’ is in
decline and with it the integrity of information (Chapter 9); Friedrich von Hayek’s
view that only the market can ensure the information needed by a successful econ-
omy and liberal society (Chapter 10); Anthony Giddens’s thoughts on ‘reflexive
modernization’, which spotlight the part played by information gathered for sur-
veillance and control purposes (Chapter 11); and Jean Baudrillard and Zygmunt
Bauman on postmodernism and postmodernity, both of whom give particular
attention to the explosion of signs in the modern era (Chapter 12).

It will not escape notice that these thinkers and the theories with which they are
associated, ranging across disciplines such as sociology, philosophy, economics and
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geography, are at the centre of contemporary debates in social science. This is, of
course, not especially surprising given that social thinkers are engaged in trying to
understand and explain the world in which we live and that an important feature
of this is change in the informational realm. It is unconscionable that anyone
should attempt to account for the state of the world without paying due attention
to that enormous domain which covers changes in mass media, the centrality of
mediation to our lives (from our knowledge of what is happening in the world
through news services to the routine use of text messaging and mobile telephony),
the spread of information and communication technologies, new forms of work
and even shifts in education systems and services.

Let me admit something else: because this book starts from contemporary
social science, it is worth warning that some may find at least parts of it difficult to
follow. Jiirgen Habermas is undeniably challenging, Daniel Bell — outside populari-
zations of his work — is a sophisticated and complex sociologist who requires effort
to appreciate, and postmodern thinkers such as Jean Baudrillard are famously (and
irritatingly) opaque in expression. So those who are confused will not be alone in
this regard. It can be disconcerting for those interested in the information age to
encounter what to them can appear rather alien and arcane social theorists. They
know that there has been a radical, even a revolutionary, breakthrough in the tech-
nological realm and they want, accordingly, a straightforward account of the social
and economic consequences of this development. There are paperbacks galore to
satisfy this need. “Theory’, especially ‘grand theory’ which has ambitions to identify
the most salient features of contemporary life and which frequently has recourse to
history and an array of other ‘theorists’, many of them long dead, does not, and
should not, enter into the matter since all it does is confuse and obfuscate.

Against this, I assert the value of my starting point. [ intentionally approach an
understanding of information via encounters with social theorists by way of a
riposte to a rash of pronouncements on the information age. Far too much of this
has come from ‘practical’ men (and a few women) who, impressed by the ‘Information
Technology Revolution’, or enthused by the internet, or unable to imagine life with-
out e-mail, or enraptured by bloggers, or wowed by the instantaneity of a tweet that
has ‘gone viral’, or captivated by ‘virtual reality’ experiences that outdo the mun-
dane, have felt able to reel off social and economic consequences that are likely,
even inevitably, to follow. In these frames work will be transformed, education
upturned, corporate structures revitalized, democracy itself reassessed —all because
of the ‘information revolution’ (cf. Morozov, 2013).

Such approaches have influenced — and continue to influence — a vast swathe
of opinion on the Information Society: in paperback books with titles such as The
Mighty Micro, The Wired Society, Being Digital and What Will Be, in university
courses designed to consider the ‘social effects of the computer revolution’, in
countless political and business addresses, and in a scarcely calculable amount of
journalism that alerts audiences to prepare for upheaval in all aspects of their lives
as a result of the Information Age.

These sorts of commentaries of course have an immediacy that appeals, a ‘real-
world’ engagement that readily pushes aside any concern for ‘theory’. This latter
itself evokes slow motion reflection, dust-gathering bookishness and retreat into an
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unworldly and cosseted ‘ivory tower’. In the here and now, the place where
momentous changes are taking place irrespective of the academic’s musings,
theory has little part to play. How much better to read the forecasts of expert prac-
titioners who have experience of developing computer communications systems
and know what is happening from the rough and tumble of being in the business.
It is just this that draws us towards — and makes eminently qualified to write —
Google executives Eric Schmidt and Jared Cohen (2013), whose The New Digital
Age has this authority to pronounce on (to adopt their subtitle) nothing less than
the Future of People, Nations and Business.

I have been a Professor of Sociology now for almost twenty-five years and
throughout that period I have specialized as a researcher and writer on informa-
tional matters. I have lost count of the number of requests from radio stations,
newspapers and television to provide an ‘expert’ opinion on children’s vulnerabil-
ities to computer games, on paedophile circles’ use of the internet, on how blog-
ging is transforming politics, on what online teaching is doing to education, on
how computer dating is transforming relationships . . . I routinely turn these down.
In so doing I have felt a lingering sense of being a disappointment to my employ-
ers (who are always eager to parade their brand) and even to my often belea-
guered discipline: ‘Come on, you're a sociologist and here is your opportunity to
show the worthiness of our work.” The trouble is, I am convinced that this is
not the position from which to start if one wants to adequately understand what is
happening in the Information Society. I am intensely interested in the here and
now, as I am in policies developed to direct change, but I am sure that the posing
of questions that are journalistically arresting and have an immediate pertinence
at a given time, while eminently practical, are not the best way to appreciate the
information revolution, not least because they start with dubious suppositions
about what caused change.

One needs, [ feel, to be warned against the ‘practical’ men and women who
have little time for theory. They often disavow it, but still theory intrudes into their
points of view. Thus when asked, ‘What is the internet doing to the family?’ or
‘What sort of occupations will be destroyed by ICTs?’, researchers are being blink-
ered in ways that lead them away from a fuller understanding of the role of infor-
mation in change because the questions presuppose (even where it is vehemently
denied) a certain theoretical starting point. I demonstrate this later at some length,
but for now commend Keynes’s (1936) counsel in the final paragraph of his General
Theory of Employment, Interest and Money that one should beware those ‘practical
men who believe themselves to be quite exempt from any intellectual influence
(because they) are usually the slaves of some defunct economist’.

Keynes, of course, had an alternative theoretical model of the economy to the
then orthodoxy that was not admitted to be anything other than ‘obvious’ to practi-
cal people. Part of Keynes’s argument is worth revisiting since it has special reso-
nance in our times of ‘austerity’. We can all agree that the economy has been in
deficit and has achieved minimal, if any, growth since 2009. Practical people, faced
with debt, reduce their expenditure because we know that we cannot live beyond
our means. This is what governments in Britain and elsewhere have been doing
since 2010. This policy commands widespread support since it seems obvious that
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debt can only be removed by making savings. The popular appeal of this policy
(even where the effects are unpleasant) rests largely on the commonsense idea
that a national economy is comparable to a household’s. If the latter gets into
trouble, perhaps because someone there loses a job, then it cannot afford to spend
what it once did, hence it cuts its cloth to live within its reduced means. This is
simply the practical thing to do, theory apparently having no part to play in the
real world.

However, when it comes to a national economy, as opposed to a family home,
the economy is decidedly not like a household, a lesson imparted in any introductory
economics course. Cut public expenditure here, for instance, and this puts out of
work many people, with serious knock-on effects that often lead to further losses of
work, which in turn means that tax revenue is lost, welfare costs escalate and
national debt is compounded. One easily develops a vicious downward spiral pre-
cisely because the wider economy is not like one’s household. There is no need to be
schooled in Keynesian economics to appreciate here that a practical rationale has its
limits that theory can expose and towards which it can present alternative policies.

An aim of approaching information from an alternative starting point, that of
contemporary social theory (at least that which is combined with empirical evi-
dence), is to demonstrate that the social impact approaches towards information
are hopelessly simplistic and positively misleading for those who want to under-
stand what is going on and what is most likely to transpire in the future. Another
aim is to show that social theory, combined with empirical evidence, is an enor-
mously richer, and hence ultimately more practical and useful, way of understand-
ing and explaining recent trends in the information domain.

While most of the thinkers I examine in this book address informational
trends directly, not all of them do so. Thus while Daniel Bell and Herbert Schiller,
in their very different ways and with commendable prescience, were insisting for
well over a generation that information and communication issues are at the
heart of post-war changes, there are other thinkers whom I consider, such as
Jirgen Habermas and Anthony Giddens, who give less direct attention to the
informational domain. I hasten to say that this is neither because they have noth-
ing to contribute to our understanding of information nor because they do not
consider it to be important. Rather it is because their terms of debate are different
from my focus on the subject of information. For this reason I have felt free to
lead off from discussion of, say, Habermas’s notion of the public sphere or from
consideration of arguments surrounding an alleged shift from Fordism to post-
Fordism, more directly towards my interest in informational issues. Since I am not
trying to provide a full exposition of particular social theories but rather am trying
to understand the significance of the information domain with the best tools that
are available, this does not seem to me to be illegitimate.

It needs to be said too that, throughout this book, there runs an interrogative
and sceptical view of the Information Society concept itself. One or two commen-
tators complained that the earlier editions of Theories of the Information Society
were so critical of the notion of an Information Society that there seemed no
point in writing a whole book about it. I return to this criticism in Chapter 13, but
state here that it seems appropriate to give close attention to a term that exercises
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such leverage over current thought, even if one finds it has serious shortcomings.
The Information Society might be misleading, but it can still have value in a heu-
ristic sense (Cortada, 2007). At the same time, a major problem is that the concept
Information Society often carries with it an array of suppositions about what has
and is changing and how change is being effected, yet it is used seemingly unprob-
lematically by a wide section of opinion. Recognition of this encouraged me in my
choice of title since it meant that people would see instantly, at least in very broad
terms, what it was about. Nonetheless, I do hope to shake some of the confidence
of those who subscribe to the notion of the arrival of a novel Information Society
in what follows. I shall be contesting the accuracy and appropriateness of the
concept in many of its variants, though I do find it useful in some respects. So
readers ought to note that, though I am often critical of the term, on occasions,
and with some qualification, I do judge it to be helpful to understanding how we
live today.

In Chapters 2 and 3 I subject the concept Information Society to some scru-
tiny, and there readers will come across major definitional problems with the term,
but at the outset I would draw attention to a major divide that separates many of
the thinkers whom I consider in this book. On the one side are subscribers to the
notion of an Information Society, while on the other are those that insist that we
have only experienced the informatization of established relationships. It will
become clear that this is not a mere academic division since the different terminol-
ogy reveals how one is best to understand what is happening in the informational
realm.

It is important to highlight the division of opinion as regards the variable
interpretations we will encounter in what follows. On the one hand, there are
those who subscribe to the notion that in recent times we have seen emerge
Information Societies which are marked by their differences from hitherto exist-
ing societies. Not all of these are altogether happy with the term Information
Society, but in so far as they argue that the present era is special and different,
marking a turning point in social development, I think they can be described as
its endorsers. On the other hand, there are scholars who, while happy to concede
that information has taken on a special significance in the modern era, insist that
the central feature of the present is its continuities with the past.

The difference between Information Society theorists and those who exam-
ine informatization as a subordinate feature of established social systems can be
one of degree, with thinkers occupying different points along a continuum, but
there is undeniably one pole on which the emphasis is on change and another
where the stress is on persistence.

In this book I shall be considering various perspectives on information in the
contemporary world, discussing thinkers and theories such as Daniel Bell’s post-
industrialism, Friedrich von Hayek’s insistence that capitalism provides the optimal
means of ensuring adequate information for everyone, Jean-Francois Lyotard on
postmodernism and Jirgen Habermas on the public sphere. Doing so we shall see
that each has a distinct contribution to make towards our understanding of infor-
mational developments, whether it is as regards the role of white-collar employees,
the undermining of established intellectual thought, the extension of surveillance,
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the increase in regularization of daily life or the weakening of civil society. It is my
major purpose to consider and critique these differences of interpretation.
Nonetheless, beyond and between these differences is a line that should not be
ignored, the separation between those who endorse the idea of an Information
Society and those who regard informatization as the continuation of pre-established
relations. Towards one wing we may position those who proclaim a new sort of
society that has emerged from the old. Drawn to this side are theorists of:

»  post-industrialism (Daniel Bell and a legion of followers);

»  postmodernism (e.g. Jean Baudrillard, Mark Poster, Paul Virilio);

»  flexible specialization (e.g. Michael Piore and Charles Sabel, Larry Hirschhorn);
*  the informational mode of development (Manuel Castells).

On the other side are writers who place emphasis on continuities. I would include
here theorists of:

*  neo-Marxism (e.g. Herbert Schiller);

*  Regulation School theory (e.g. Michel Aglietta, Alain Lipietz);
*  flexible accumulation (David Harvey);

»  reflexive modernization (Anthony Giddens);

*  the public sphere (Jirgen Habermas, Nicholas Garnham).

None of the latter denies that information is of key importance to the modern
world, but unlike the former they argue that its form and function are subordinate
to long-established principles and practices. As they progress through this book,
readers will have the chance to decide which approaches they find most persuasive.



CHAPTER TWO

Definitions

If we are to appreciate different approaches to understanding informational
trends and issues nowadays, we need to pay attention to the definitions that are
brought into play by participants in the debates. It is especially helpful to examine
at the outset what those who refer to an Information Society mean when they
evoke this term. The insistence of those who subscribe to this concept, and their
assertion that our time is one marked by its novelty, cries out for analysis, more
urgently perhaps than those scenarios which contend that the status quo remains.

Criteria

10

What strikes one in reading the literature on the Information Society is that so
many writers operate with undeveloped definitions of their subject. It seems so
obvious to them that we live in an Information Society that they blithely presume
it is not necessary to clarify precisely what they mean by the concept. They write
copiously about particular features of the Information Society, but are curiously
vague about their operational criteria. Eager to make sense of changes in informa-
tion, they rush to interpret these in terms of different forms of economic produc-
tion, new forms of social interaction, innovative processes of production or
whatever. As they do so, however, they often fail to establish in what ways and
why information is becoming more central today, so critical indeed that it is usher-
ing in a new type of society. Just what is it about information that makes so many
scholars think that it is at the core of the modern age?

It is possible to distinguish five definitions of an Information Society, each of
which presents criteria for identifying the new. These are:

technological
economic
occupational
spatial
cultural

g W N =

These need not be mutually exclusive, though theorists emphasize one or other
factors in presenting their particular scenarios. However, what these definitions
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share is the conviction that quantitative changes in information are bringing into
being a qualitatively new sort of social system, the Information Society. In this way
each definition reasons in much the same way: there is more information nowadays,
therefore we have an Information Society. As we shall see, there are serious difficul-
ties with this ex post facto reasoning that argues a cause from a conclusion (there is
more information about, this therefore brings about an Information Society).

There is a sixth definition of an Information Society which is distinctive in so
far as its main claim is not that there is more information today (there obviously
is), but rather that the character of information is such as to have transformed how
we live. The suggestion here is that theoretical knowledge/information is at the core
of how we conduct ourselves these days. This definition, one that is singularly
qualitative in kind, is not favoured by most Information Society proponents,
though I find it the most persuasive argument for the appropriateness of the
Information Society label and address it more fully in Chapter 3. For the moment,
let us look more closely at these definitions in turn.

Technological

Technological conceptions centre on an array of innovations that have appeared
since the late 1970s. New technologies are one of the most visible indicators of new
times, and accordingly are frequently taken to signal the coming of an Information
Society. Particular technologies that seize the attention of commentators have
varied over time, some being outdated by superior technologies (e.g. compact discs
[CDs]), while hindsight reveals that others were prematurely hailed as the break-
through technology (e.g. mainframe computers). These have included cable and
satellite television, video games, personal computers (PCs), online information ser-
vices, laptops, computer-to-computer communications, the World Wide Web and
smart phones. The usual suggestion is, simply, that such a volume of technological
innovation must lead to a reconstitution of the social world because its impact is
so profound.

If it is not enthusiasm for a specific new technology that launches a rocket of
futurism, then it is acknowledgement of a process and generic technology: digitiza-
tion and microelectronics are said to be revolutionizing just about everything we
might use, from the workings of automobiles to the storage and retrieval of informa-
tion. These have the advantage of being non-specific, thereby providing futurists
with more leeway in their predictions, but a technological conception of the fulcrum
of change remains.

It is possible to distinguish three periods in which the assertion was made that
new technologies were of such moment that they were bringing about systemic
social change. During the first, set in the late 1970s and early 1980s, commentators
got excited about the ‘mighty micro’s’ capacity to revolutionize our way of life
(Evans, 1979; Martin, 1978), and none more so than the world’s leading futurist,
Alvin Toffler (1980). His suggestion, in a memorable metaphor, is that, over time, the
world has been decisively shaped by three waves of technological innovation, each
as unstoppable as the mightiest tidal force. The first was the agricultural revolution

11
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and the second the Industrial Revolution. The third is the information revolution
that is engulfing us now and which presages a new way of living (which, attests
Toffler, will turn out fine if only we ride the unstoppable wave).

The second phase commenced in the mid-1990s when many commentators
came to believe that the merging of information and communications technologies
(ICTs) was of such consequence that we were being ushered into a new sort of
society. Computer communications (e-mail, data and text communications, online
information exchange, etc.) inspired most speculation about a new society in
the making (Negroponte, 1995; Gates, 1995; Dertouzos, 1997). The rapid growth of
the internet especially stimulated much commentary. Media regularly featured
accounts of the arrival of an information ‘superhighway’ on which the populace
would become adept at driving. Authoritative voices were raised to announce that
‘anew order . . . is being forced upon an unsuspecting world by advances in tele-
communications. The future is being born in the so-called information superhigh-
ways . . . [and] anyone bypassed by these highways faces ruin’ (Angell, 1995, p. 10).
In such accounts a great deal was made of the rapid adoption of internet technolo-
gies, especially those that are broadband based since this technology can be always
on without interrupting normal telephony, through wireless connection whereby
the mobile phone becomes the connector to the internet, something that excites
those who foresee a world of ‘placeless connectivity’'— anywhere, anytime, always
the user is ‘in touch’ with the network (Connors, 1993).

The second phase slackened from around 2005, to be replaced by a third,
wherein ‘social media’ became the focus of attention. Here commentators seized
upon technologies such as the ‘smart’ phone (notably the iPhone that set the pace),
the laptop computer and the iPad, and combined this with awareness of the remark-
able emergence of sites such as Facebook, MySpace and Twitter, making much of
the sheer ordinariness of these readily accessible, user friendly and rapidly perva-
sive technologies. Witnessing these trends, commentators announced that interac-
tivity, transparency and flexibility were key reasons for a sea change in the established
social order. Quickly following came pronouncements on the democratizing conse-
quences of ‘crowd sourcing’, of the challenges posed by ‘disintermediation’ to
established retailing, of the marvels of Wikipedia, where experts would be bypassed
yet the content would remain trustworthy and reliable because it was always open
to be edited by anyone so interested, of the transformation hitting education with
the coming of an era of individuated online courses (Shirky, 2008, 2010; Anderson,
2006; Surowiecki, 2004).

The more academic analysts, while avoiding the exaggerated language of
futurists and politicians, have nonetheless adopted what is at root a similar
approach to media and political commentators (Feather, 1998; Hill, 1999). For
instance, from Japan there have been attempts to measure the growth of Joho
Shakai (Information Society) since the 1960s (Duff et al., 1996). The Japanese
Ministry of Posts and Telecommunications (MPT) commenced a census in 1975
which endeavours to track changes in the volume (e.g. numbers of telephone mes-
sages) and vehicles (e.g. penetration of telecommunications equipment) of infor-
mation using sophisticated techniques (Ito, 1991, 1994). In Britain, a much
respected school of thought devised a neo-Schumpeterian approach to change.
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Combining Schumpeter’s argument that major technological innovations bring
about ‘creative destruction’ with Kondratieff’s theme of ‘long waves’ of economic
development, these researchers contend that information and communications
technologies represent the establishment of a new epoch (Freeman, 1987) which
will be disruptive during its earlier phases, but over the longer term will be eco-
nomically beneficial (cf. Gordon, 2012). This new ‘techno-economic paradigm’
constitutes the ‘Information Age’ which is set to mature early in the twenty-first
century (Hall and Preston, 1988; Preston, 2001).

Commonsensically, these definitions of the Information Society do seem
appropriate. After all, if it is possible to see a ‘series of inventions’ (Landes, 1969) —
steam power, the internal combustion engine, electricity, the flying shuttle — as the
key characteristic of the ‘industrial society’, then why not accept the virtuoso devel-
opments in ICT as evidence of a new type of society? As John Naisbitt (1984) put
it: ‘Computer technology is to the information age what mechanization was to the
industrial revolution’ (p. 28). And why not?

It may seem obvious that these technologies are valid as distinguishing features
of anew society, but when one probes further one cannot but be struck also by the
vagueness of technology in most of these comments. Asking for an empirical
measure — in this society now how much ICT is there and how far does this take us
towards qualifying for Information Society status? How much ICT is required in
order to identify an Information Society? Asking simply for a usable measure, one
quickly becomes aware that a good many of those who emphasize technology are
not able to provide us with anything so mundanely real-worldly or testable. ICTs,
it begins to appear, are everywhere — and nowhere too.

This problem of measurement, and the associated difficulty of stipulating the
point on the technological scale at which a society is judged to have entered an
information age, is surely central to any acceptable definition of a distinctively new
type of society. It is generally ignored by Information Society devotees: the new
technologies are announced and it is presumed that this in itself heralds the
Information Society (a conclusion becomes a cause). This issue is, surprisingly, also
bypassed by other scholars who yet assert that ICT is the major index of an
Information Society. They are content to describe in general terms technological
innovations, somehow presuming that this is enough to distinguish the new society.

Let me state this baldly: is an Information Society one in which everyone has
a PC? If so, is this to be a PC of a specified capability? Or is it to be a networked
computer rather than a stand-alone? Or is it more appropriate to take as an index
the uptake of iPhones or Blackberries? Is it when just about everyone gets a digi-
tal television? Or is individual adoption of such technologies of secondary signifi-
cance, the key measure being organizational incorporation of ICTs? Is the really
telling measure institutional adoption as opposed to individual ownership?
Moreover, what exactly is to be included as a technology here? There may be less
ambiguity as regards hardware, but in recent years software technologies have
come to be regarded as proxy measures for the Information Society. For instance,
Twitter started in 2007 and scarcely a year later reached its billionth tweet, and
Facebook achieved one billion users by late 2012, just eight years after its com-
mencement. These figures testify to remarkable growth not of hard technologies,
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but of services on the internet. But how robust are such as indicators of the arrival
of a new society and should technological measures incorporate software devel-
opments such as these? Asking these questions one becomes conscious that a
technological definition of the Information Society is not at all straightforward,
however self-evident such definitions initially appear. It behoves those who pro-
claim adoption of ICTs to be the distinguishing feature of an Information Society
to be more precise about what they mean.

In spite of the apparent certainty of many that technological change brings
about an Information Society, doubts about measurement are only increased by real-
ization that commentators shift their focus dependent on the currency of the tech-
nology at particular times. Hence one-time concern for mainframe computers later
shifted to PCs, as interest later still shifted from laptop computers to tablets, passing
along the way an earlier enthusiasm for mobile telephones. Where the priority for
particular technologies so readily changes, concern about the validity of measuring
the coming of the Information Society via technology necessarily heightens.

Another objection to technological definitions of the Information Society is
frequently made, yet can scarcely be overstated. Critics object to those who assert
that, in a given era, technologies are first invented and then subsequently impact
on the society, thereby impelling people to respond by adjusting to the new.
Technology in these versions is privileged above all else, hence it comes to iden-
tify an entire social world: the Steam Age, the Age of the Automobile, the Atomic
Age (Dickson, 1974).

The central objection here is not only that this is unavoidably technologically
determinist — in that technology is regarded as the prime social dynamic — and as
such an oversimplification of processes of change (Morozov, 2013). It most cer-
tainly is this, but more important is that it relegates into an entirely separate divi-
sion social, economic and political dimensions of technological innovation. These
follow from, and are subordinate to, the premier force of technology that appears
to be self-perpetuating, though it leaves its impress on all aspects of society.
Technology in this imagination comes from outside society as an invasive ele-
ment, without contact with the social in its development, yet it has enormous
social consequences when it impacts on society.

But it is demonstratively the case that technology is not aloof from the social
realm in this way. On the contrary, it is an integral part of the social. For instance,
research and development decisions express priorities, and from these value
judgements particular types of technology are produced (e.g. military projects
received substantially more funding than health work for much of the time in the
twentieth century — not surprisingly a consequence are state-of-the-art weapon
systems which dwarf the advances of treatment of prostate cancer or macular
degeneration).

Many studies have shown how technologies bear the impress of social values,
whether it be in the architectural design of bridges in New York, where allegedly
heights were set that would prevent public transit systems accessing certain areas
that could remain the preserve of private car owners; the manufacture of cars
which testify to the values of private ownership, presumptions about family size
(typically two adults, two children), attitudes towards the environment (profligate
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use of non-renewable energy alongside pollution), status symbols (the Porsche,
the Mercedes, the Skoda) and individual rather than public forms of transit; or the
construction of houses which are not just places to live, but also expressions of
ways of life, prestige and power relations, and preferences for a variety of life-
styles. This being so, how can it be acceptable to take what is regarded as an
asocial phenomenon (technology) and assert that this then defines the social
world? It is facile (one could as well take any elemental factor and ascribe society
with its name — the Oxygen Society, the Water Society, the Potato Age) and it is
false (technology is in truth an intrinsic part of society), and therefore ICT’s sepa-
rate and supreme role in social change is dubious.

Economic

This approach charts the growth in economic worth of informational activities. If
one is able to plot an increase in the proportion of gross national product (GNP)
accounted for by the information business, then logically there comes a point at
which one may declare the achievement of an information economy. Once the
greater part of economic activity is taken up by information activity rather than,
say, subsistence agriculture or industrial manufacture, then it follows that we may
speak of an Information Society (Jonscher, 1999).

In principle straightforward, but in practice an extraordinarily complex exer-
cise, for which much of the pioneering work was done by the late Fritz Machlup
(1902-83) of Princeton University (Machlup, 1962). His identification of informa-
tion industries such as education, law, publishing, media and computer manufac-
ture, and his attempt to estimate their changing economic worth, has been refined
by Marc Porat (1977b).

Porat distinguished the primary and secondary information sectors of the
economy. The former is susceptible to ready economic valuation since it has an
ascribable market price, while the latter, harder to price but nonetheless essential
to all modern-day organization, involves informational activities within companies
and state institutions (for example the personnel wings of a company, the research
and development [R&D] sections of a business). In this way Porat is able to distin-
guish the two informational sectors, then to consolidate them, separate out the
non-informational elements of the economy and, by reaggregating national eco-
nomic statistics, is able to conclude that, with almost half the United States” GNP
accounted for by these combined informational sectors, ‘the United States is now
an information-based economy’. As such it is an ‘Information Society [where] the
major arenas of economic activity are the information goods and service produc-
ers, and the public and private (secondary information sector) bureaucracies’
(Porat, 1978, p. 32).

This quantification of the economic significance of information is an impres-
sive achievement. It is not surprising that those convinced of the emergence of an
Information Society have routinely turned to Machlup and especially Porat as
authoritative demonstrations of a rising curve of information activity, one set to
lead the way to a new age. However, there are difficulties too with the economics of
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information approach (Monk, 1989, pp. 39-63). A major one is that behind the
weighty statistical tables there is a great deal of interpretation and value judge-
ment as to how to construct categories and what to include and exclude from the
information sector.

In this regard what is particularly striking is that, in spite of their differences,
both Machlup and Porat create encompassing categories of the information sector
which exaggerate its economic worth. There are reasons to query their validity.
For example, Machlup includes in his ‘knowledge industries’ the ‘construction of
information buildings’, the basis for which presumably is that a building for, say, a
university or library is different from that intended for the warehousing of tea and
coffee. But how, then, is one to allocate the many buildings which, once con-
structed, change purpose (many university departments are located in erstwhile
domestic houses, and some lecture rooms are in converted warehouses)?

Again, Porat is at some pains to identify the ‘quasi-firm’ embedded within a
non-informational enterprise. But is it acceptable, from the correct assumption that
R&D in a petrochemical company involves informational activity, to separate this
from the manufacturing element for statistical purposes? It is surely likely that the
activities are blurred, with the R&D section intimately tied to production wings,
and any separation for mathematical reasons is unfaithful to its role. More gener-
ally, when Porat examines his ‘secondary information sector’ he in fact splits every
industry into the informational and non-informational domains. But such divisions
between the ‘thinking’ and the ‘doing’ are extraordinarily hard to accept — where
does one put operation of computer numerical control systems or the line manage-
ment functions which are an integral element of production? The objection here is
that Porat somewhat arbitrarily divides within industries to chart the ‘secondary
information sector’ as opposed to the ‘non-informational’ realm. Such objections
may not invalidate the findings of Machlup and Porat, but they are a reminder of
the unavoidable intrusion of value judgements in the construction of their statisti-
cal tables. As such they support scepticism as regards the idea of an emergent
information economy.

Another difficulty is that the aggregated data inevitably homogenize very dis-
parate economic activities. In the round it may be possible to say that growth in the
economic worth of advertising and television is indicative of an Information
Society, but one is left with an urge to distinguish between informational activities
on qualitative grounds. The enthusiasm of the information economists to put a
price tag on everything has the unfortunate consequence of failing to let us know
the really valuable dimensions of the information sector. This search to differenti-
ate between quantitative and qualitative indices of an Information Society is not
pursued by Machlup and Porat, though it is obvious that the multi-million sales of
the Sun newspaper cannot be equated with — still less be regarded as more infor-
mational, though doubtless it is of more economic value — the 250,000 circulation
of The Financial Times. It is a distinction to which I shall return, but one which sug-
gests the possibility that we could have a society in which, as measured by GNP,
informational activity is of great weight, but which in terms of the springs of eco-
nomic, social and political life is of little consequence: a nation of couch potatoes
and Disney-style pleasure-seekers consuming images night and day?
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Occupational

This is the approach most favoured by sociologists. It is also one closely associated
with the work of Daniel Bell (1973), who is the most important theorist of ‘post-
industrial society’ (a term synonymous with Information Society, and used as such
in Bell’s own writing). Here the occupational structure is examined over time and
patterns of change observed. The suggestion is that we have achieved an
Information Society when the preponderance of occupations is found in informa-
tion work. The decline of manufacturing employment and the rise of service sector
employment is interpreted as the loss of manual jobs and its replacement with
white-collar work. Since the raw material of non-manual labour is information (as
opposed to the brawn and dexterity plus machinery characteristic of manual
labour), substantial increases in such informational work can be said to announce
the arrival of an Information Society.

There is prima facie evidence for this: in Western Europe, Japan and North
America over 70 per cent of the workforce is now found in the service sector of
the economy, and white-collar occupations are now a majority. On these grounds
alone it would seem plausible to argue that we inhabit an Information Society,
since the ‘predominant group [of occupations] consists of information workers’
(Bell, 1979, p. 183).

An emphasis on occupational change as the marker of an Information Society
has gone some way towards displacing once dominant concerns with technology.
This conception of the Information Society is quite different from that which sug-
gests it is information and communications technologies which distinguish the new
age. A focus on occupational change is one which stresses the transformative
power of information itself rather than that of technologies, information being
what is drawn upon and generated in occupations or embodied in people through
their education and experiences. Charles Leadbeater (1999) titled his book to
highlight the insight that it is information which is foundational in the present
epoch. ‘Living on thin air’ was once a familiar admonition given by the worldly
wise to those reluctant to earn a living by the sweat of their brows. But all such
advice is now outdated, Leadbeater arguing that this is exactly how to make one’s
livelihood in the information age. Living on Thin Air (1999) proclaims that ‘thinking
smart’, being ‘inventive’ and having the capacity to develop and exploit ‘networks’
is actually the key to the new ‘weightless’ economy (Coyne, 1997), since wealth
production comes, not from physical effort, but from ‘ideas, knowledge, skills,
talent and creativity’ (Leadbeater, 1999, p. 18). His book highlights examples of
such successes: designers, deal-makers, image-creators, musicians, biotechnolo-
gists, genetic engineers and niche-finders abound.

Leadbeater puts into popular parlance what more scholarly thinkers argue as a
matter of course. A range of influential writers, from Robert Reich (1991) and Peter
Drucker (1993) to Manuel Castells (1996-8), suggest that the economy today is led
and energized by people whose major characteristic is the capacity to manipulate
information. Preferred terms vary, from ‘symbolic analysts’ and ‘knowledge
experts’ to ‘informational labour’, but one message is constant: today’s movers and
shakers are those whose work involves creating and using information.

17



DEFINITIONS

18

Intuitively it may seem right that a coal miner is to industrial as a tour guide
is to Information Society, but in fact the allocation of occupations to these distinct
categories is a judgement call that involves much discretion. The end product — a
bald statistical figure giving a precise percentage of ‘information workers’ — hides
the complex processes by which researchers construct their categories and allo-
cate people to one or another. As Porat puts it: when ‘we assert that certain occu-
pations are primarily engaged in the manipulation of symbols. .. It is a distinction
of degree, not of kind’ (Porat, 1977a, p. 3). For example, railway signal workers
must have a stock of knowledge about tracks and timetables, about roles and
routines. They need to communicate with other signal workers down the line, with
station personnel and engine drivers, they are required to ‘know the block’ of their
own and other cabins, must keep a precise and comprehensive ledger of all traffic
which moves through their area, and have little need of physical strength to pull
levers since the advent of modern equipment (Strangleman, 2004). Yet the railway
signaller is, doubtless, a manual worker of the ‘industrial age’. Conversely, people
who come to repair the photocopier may know little about products other than the
one for which they have been trained, may well have to work in hot, dirty and
uncomfortable circumstances, and may need considerable strength to move
machinery and replace damaged parts. Yet they will undoubtedly be classified as
‘information workers’ since their work with new age machinery suits Porat’s inter-
pretations. The point here is simple: we need to be sceptical of conclusive figures
which are the outcomes of researchers’ perceptions of where occupations are to
be most appropriately categorized.

A consequence of this categorization is often a failure to identify the more
strategically central information occupations. While the methodology may provide
us with a picture of greater amounts of information work taking place, it does not
offer any means of differentiating the most important dimensions of information
work. The pursuit of a quantitative measure of information work disguises the
possibility that the growth of certain types of information occupation may have
particularly important consequences for social life. This distinction is especially
pertinent as regards occupational measures since some commentators seek to
characterize an Information Society in terms of the ‘primacy of the professions’
(Bell, 1973), some as the rise to prominence of an elite ‘technostructure’ which
wields ‘organised knowledge’ (Galbraith, 1972), while still others focus on alterna-
tive sources of strategically central information occupations. Counting the number
of ‘information workers’ in a society tells us nothing about the hierarchies — and
associated variations in power and esteem — of these people. For example, it could
be argued that the crucial issue has been the growth of computing and telecom-
munications engineers since these may exercise a decisive influence over the pace
of technological innovation. Or one might suggest that an expansion of scientific
researchers is the critical category of information work since they are the most
important factor in bringing about innovation. Conversely, a greater rate of expan-
sion in social workers to handle problems of an ageing population, increased family
dislocation and juvenile delinquency may have little to do with an Information
Society, though undoubtedly social workers would be classified with ICT engineers
as ‘information workers’.
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We can better understand this need to qualitatively distinguish between groups
of ‘information workers’ by reflecting on a study by the late social historian Harold
Perkin. In The Rise of Professional Society (1989) Perkin argues that the history of
Britain since 1880 may be written largely as the rise to pre-eminence of profession-
als who rule by virtue of ‘human capital created by education and enhanced by . . .
the exclusion of the unqualified’ (p. 2). Perkin contends that certified expertise has
been ‘the organising principle of post-war society’ (p. 406), the expert displacing
once dominant groups (working-class organizations, capitalist entrepreneurs and
the landed aristocracy) and their outdated ideals (of co-operation and solidarity, of
property and the market, and of the paternal gentleman) with the professional’s
ethos of service, certification and efficiency. To be sure, professionals within the
private sector argue fiercely with those in the public, but Perkin insists that this is
an internecine struggle, one within ‘professional society’, which decisively excludes
the non-expert from serious participation and shares fundamental assumptions
(notably the primacy of trained expertise and reward based on merit).

Alvin Gouldner’s discussion of the ‘new class’ provides an interesting comple-
ment to Perkin’s. Gouldner identifies a new type of employee that has expanded in
the twentieth century, a ‘new class’ that is ‘composed of intellectuals and technical
intelligentsia’ (Gouldner, 1978, p. 153), which, while in part self-seeking and often
subordinate to powerful groups, can also contest the control of established busi-
ness and party leaders. Despite these potential powers, the ‘new class’ is itself
divided in various ways. A key division is between those who are for the most part
technocratic and conformist and the humanist intellectuals, who are critical and
emancipatory in orientation. To a large extent this difference is expressed in the
conflicts identified by Harold Perkin between private and public sector profession-
als. For instance, we may find that accountants in the private sector are conserva-
tive, while there is a propensity for humanistic intellectuals to be more radical.

My point here is that both Gouldner and Perkin are identifying particular
changes within the realm of information work which have especially important
consequences for society as a whole. To Gouldner the ‘new class’ can provide us
with vocabularies to discuss and debate the direction of social change, while to
Perkin the professionals create new ideals for organizing social affairs. If one is
searching for an index of the Information Society in these thinkers, one will be
directed to the quality of the contribution of certain groups. Whether one agrees or
not with either of these interpretations, the challenge to definitions of an Information
Society on the basis of a count of raw numbers of ‘information workers’ should be
clear. To thinkers such as Perkin and Gouldner, the quantitative change is not the
main issue. Indeed, as a proportion of the population the groups they lay emphasis
upon, while they have expanded, remain distinct minorities.

Spatial
This conception of the Information Society, while it draws on economics and soci-

ology, has at its core the geographer’s stress on space. Here the major emphasis is
on information networks which connect locations and, in consequence, can have
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profound effects on the organization of time and space. It has become an espe-
cially popular index of the Information Society in recent years as information
networks have become prominent features of social organization.

It is usual to stress the centrality of information networks that may link together
different locations within and between an office, a town, a region, a continent,
indeed the entire world. As the electricity grid runs through an entire country to be
accessed at will by individuals with the appropriate connections, so too may we
imagine now a ‘wired society’ operating at the national, international and global
level to provide an ‘information ring main’ (Barron and Curnow, 1979) to each
home, shop, university and office — and even to mobile individuals who have their
laptop and modem in their briefcase.

Increasingly we are all connected to networks of one sort or another — and
they themselves are expanding their reach and capabilities in an exponential
manner (Urry, 2000). We come across them personally at many levels: in electronic
point-of-sale terminals in shops and restaurants, in accessing data across conti-
nents, in e-mailing colleagues or in exchanging information on the internet. We
may not personally have experienced this realm of ‘cyberspace’, but the informa-
tion ring main functions still more frantically at the level of international banks,
intergovernmental agencies and corporate relationships.

A popular idea here is that the electronic highways result in a new emphasis
on the flows of information (Castells, 1996), something which leads to a radical
revision of time—space relations. In a ‘network society’ constraints of the clock
and of distance have been radically relieved, the corporations and even the indi-
vidual being capable of managing their affairs effectively on a global scale in real
time. Academic researchers no longer need to travel from the university to consult
the Library of Congress since they can interrogate it on the internet; the business
corporation no longer needs routinely to fly out its managers to find out what is
happening in their Far East outlets because computer communications enable
systematic surveillance from afar. The suggestion of many is that this heralds a
major transformation of our social order (Mulgan, 1991), sufficient to mark even
a revolutionary change.

No one could deny that information networks are an important feature of con-
temporary societies: satellites allow instantaneous communications round the
globe, databases can be accessed from Oxford to Los Angeles, Tokyo and Paris,
facsimile machines and interconnected computer systems are a routine part of
modern businesses. News coverage nowadays can be almost immediate, the laptop
computer and the satellite videophone allowing transmission from even the most
isolated regions. Individuals may now connect with others to continue real-time
relationships without physically coming together (Wellman, 2001; http://www.
chass.utoronto.ca/~wellman).

Yet we may still ask: why should the presence of networks lead analysts to
categorize societies as information societies? And when we ask this we encounter
once again the problem of the imprecision of definitions. For instance, when is a
network a network? Two people speaking to one another by telephone or computer
systems transmitting vast data sets through a packet-switching exchange? When an
office block is ‘wired’ or when terminals in the home can communicate with local
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banks and shops? The question of what actually constitutes a network is a serious
one, and it raises problems not only of how to distinguish between different levels
of networking, but also of how we stipulate a point at which we have entered a
‘network/Information Society’.

It also raises the issue of whether we are using a technological definition of
the Information Society — i.e. are networks being defined as technological sys-
tems? Or would a more appropriate focus be on the flows of information, which
for some writers are what distinguishes the present age? If it is the former, then we
could take the spread of ISDN (integrated services digital network) technologies
as an index, but few scholars offer any guidance as to how to do this. And if it is
the latter, then it may reasonably be asked how much more volume and velocity
of information flow should mark a new society, and why.

Finally, one could argue that information networks have been around for a
very long time. From at least the early days of the postal service, through telegram
and telephone facilities, much economic, social and political life is unthinkable
without the establishment of such information networks. Given this long-term
dependency and incremental, if accelerated, development, why should it be that
only now have commentators begun to talk in terms of information societies?

Cultural

The final conception of an Information Society is perhaps the most easily acknowl-
edged, yet the least measured. Each of us is aware, from the pattern of our every-
day lives, that there has been an extraordinary increase in the information in social
circulation. There is simply a great deal more of it about than ever before. Television
has been in extensive use since the mid-1950s in Britain, but now its programming
is pretty well round the clock. It has expanded from, first, a single channel to five
broadcast channels and, now, with digitalization, very many more. Television has
been enhanced to incorporate video technologies, cable and satellite channels, and
even computerized information services. PCs, access to the internet and the palm-
held computer testify to unrelenting expansion here. There is very much more
radio output available now than even a decade ago, at local, national and interna-
tional level. And radios are no longer fixed in the front room, but spread through
the home, in the car, the office and, with the Walkman and Apple technologies,
everywhere. Movies have long been an important part of people’s information
environment, but movies are today very much more prevalent than ever: available
still at cinema outlets, broadcast on television, readily borrowed from rental shops
or online, cheaply purchased from the shelves of chain stores. Walk along any
street and it is almost impossible to miss the advertising hoardings, the billboards,
the window displays in shops. Visit any railway or bus station and one cannot but
be struck by the widespread availability of paperback books and inexpensive maga-
zines. In addition, audio-tape, compact disc and radio all offer more, and more read-
ily available, music, poetry, drama, humour and education to the public. Newspapers
are extensively available and a good many new titles fall on our doorsteps as free
sheets. Junk mail is delivered daily.
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All such testifies to the fact that we inhabit a media-laden society, but the infor-
mational features of our world are more thoroughly penetrative than this list sug-
gests. It implies that new media surround us, presenting us with messages to which
we may or may not respond. But in truth the informational environment is a great
deal more intimate, more constitutive of us, than this suggests. Consider, for exam-
ple, the informational dimensions of the clothes we wear, the styling of our hair and
faces, the very ways in which nowadays we work at our image. Reflection on the
complexities of fashion, the intricacy of the ways in which we design ourselves for
everyday presentation, makes one aware that social intercourse nowadays involves
a greater degree of informational content than previously. There has long been
adornment of the body, clothing and make-up being important ways of signalling
status, power and affiliation. But it is obvious that the present age has dramatically
heightened the symbolic import of dress and the body. When one considers the lack
of range of meaning that characterized the peasant smock which was the apparel of
the majority for centuries, and the uniformity of the clothing worn by the industrial
working class in and out of work up to the 1950s, the explosion of meaning in terms
of dress and body styling (from scents to hairstyles) since is remarkable. The avail-
ability of cheap and fashionable clothing, the possibilities of affording it, and the
accessibility of any number of groups with similar — and different — lifestyles and
cultures all make one appreciate the informational content even of our bodies.

Contemporary culture is manifestly more heavily information laden than its
predecessors. We exist in a media-saturated environment which means that life is
quintessentially about symbolization, about exchanging and receiving — or trying to
exchange and resisting reception of — messages about ourselves and others. It is in
acknowledgement of this explosion of signification that many writers conceive of
our having entered an Information Society. They rarely attempt to gauge this devel-
opment in quantitative terms, but, rather, start from the ‘obviousness’ of our living
in a sea of signs, one fuller than in any earlier epoch.

Paradoxically, it is perhaps this very explosion of information which leads
some writers to announce, as it were, the death of the sign. Blitzed by signs all
around us, designing ourselves with signs, unable to escape signs wherever we
may go, the result is, oddly, a collapse of meaning. As Jean Baudrillard once put it:
‘there is more and more information, and less and less meaning’ (1983a, p. 95). In
this view signs once had a reference (clothes, for example, signified a given status,
the political statement a distinct philosophy). However, in the postmodern era we
are enmeshed in such a bewildering web of signs that they lose their salience.
Signs come from so many directions, and are so diverse, fast changing and contra-
dictory, that their power to signify is dimmed. Instead they are chaotic and confus-
ing. In addition, audiences are creative, self-aware and reflective, so much so that
all signs are greeted with scepticism and a quizzical eye, hence easily inverted,
reinterpreted and refracted from their intended meaning. Further, as people’s
knowledge through direct experience declines, it becomes increasingly evident that
signs are no longer straightforwardly representative of something or someone. The
notion that signs represent some ‘reality’ apart from themselves loses credibility.
Rather, signs are self-referential: they — simulations — are all there is. They are, again
to use Baudrillard’s terminology, the ‘hyper-reality’.
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People appreciate this situation readily enough: they deride the poseur who is
dressing for effect, but acknowledge that it’s all artifice anyway; they are sceptical
of politicians who ‘manage’ the media and their image through adroit public rela-
tions (PR), but accept that the whole affair is a matter of information management
and manipulation. Here it is conceded that people do not hunger for any true signs
because they recognize that there are no longer any truths. In these terms we have
entered an age of ‘spectacle’ in which people realize the artificiality of signs they
may be sent (‘It’s only the Prime Minister at his latest photo opportunity’, ‘It’s news
manufacture’, ‘It’s Jack playing the tough guy’) and in which they also acknowledge
the inauthenticity of the signs they use to construct themselves (‘T’ll just put on my
face’, ‘There I was adopting the “worried parent” role’).

As aresult signs lose their meaning and people simply take what they like from
those they encounter (usually very different meanings from those that may have
been intended at the outset). And then, in putting together signs for their homes,
work and selves, they happily revel in their artificiality, ‘playfully’ mixing different
images to present no distinct meaning, but instead to derive ‘pleasure’ in parody or
pastiche. In this Information Society we have, then, ‘a set of meanings [which] is
communicated [but which] have no meaning’ (Poster, 1990, p. 63).

Experientially this idea of an Information Society is easily enough recognized,
but as a definition of a new society it is more wayward than any of the notions we
have considered. Given the absence of criteria we might use to measure the growth
of signification in recent years, it is difficult to see how students of postmodernity
such as Mark Poster (1990) can depict the present as one characterized by a novel
‘mode of information’. How can we know this other than from our sense that there
is more symbolic interplay going on? And on what basis can we distinguish this
society from, say, that of the 1920s, other than purely as a matter of degree of dif-
ference? As we shall see (in Chapter 12), those who reflect on the ‘postmodern
condition’ have interesting things to say about the character of contemporary cul-
ture, but as regards establishing a clear definition of the Information Society they
are woeful.

Conclusion

This chapter has worked its way through varying definitions of the Information
Society. It has to be said that too many writers on the subject do not trouble to set
out the criteria by which the Information Society, which they claim to see, may be
measured, though these are usually implicit in the approach of the author. Hence
some writers seize upon changes in occupations, while others, the majority, centre
on technologies, with others still promoting the growth of, say, round-the-clock
media content. However, what becomes clear is that the definitions used, their super-
ficial appeal notwithstanding, are either underdeveloped or lacking in precision, or
both. Whether it is a technological, economic, occupational, spatial or cultural con-
ception, we are left with highly problematical notions of what constitutes, and how
to distinguish, an Information Society. This being so, we need to go further in our
critical examination of Information Society conceptions.
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CHAPTER THREE

Quality

Chapter 2 demonstrated that there are difficulties for anyone who believes that an
Information Society has arrived and that the evidence for this is self-evident.
Though as a heuristic device the term Information Society may be valuable in
exploring features of the contemporary world, it is too inexact to be acceptable as
a definitive term. For this reason, throughout this book though I shall occasionally
use the concept and acknowledge that information plays a critical role in the
present age, I express suspicion as regards Information Society scenarios and
remain sceptical of the view that information has become the major distinguish-
ing feature of our times.

For the moment, however, I want to raise some further difficulties with the
language of the Information Society. The first problem concerns the quantitative
versus qualitative measures to which I have alluded in the preceding chapter.
My earlier concern was chiefly that quantitative approaches failed to distinguish
more strategically significant information activity from that which was routine and
low level, and that this homogenization could be deeply misleading. It seems
absurd to conflate, for example, the office administrator and the chief executive,
just as it is to equate pulp fiction and research monographs. Here I want to re-raise
the quality/quantity issue, particularly as it bears upon the question of whether
the Information Society marks a break with previous sorts of society.

Most definitions of the Information Society offer a quantitative measure
(numbers of white-collar workers, percentage of GNP devoted to information,
etc.) and assume that, at some unspecified point, we enter an Information Society
when this begins to predominate. But there are no clear grounds for designating
as a new type of society one in which all we witness is greater quantities of infor-
mation in circulation and storage. If there is just more information, then it is hard
to understand why anyone should suggest that we have before us something
radically new.

Against this, however, it may be feasible to describe as a new sort of society
one in which it is possible to locate information of a qualitatively different order and
function. Moreover, this does not even require that we discover that a majority of
the workforce is engaged in information occupations or that the economy generates
a specified sum from informational activity. For example, it is theoretically possible
to imagine an Information Society where only a small minority of ‘information
experts’ hold decisive power. One need look only to the science fiction (and indeed
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his non-fiction observations on science and technology) of H. G. Wells (1866—1946)
to conceive of a society in which a knowledge elite predominates and the majority,
surplus to economic requirements, are condemned to drone-like unemployment
or underemployment. On a quantitative measure, say of the percentage distribu-
tion of occupations, this would not qualify for Information Society status, but we
could feel impelled to so designate it because of the decisive role of information/
knowledge in the power structure and direction of social change.

The point is that quantitative measures — simply more information — cannot
of themselves identify a break with previous systems, while it is at least theoreti-
cally possible to regard small but decisive qualitative changes as marking a system
break. After all, just because there are many more automobiles today than in 1970 this
does not qualify us to speak of a ‘car society’. But it is a systemic change which those
who write about an Information Society wish to spotlight, whether it be in the form
of Daniel Bell’s ‘post-industrialism’, or in Manuel Castells’s ‘informational mode of
development’, or in Mark Poster’s ‘mode of information’.

This criticism may seem counter-intuitive. So many people insist that ongoing
innovation from ICTs has such a palpable presence in our lives that it must signal
the arrival of an Information Society. These technologies, runs the argument, are
so self-evidently novel and important that they must announce a new epoch.
Adopting similar reasoning, that there are so very many more signs and signals
around than ever apparently must mean that we are entering a new world. We may
better understand flaws in this way of thinking by reflecting for a while upon food.
Readers will agree, I presume, that food is essential to life. A cursory analysis shows
that nowadays we have access to quantities and ranges of food that our forebears
— even those of just fifty years gone by — could scarcely have dreamed of.
Supermarkets, refrigeration, and modern transport mean we get access to food in
unprecedented ways and on a vastly expanded scale. Food stores today typically
have thousands of products, from across the world, and items such as fresh fruits
and flowers round the year.

This much is obvious, but what needs to be added is that this food is remark-
ably cheap by any past comparison. To eat and drink costs us a much smaller
proportion of income than it did our parents (a British household today spends
about 10 per cent of its income on food and drink; in 1950 it was 25 per cent),
let alone our distant ancestors, who all had to struggle just to subsist. This surfeit
of food today, at vastly reduced real prices, means that, for the first time in
human history, just about everyone can choose what they eat — Italian tonight,
Indian tomorrow, vegetarian for lunch, Chinese later on . . . For most of human
history people ate what they could get, and this diet was unrelentingly familiar.
Today, due to a combination of agribusiness, factory farming, automation,
genetic engineering, globalization, agrichemicals, and so forth (cf. Lang and
Heasman, 2004), each of us has ready access to a bountiful supply at massively
reduced cost (so much so that obesity and associated ailments such as diabetes
and heart complaints are now major health problems in the advanced parts of
the world).

My conclusion from this is blunt: food is unquestionably vital to our liveli-
hoods, as it is to our wellbeing and sensual experiences (and health), and it has
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become available recently at enormously reduced costs, yet no one has suggested
that we live now in the ‘Food Society’ and that this marks a systemic break with
what went before. Why, one must ask, is information conceived so differently?

What is especially odd is that so many of those who identify an Information
Society as a new type of society do so by presuming that this qualitative change
can be defined simply by calculating how much information is in circulation, how
many people work in information jobs and so on. The assumption here is that
sheer expansion of information results in a new society. Let me agree that a good
deal of this increase in information is indispensable to how we live now. No one
can seriously suggest, for instance, that we could continue our ways of life without
extensive computer communications facilities. However, we must not confuse the
indispensability of a phenomenon with a capacity for it to define a social order.
Food is a useful counter-example, surely more indispensable to life even than
information, though it has not been nominated as the designator of contemporary
society. Throughout, what needs to be challenged is the supposition that quantita-
tive increases transform — in unspecified ways — into qualitative changes in the
social system.

The late Theodore Roszak (1986) provided early insight into this paradox in
his critique of Information Society themes. His examination emphasizes the
importance of qualitatively distinguishing information, extending to it what each
of us does on an everyday basis when we differentiate between phenomena such
as data, knowledge, experience and wisdom. Certainly these are slippery terms —
one person’s knowledge attainment (let’s say graduation degree) can be another’s
information (let’s say the pass rate of a university) — but they are an essential part
of our daily lives. It is vital to our everyday conduct that knowledge conjures
organized information (e.g. a conceptual framework, an attested theory), that data
implies raw elements such as words and numbers, that wisdom allows for dis-
crimination and evaluation. This is so, albeit those distinctions may blur on the
borders of these terms.

In Roszak’s view the present ‘cult of information’ functions to destroy these
sorts of qualitative distinctions which are the stuff of real life. It does this by
insisting that information is a purely quantitative thing subject to statistical meas-
urement. But to achieve calculations of the economic value of the information
industries, of the proportion of GNP expended on information activities, the per-
centage of national income going to the information professions and so on, the
qualitative dimensions of the subject (is the information useful? Is it true or false?)
are laid aside. ‘[F]or the information theorist, it does not matter whether we are
transmitting a fact, a judgement, a shallow cliché, a deep teaching, a sublime
truth, or a nasty obscenity’ (Roszak, 1986, p. 14). These qualitative issues
are ignored as information is homogenized and made amenable to numbering:
‘information comes to be a purely quantitative measure of communicative
exchanges’ (p. 11).

The astonishing thing to Roszak is that along with this quantitative measure
of information comes the assertion that more information is profoundly trans-
forming social life. Having produced awesome statistics on information activity
by blurring the sort of qualitative distinctions we all make in our daily lives,
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Information Society theorists then assert that these trends are set to change
qualitatively our entire lives. To Roszak (1986) this is the mythology of ‘informa-
tion’ talk: the term disguises differences between ingredients, but in putting all
information into one big pot, instead of admitting that what we get is insipid
soup, the perverse suggestion is that we have an elixir. As he says, this is
very useful for those who want the public to accede to change since it seems so
uncontentious:

Information smacks of safe neutrality; it is the simple, helpful heaping up of
unassailable facts. In that innocent guise, it is the perfect starting point for a
technocratic political agenda that wants as little exposure for its objectives as
possible. After all, what can anyone say against information?

(Roszak, 1986, p. 19)

Roszak vigorously contests these ways of thinking about information. A result
of a diet of statistic upon statistic about the uptake of computers, the data-
processing capacities of new technologies and the creation of digitalized net-
works is that people come readily to believe that information is the foundation
of the social system. There is so much of this that it is tempting to agree with
those Information Society theorists who insist that we have entered an entirely
new sort of system. But against this more-quantity-of-information-to-new-
quality-of-society argument Theodore Roszak insists that the ‘master ideas’
(1986, p. 91) which underpin our civilization are not based upon information at
all. Principles such as ‘my country right or wrong’, ‘live and let live’, ‘we are all
God’s children’ and ‘do unto others as you would be done by’ are central ideas
of our society —but all come before information. Roszak is not arguing that these
and other ‘master ideas’ are necessarily correct (in fact a good many can be
noxious — e.g. ‘all Jews are rich’, ‘all women are submissive’, ‘blacks have natural
athletic ability’). But what he is emphasizing is that ideas, and the necessarily
qualitative engagement these entail, take precedence over quantitative approaches
to information.

It is easy to underestimate the importance of ideas in society. They may
appear insubstantial, scarcely significant, when contrasted with matters such
as technology, increases in productivity, or trillion dollar trading in the currency
markets. Yet consider, with Roszak in mind, the import of the following idea:

We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that
they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that
amongst these are Life, Liberty, and the Pursuit of Happiness.

(4 July 1776, Declaration of Independence)

These words have echoed round the world, and especially through American
history, where the idea that ‘all men are created equal’ has galvanized and
inspired many who have encountered a reality that contrasts with its ideal.
Abraham Lincoln recalled them on the field of Gettysburg, after a three-day battle
that had costs thousands of lives (and a Civil War which to this day cost more
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lives — 600,000 — than all succeeding US war casualties combined). Abraham
Lincoln evoked the idea of 1776 to conclude his short and hugely influential
speech:

Four score and seven years ago our fathers brought forth on this continent a
new nation, conceived in liberty and dedicated to the proposition that all men
are created equal . . . we here highly resolve that the dead shall not have died
in vain; that this nation, under God, shall have a new birth of freedom; and
that government of the people, by the people, for the people, shall not perish
from the earth.

(Abraham Lincoln, 19 November 1863)

One hundred years later, in Washington at the Lincoln Memorial, Martin Luther
King recollected Lincoln’s idea. Speaking to a vast crowd of civil rights campaign-
ers, on national television, at a time when in America black people were beaten
and even lynched in some states of the Union, Luther King proclaimed:

I have a dream that one day this nation will rise up and live out the true mean-
ing of the creed: “We hold these truths to be self-evident — that all men are
created equal’ . . . | have a dream that one day on the red hills of Georgia the
sons of former slaves and the sons of former slave owners will be able to sit
down together at the table of brotherhood . . . I have a dream that my four
little children will one day live in a nation where they will be not judged by the
color of their skin but by the content of their character.

(Martin Luther King, 28 August 1963)

This idea was taken up yet again by Barack Obama in his successful 2008 cam-
paign to become the first African American President. Race was certain to play a
role in the election given Obama’s physical appearance and parentage (a black
Kenyan father, a white Kansas mother), his overwhelming support among
people of colour, who looked to him to acknowledge and address injustices they
continued to suffer, and apprehension and resentment among at least some white
voters.

Republican opponents were expected to pick at these tensions for electoral
advantage. They duly did when Jeremiah Wright, the pastor of Obama’s church in
Chicago and the cleric who had officiated at the Obamas’ marriage, voiced an
incendiary call (‘God damn America’) in a speech in which he asserted that
America had failed her citizens of African descent. There was an immediate media
firestorm, with much hostile comment aimed at Wright, replaying of extracts from
the inflammatory parts of the speech and much questioning of the appropriate-
ness of a Presidential contender having such a friend, whose views he might be
thought to support. For Barack Obama this was an acutely difficult situation: his
core constituency would share Wright’s disappointment with America, but many
other patriots (and whites) would feel anxious and offended. He needed to address
his minority supporters while assuaging the wider group, support from whom was
crucial for his Presidential hopes.
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Obama took on the issues directly in a speech delivered on 18 March 2008 in
Philadelphia. In his response the then Senator at once acknowledged the anger
and frustration of African Americans, while endeavouring to mollify white voters.
He did so by consciously echoing Lincoln’s Gettysburg address (his speech
opened, tracking Lincoln’s, with the words, ‘200 and 21 years ago’), cited the US
Constitution’s 1787 goal of ‘We the people in order to form a more perfect union’
and themed the idea that American history might be flawed, yet always looked to
improve as its people came together in adversity: “This union may never be per-
fect, but generation after generation has shown it can always be perfected.” By
common consent Obama’s ‘more perfect union’ speech was a landmark statement
that dissolved the issue of racial conflict for the Presidential campaign. For my
purposes here, it signals yet again the import of ideas in building a society, some-
thing Information Society theorists appear to ignore.

It is hard to imagine more powerful ideas in the modern world than the asser-
tion that ‘all men are created equal’ (though a mountain of information can be
found that demonstrates that this is not so) and that a nation can strive towards
this ideal even if it fails along the way. These notions are at the heart of appeals
for democracy, a political ideal rarely met yet unthinkable just three centuries ago.
Throughout most human history democracy, the basis of which is the insistence
that all are equal, was beyond credence, yet it has come today to be the only uni-
versally accepted political creed.

In the struggles for democracy, struggles that continue to this day, but strug-
gles that made much headway in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the ideas
of the American founding fathers were an essential support to those who demanded
elections, suffrage and the secret ballot. Roszak is surely correct to insist that this
and similar ideas are more foundational to society than any amount of accumu-
lated information. Accordingly, his objection holds that Information Society theo-
rists reverse this prioritization at the same time as they smuggle in the (false) idea
that more information is fundamentally transforming the society in which we live.

What is information?

Roszak’s rejection of statistical measures leads us to consider perhaps the most
significant feature of approaches to the Information Society. We are led here largely
because his advocacy is to reintroduce qualitative judgement into discussions of
information. Roszak asks questions like: does the availability of more information
make us better informed? What sort of information is being generated and stored
and what value is this to the wider society? What sort of information occupations
are expanding, why and to what ends?

What is being proposed here is that we insist on examination of the meaning of
information. And this is surely a commonsensical understanding of the term. After
all, the first definition of information that springs to mind is the semantic one: infor-
mation is meaningful; it has a subject; it is intelligence or instruction about some-
thing or someone. If one were to apply this concept of information to an attempt at
defining an Information Society, it would follow that we would be discussing these
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characteristics of the information. We would be saying that information about
these sorts of issues, those areas, that economic process is what constitutes the new
age. However, it is precisely this commonsensical definition of information which
the Information Society theorists jettison. What is in fact abandoned is a notion of
information having a semantic content.

The definitions of the Information Society we have reviewed perceive infor-
mation in non-meaningful ways. That is, searching for quantitative evidence of the
growth of information, a range of thinkers have conceived it in the terms of
Claude Shannon and Warren Weaver’s (1949) information theory (Gleick, 2012).
Here a distinctive definition is used, one which is sharply distinguished from the
semantic concept in common parlance. In this theory information is a quantity
which is measured in ‘bits’ and defined in terms of the probabilities of occurrence
of symbols. It is a definition derived from and useful to the communications engi-
neer, whose interest is with the storage and transmission of symbols, the mini-
mum index of which is on/off (yes/no or 0/1).

This approach allows the otherwise vexatious concept of information to be
mathematically tractable, but this is at the price of excluding the equally vexing —
yet crucial — issue of meaning and, integral to meaning, the question of the infor-
mation’s quality. On an everyday level when we receive or exchange information
the prime concerns are its meaning and value: is it significant, accurate, absurd,
interesting, adequate or helpful? But in terms of the information theory which
underpins so many measures of the explosion of information these dimensions
are irrelevant. Here information is defined independent of its content, seen as a
physical element as much as is energy or matter. As one of the foremost
Information Society devotees put it:

Information exists. It does not need to be perceived to exist. It does not need to
be understood to exist. It requires no intelligence to interpret it. It does not
have to have meaning to exist. It exists.

(Stonier, 1990, p. 21)

In fact, in these terms, two messages, one which is heavily loaded with meaning
and the other which is pure nonsense, can be equivalent. As Roszak says, here
‘information has come to denote whatever can be coded for transmission through
a channel that connects a source with a receiver, regardless of semantic content’
(1986, p. 13). This allows us to quantify information, but at the cost of abandonment
of its meaning and quality.

If this definition of information is the one which pertains in technological and
spatial approaches to the Information Society (where the quantities stored, pro-
cessed and transmitted are indicative of the sort of indexes produced), we come
across a similar elision of meaning from economists’ definitions. Here it may not
be in terms of ‘bits’, but at the same time the semantic qualities are evacuated and
replaced by the common denominator of price (Arrow, 1979). To the information
engineer the prime concern is the number of yes/no symbols; to the information
economist it is their vendibility. But as the economist moves from consideration of
the concept of information to its measurement, what is lost is the heterogeneity that
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springs from its manifold meanings. The ‘endeavour to put dollar tags on such
things as education, research, and art’ (Machlup, 1980, p. 23) unavoidably abandons
the semantic qualities of information. Kenneth Boulding observed that

The bit . . . abstracts completely from the content of information . . . and while
it is enormously useful for telephone engineers . . . for purposes of the social
system theorist we need a measure which takes account of significance
and which would weight, for instance, the gossip of a teenager rather low and
the communications over the hot line between Moscow and Washington
rather high.

(Boulding, 19686, p. 3)

How odd, then, that economists have responded to the qualitative problem which
is the essence of information with a quantitative approach that, reliant on cost and
price, is at best ‘a kind of qualitative guesswork’ (Boulding, 1966, p. 3). ‘Valuing
the invaluable’, to adopt Machlup’s terminology, means substituting information
content with the measuring rod of money. We are then able to produce impressive
statistics, but in the process we have lost the notion that information is about
something (Maasoumi, 1987).

Finally, though culture is quintessentially about meanings, about how and why
people live as they do, it is striking that with the celebration of the non-referential
character of symbols by enthusiasts of postmodernism we have congruence with
communications theory and the economic approach to information. Here too we
have a fascination with the profusion of information, an expansion so prodigious
that it has lost its hold semantically. Symbols are now everywhere and generated all
of the time, so much so that their meanings have ‘imploded’, hence ceasing to signify.

What is most noteworthy is that Information Society theorists, having jetti-
soned meaning from their concept of information in order to produce quantitative
measures of its growth, then conclude that such is its increased economic worth,
the scale of its generation, or simply the amount of symbols swirling around, that
society must encounter profoundly meaningful change. We have, in other words,
the assessment of information in non-social terms — it just is — but we must adjust
to its social consequences. This is a familiar situation to sociologists, who often
come across assertions that phenomena are aloof from society in their develop-
ment (notably technology and science), but carry within them momentous social
consequences. It is inadequate as an analysis of social change (Woolgar, 1985).

Doubtless being able to quantify the spread of information in general terms
has some uses, but it is certainly not sufficient to convince us that in consequence
of an expansion society has profoundly changed. For any genuine appreciation of
what an Information Society is like, and how different — or similar — it is to other
social systems, we surely should examine the meaning and quality of the informa-
tion. What sort of information has increased? Who has generated what kind of
information, for what purposes and with what consequences? As we shall see,
scholars who start with these sorts of questions, sticking to questions of the mean-
ing and quality of information, are markedly different in their interpretations from
those who operate with non-semantic and quantitative measures. The former are
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sceptical of alleged transitions to a new age. Certainly they accept that there is
more information today, but because they refuse to see this outside its content
(they always ask: what information?) they are reluctant to agree that its generation
per se has brought about the transition to an Information Society.

Information and being informed

Another way of posing this question is to consider the distinction between having
information and being informed. While being informed requires that one has infor-
mation, it is a much grander condition than having access to masses of informa-
tion. Bearing in mind this distinction encourages scepticism towards those who,
taken by the prodigious growth of information, seem convinced that this signals a
new — generally superior — epoch.

Compare, for instance, nineteenth-century political leaders with those of
today. The reading of the former would have been restricted to classical philoso-
phers, the Bible and Shakespeare, and their education was often inadequate and
curtailed. Contrasted with George W. Bush (US President 2000-8), who had to
hand all the information resources imaginable, thousands of employees to ensure
that there were no unnecessary information gaps, and the advantage of a Princeton
education, the likes of John Adams (President 1797-1801), George Washington
(1789-97) and Abraham Lincoln (1861-5) were informationally impoverished.
Former President Bush even has a dedicated library and museum housed in Dallas
that boasts 70 million pages of textual materials, 200 million e-mails, 4 million pho-
tographs and 80 terabytes of electronic records (http://www.georgewbushlibrary).
Beside this Adams, Washington and Lincoln were informationally destitute. But
who would even imagine that these earlier Presidents were less well informed,
with all that this conjures regarding understanding and judgement, than this recent
President of the United States of America?

Information quality
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Emphasizing that information has meaning raises questions concerned with the
quality of information that, in turn, encourage a critical look at those who claim
we have entered an Information Society. Almost invariably this is presented as a
superior, smarter, epoch, where people have access to sophisticated technologies
and a superabundance of information is available to them in an instant. For sure,
there is much more information available than ever before, but it ought not to be
assumed that this necessarily brings an improvement. Numerous thinkers have
raised doubts about this that at least might make one hesitate before endorsing a
good many Information Society scenarios.

In Chapter 8 we meet Herbert Schiller’s scathing dismissal of ‘garbage infor-
mation’ that is comparable to ‘junk food’: as the latter is bad for the body, so the
former is bad for the mind since it fills with celebrity guff, marketing trickery and
trivia. Other observers express concern about the ‘dumbest generation’ (Bauerlein,
2009) and the amnesia of audiences locked into an internet loop (Jacoby, 2008) of
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escapist games and Facebook chit chat. Breathtaking levels of ignorance (unable
to identify the Allies and Axis forces of Second World War, incapable of naming the
great offices of State, unaware of the periodic table in chemistry . . .) coincide with
extensive knowledge of the lives of ephemeral celebrities and soap television plots.

The image of the youngster immediately able to find out something or other
on Wikipedia or Google yet who lacks comprehension of its import might be con-
trasted with the assiduous and close reader and note taker of texts from which a
deep understanding and appreciation may be gleaned. One might get a résumé of
Hamlet double quick from the internet, but a slow attentive reading is much more
likely to develop a grasp of character, of connections with themes, of style and
language, as it is to leave recipients with a more profound memory of the work
such that it sinks into their consciousness. To be sure, such slow reading takes time
and effort, but it is a serious concern that the world of the internet and saturation
media provides such an excess of superficial and fragmented gobbets of information,
perhaps with serious consequences for learning and the mind. The internet trades in
popularity, not in the quality, of information. Thus the Google algorithm ranks
sources by search hits, not by their scholarship, accuracy or peer review. As ‘to
Google’ becomes the first step for youngsters seeking out information, one needs
to warn of this decline of authoritative and ascertained information (Keen, 2008).

Nicholas Carr’s (2010) polemic, The Shallows, suggested another aspect of
concern about digital information when he reflected that ‘I'm not thinking the
way [ used to think . . . immersing myself in a book or a lengthy article used to be
easy . . . Now my concentration often starts to drift away after two or three pages.
[ get fidgety, lose the thread, begin looking for something else to do . . . The deep
reading that used to come naturally has become a struggle’ (pp. 5-6). There may
be no definitive evidence of this loss of capacity, but it is commonplace among
university teachers to say that their net-era students are reluctant to read deeply
or closely, preferring a short and accessible bullet-point review of the salient
points (Benton, 2008; Richel, 2010; cf. Birkerts, 1994). Moreover, the research that
has become available to date on use of the internet shows that just about every-
one is a superficial ‘grazer’, ‘bouncer’ or ‘skimmer’, one who typically undertakes
a quick Google search and then rushes through the first page or so of results,
merely scanning the texts for ‘main points’ (Nicholas and Rowlands, 2008).

It might be countered that the vastly expanded amount of information we have
nowadays means that people will be able to think outside their comfort zones, since
they will be exposed to diverse ranges of perspectives on any given issue. Thus
diversity of points of view might even compensate for superficiality. Unfortunately,
evidence suggests that users of the internet do not journey far in their imaginations,
whatever the diversity of information available, since they prefer to stay with the
familiar. People seem to engage in ‘cocooning’, in wrapping their ideas and identi-
ties in a layer that insulates them from outside challenge (Sunstein, 2006). Further,
the problem of information overload (not a new one, but considerably exacerbated
by recent developments) means that people need to ignore large amounts of infor-
mation just to get through the day. The most convenient editing mechanism is to
allow in only that which one approves, thereby avoiding the uncomfortable and
challenging.
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In addition, there is evidence to suggest that encounters with alternative
information do not change the minds of audiences. Indeed, beliefs appear to override
facts, such that when opinions are contested, people resist and retrench, insisting
the facts are wrong and that ‘T just know I'm right’ (Nyhan and Reifer, 2010, 2012).
Manuel Castells (2009) reviews the field and comes to this conclusion too: those
interested in effecting change should not struggle to persuade others of their views
on the basis of superior information (fuller, better researched, more evidence
based . . .) since that it futile. It is better to address those one seeks to persuade in
terms of the emotional frames they possess and which have been fixed in early life
and are pretty much unalterable (Castells, 2009, pp. 137-92). Clearly, when it comes
to conceiving of an Information Society there are reasons against assuming that
simply more information takes us there.

Theoretical knowledge
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There is one other suggestion which can contend that we have an Information
Society, though it has no need to reflect on the meanings of the information so
developed. Moreover, this proposition has it that we do not need quantitative
measures of information expansion such as occupational expansion or economic
growth, because a decisive qualitative change has taken place with regard to the ways
in which information is used. Here an Information Society is defined as one in
which theoretical knowledge occupies a pre-eminence which it hitherto lacked.
The theme which unites what are rather disparate thinkers is that in this Information
Society (though the term knowledge society may be preferred, for the obvious
reason that it evokes more than agglomerated bits of information) affairs are
organized and arranged in such ways that theory is prioritized. Though this priority
of theoretical knowledge gets little treatment in Information Society theories, it has
a good deal to commend it as a distinguishing feature of contemporary life. In this
book I return to it periodically (especially in Chapters 4, 6, 11 and 13), so here
I need only briefly comment.

By theoretical knowledge is meant that which is abstract, generalizable and
codified in media of one sort or another. It is abstract in that it is not of direct
applicability to a given situation, generalizable in so far as it has relevance beyond
particular circumstances, and it is presented in such things as books, articles, tel-
evision and educational courses. It can be argued that theoretical knowledge has
come to play a key role in contemporary society, in marked contrast to earlier
epochs when practical and situated knowledge were predominant. If one consid-
ers, for instance, the makers of the Industrial Revolution, it is clear that these were
what Daniel Bell has referred to as ‘talented tinkerers’ who were ‘indifferent to
science and the fundamental laws underlying their investigations’ (1973, p. 20).
Abraham Darby’s development of the blast furnace, George Stephenson’s railway
locomotive, James Watt’s steam engines, Matthew Boulton’s engineering innova-
tions, and any number of other inventions from around 1750 to 1850 were the
products of feet-on-the-ground innovators and entrepreneurs, people who faced
practical problems to which they reacted with practical solutions. Though by the
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end of the nineteenth century science-based technologies were shaping the course
of industry, it remained the case that just a century ago

vast areas of human life continued to be ruled by little more than experience,
experiment, skill, trained common sense and, at most, the systematic diffusion
of knowledge about the best available practices and techniques. This was plainly
the case in farming, building and medicine, and indeed over a vast range of
activities which supplied human beings with their needs and luxuries.
(Hobsbawm, 1994, p. 525)

In contrast, today innovations start from known principles, most obviously in the
realms of science and technology (though these principles may be understood
only by a minority of experts). These theoretical principles, entered in texts, are
the starting point, for instance, of the genetic advances of the Human Genome
Project and of the physics and mathematics which are the foundation of ICTs
and associated software. Areas as diverse as aeronautics, plastics, medicine and
pharmaceuticals illustrate realms in which theoretical knowledge is fundamental
to life today.

One ought not to imagine that theoretical knowledge’s primacy is limited to
leading-edge innovations. Indeed, it is hard to think of any technological applica-
tions in which theory is not a prerequisite of development. For instance, road repair,
house construction, sewage disposal or motor car manufacture are each premised
on known theoretical principles of material durability, structural laws, toxins,
energy consumption and much more. This knowledge is formalized in texts and
transmitted especially through the educational process, which, through specialization,
means that most people are ignorant of the theoretical knowledge outside of their
own expertise. Nonetheless, no one today can be unaware of the profound impor-
tance of this theory for what one might conceive as everyday technologies such as
microwave ovens, compact disc players and digital clocks. It is correct, of course,
to perceive the architect, water engineer and mechanic to be practical people.
Indeed they are: but one ought not to overlook the fact that theoretical knowledge
has been learned by these practitioners and in turn integrated into their practical
work (and often supplemented by smart technologies of testing, measurement and
design which have incorporated theoretical knowledge).

The primacy of theoretical knowledge nowadays reaches far beyond science
and technology. Consider, for instance, politics, and one may appreciate that theo-
retical knowledge is at the core of much policy and debate. To be sure, politics is
the ‘art of the possible’, and it must be able to respond to contingencies, yet,
wherever one looks, be it transport, environment or the economy, one encounters
a central role ascribed to theory (cost—benefit analysis models, concepts of envi-
ronmental sustainability, theses on the relationship between inflation and employ-
ment). In all such areas criteria which distinguish theoretical knowledge (abstraction,
generalizability and codification) are satisfied. This theoretical knowledge may lack
the law-like character of nuclear physics or biochemistry, but it does operate on
similar grounds, and it is hard to deny that it permeates enormous amounts of
contemporary life.
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Indeed, a case can be made that theoretical knowledge enters into just about
all aspects of contemporary life. Nico Stehr (1994), for example, suggests it is
central to all that we do, from designing the interior of our homes to deciding
upon an exercise regime to maintain our bodies. This notion echoes Giddens’s
conception of ‘reflexive modernisation’, an epoch which is characterized by
heightened social and self-reflection as the basis for constructing the ways in
which we live. If it is the case that, increasingly, we make the world in which we
live on the basis of reflection and decisions taken on the basis of risk assessment
(rather than following the dictates of nature or tradition), then it follows that now-
adays enormous weight will be placed upon theoretical knowledge to inform our
reflection. For instance, people in the advanced societies are broadly familiar with
patterns of demography (that we are an ageing population, that population growth
is chiefly from the southern part of the world, that migration is at a much higher
rate than previously), of birth control and fertility rates, as well as of infant mortal-
ity. Such knowledge is theoretical in that it is abstract and generalizable, gathered
and analysed by experts and disseminated in a variety of media. Such theoretical
knowledge has no immediate application, yet it undoubtedly informs both social
policy and individual planning (from pension arrangements to when and how one
has children). In these terms theoretical knowledge has come to be a defining
feature of the world in which we live.

It is difficult to think of ways in which one might quantitatively measure theo-
retical knowledge. Approximations such as the growth of university graduates
and scientific journals are far from adequate. Nonetheless, theoretical knowledge
could be taken to be the distinguishing feature of an Information Society as it is
axiomatic to how life is conducted and in that it contrasts with the ways in which
our forebears — limited by their being fixed in place, relatively ignorant and the
forces of nature — existed. As I have said, few Information Society thinkers give
theoretical knowledge attention. They are drawn much more to technological,
economic and occupational phenomena, which are more readily measured, but
which are only loosely related to theory. Moreover, it would be difficult to argue
convincingly that theoretical knowledge has assumed its eminence just in recent
decades. It is more persuasive to regard it as the outcome of a tendential process
inherent in modernity itself, one that accelerated especially during the second half
of the twentieth century and continues in the twenty-first, leading to what Giddens
designates as today’s ‘high modernity’.

Conclusion
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This chapter and Chapter 2 have raised doubts about the validity of the notion of an
Information Society. On the one hand, we have encountered a variety of criteria
which purport to measure the emergence of the Information Society. In the follow-
ing chapters we encounter thinkers who, using quite different criteria among them-
selves, can still argue that we have or are set to enter an Information Society. One
surely cannot have confidence in a concept when its adherents diagnose it in quite
different ways. Moreover, these criteria, ranging from technology, to occupational
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changes, to spatial features, though they appear at first glance robust, are in fact
somewhat vague and imprecise, incapable on their own of establishing whether
or not an Information Society has arrived or will arrive some time in the future.
No one can doubt that there has been an information explosion in recent decades
(cf. Hilbert, 2012), however one tries to measure the phenomenon in terms of
consumption, storage, transmission or even transformation. However, more of
itself cannot distinguish the emergence of a new type of society.

On the other hand, and something which must make one more sceptical
of the Information Society scenario (while not for a moment doubting that there
has been an extensive informatization of life), there is the recurrent shift of its
proponents from seeking quantitative measures of the spread of information to
the assertion that these indicate a qualitative change in social organization. The
same procedure is evident too in the very definitions of information that are in
play, with Information Society subscribers endorsing non-semantic definitions.
These — so many ‘bits’, so much economic worth — are readily quantifiable, and
thereby they alleviate the need for analysts to raise qualitative questions of mean-
ing and value. However, as they do so they fly in the face of commonsensical
definitions of the word, conceiving information as being devoid of content. As we
shall see, those scholars who commence their accounts of transformations in the
informational realm in this way are markedly different from those who, while
acknowledging an explosion in information, insist that we never abandon questions
of its meaning and purpose.

Finally, the suggestion that the primacy of theoretical knowledge may be a more
interesting distinguishing feature of the Information Society has been mooted. This
neither lends itself to quantitative measurement nor requires a close analysis of the
semantics of information to assess its import. Theoretical knowledge can scarcely
be taken to be entirely novel, but it is arguable that its significance has accelerated
and that it has spread to such an extent that it is now a defining feature of contem-
porary life. I return to this phenomenon periodically in what follows, though I would
emphasize that few Information Society enthusiasts pay it the attention it deserves.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Post-industrial society:
Daniel Bell

Among those thinkers who subscribe to the notion that a new sort of society is
emerging, the best-known characterization of the ‘Information Society’ is Daniel
Bell’s theory of post-industrialism. The terms are generally used synonymously.
Though Bell coined the term post-industrial society (PIS) as long ago as the late
1950s, he took to substituting the words ‘information’ and ‘knowledge’ for the prefix
‘post-industrial’ round about 1980 when a resurgent interest in futurology was
swelled by interest in developments in computer and communications technologies.

Nonetheless, Daniel Bell (1919-2011) had from the outset of his interest in PIS
underlined the central role of information/knowledge.! The Coming of Post-
Industrial Society, a sophisticated sociological portrait of an embryonic future
which was first published as a book in 1973, though it had appeared in essay form
earlier, fitted well with the explosive technological changes experienced by
advanced societies in the late 1970s and early 1980s. Faced with the sudden arrival
of new technologies which rapidly permeated into offices, industrial processes,
schools and the home — computers soon seemed everywhere — there was an under-
standable and urgent search to discover where all these changes were leading.
With, as it were, a ready-made model available in Daniel Bell’s The Coming of Post-
Industrial Society (1973), we should perhaps not be surprised that many commenta-
tors took it straight from the shelf. It did not matter much that Bell offered ‘the
concept of a post-industrial society [as] an analytical construct, not a picture of a
specific or concrete society’ (Bell, 1973, p. 483). PIS just seemed, especially to
journalists and speech-writers, to be right as a description of the coming world. Bell
appeared to have foreseen the turmoil that computer communications technolo-
gies especially were bringing into being. Indeed, he had written earlier of the need
for a massive expansion of these information technologies to accommodate wider
changes, and here they were, apparently fulfilling his prognosis. Understandably,
then, he got the credit. In such circumstances, it is perhaps not surprising that Bell
adopted the fashionable language of the ‘information revolution’. Given his pio-
neering of the sociology of PIS this is a forgivable conceit.

Moreover, while excitement about the ‘mighty micro’ diminished in the late
1980s, and with this came a waning interest in futurology, the development of the
internet and World Wide Web has encouraged a revival of interest in forecasting
the future. Bell’s name has less frequently been drawn upon over the last decade,
where the likes of Bill Gates are more revered, but the foundation figure remains
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Daniel Bell, who does not now receive the recognition that is his due. Bell’s vision,
his concepts and analyses, lit the way for most thinking on the subject.

It is not difficult to pick holes in a conception that has been open to scrutiny
for almost fifty years. Little social science lasts even a decade, so it is testament to
Daniel Bell’s powerful imagination and intellect that, still now, any serious attempt
to conceptualize the ‘information age’ needs to go back to his The Coming of Post-
Industrial Society. The book is indeed an academic tour de force. Krishan Kumar
(1978), Bell’s sharpest critic, concedes this when he describes the theory of post-
industrialization as ‘intellectually bolder and tougher by far than anything else . . .
in the literature of futurology’ (p. 7). There were other social scientists in the 1960s
commenting on the direction of change, and a good many of these placed empha-
sis on the role of expertise, technology and knowledge in looking into the future.
None, however, presented such a systematic or substantial account as did Bell.
Further, Bell’s theory of post-industrialism was the first attempt to come to grips with
information and the developing information technologies, and this pioneering
effort established principles which still retain force (cf. Touraine, 1971).

Daniel Bell is a thinker of the very first rank (Jumonville, 1991; Liebowitz,
1985; Waters, 1996). He is the author of numerous highly impressive and influential
works, from The End of Ideology (1961, revised 1962) and the seminal Cultural
Contradictions of Capitalism (1976) to The Coming of Post-Industrial Society itself. To
appreciate Daniel Bell it is necessary to know something about his intellectual style,
his concerns and the historical context in which his work was produced. First off,
while he does indubitably produce a theory of post-industrial society, Daniel Bell is
not an armchair theorist in the sense of being a constructor of unworldly models.
On the contrary, Bell’s approach is as one intensely engaged with the world, one
who seeks to theorize — i.e. to produce generalizable statements — on the basis of
close analysis of what is actually going on. In this way his theory and substantive
analyses are intimately tied. One ought not to be surprised about this. Bell’s back-
ground and being made him passionately concerned about understanding the
world, the better to change it. The son of impoverished Polish immigrants named
Bolotsky, born in poverty in the Lower East Side of New York City and fatherless at
the age of eight months, Bell (1991) was politically engaged from his early teens.
Later on he was a journalist covering labour affairs before taking a position at
Columbia University and developing into one of the most influential of the enor-
mously talented and driven ‘New York intellectuals’, a cohort that included such
luminaries as Seymour Martin Lipset, Irving Howe and Sidney Hook (Bloom, 1986).

Such characteristics do not fit easily with a narrow scholastic career, even if
they express a particular version of the American Dream — as with many of his
peers, born poor and ghettoized, children of immigrants, from a persecuted ethnic
minority, successful by their own talent and dedication. Though he did eventually
achieve a chair at Harvard University, Bell did not sit easily within professional
Sociology. He began work as a journalist, but drifted into academe. A doctorate is
essential to secure academic positions in the USA and is intended as evidence of
technical accomplishment, but Bell did not study for one. Instead he bundled some
essays he had previously written to get the award and to ensure his employment
at Columbia University. He then published the dissertation as The End of Ideology,
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a hugely influential book. Moreover, the questions he addresses are too big and
unwieldy, too capacious and ambitious, to allow for the meticulously designed
research investigations so much approved of by the professional mainstream. Bell
is technically not the most accomplished of Sociologists, preferring references to
the Bible and Shakespeare to the contingency tests on survey data. He has been a
prolific writer, but most of his publications have been outside the mainstream.
Instead of the refereed journal, Bell favoured publications like Dissent, the New
Leader and the Public Interest, intelligent journals aimed at the policy maker and
political thinker. Were he writing in Britain today, it is hard to imagine much of his
work appearing in the Sociological Review; much more likely is it that it would be
published in Prospect, the New Left Review and the London Review of Books.

This does not mean that Bell can be dismissed as partisan. He is politically
engaged, but this does not mean that he lacks the necessary detachment for good
quality academic work. Rather it means that his work is shot through with an
urgent desire to make sense of the world, the better that we may understand that
which we wish to change. This quality is expressed also in his drive to address big
issues. Bell sets out to identify the most consequential features of society today,
its distinguishing elements and the mainsprings of its changes. This is the concern
of his theorizing, the ambition to map the major contours of contemporary life.
With regard to professional Sociology this sets Bell somewhat apart, resulting, in
my view, in a lack of acknowledgement among peers. On the one hand, this focus
on big questions has alienated those professionals focused on manageable topics,
perhaps a case study of the creation of a piece of software or the interactions
among a group of scientists. To such scholars, Bell seems too quick to generalize,
somewhat crude in his explanations, when what is preferable are intricate accounts
of the complexity and contingency of particular phenomena (Webster, 2005).

On the other hand, Bell’s conviction that theory should be intimately engaged
with the world sets him against those in Sociology who conceive Theory as removed
from substantive matters, so that it might be systematically elaborated free from
contamination. It was Bell’s misfortune that The Coming of Post-Industrial Society
was published at a time when much Sociology was sceptical of his big-picture
approach and when Theory aspired to approximate to Philosophy (Mouzelis, 1995).
The result was often a hostile response to Bell within the discipline. He was attacked
for oversimplification and political partisanship from one side, while from another
his theoretical pretensions were too tied up with empirical analysis to satisfy those
who saw Theory as unrelentingly abstract (and the better for that).

This may account for The Coming of Post-Industrial Society appearing in the
early 1970s but quickly going out of print, despite the fact that it powerfully
addressed emergent trends and resonated with many outside academe. It is my
view that Daniel Bell’s determination to paint the big picture while insisting on
the indivisible ties between the construction of theory and analysis of real-world
evidence represents a fine tradition in Sociology, one that has often found itself
slighted in professional circles. It is something he shares with such as the late Ralph
Miliband (1924-94) and Ralph Dahrendorf (1929-2009), who, like Bell, have suf-
fered reputationally because their approach was not fashionable in the mainstream
profession.
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It will be evident that I much admire Daniel Bell and feel that professionally
he has not received the due recognition that he — and the sort of Sociology he
represents — altogether deserves. For sure, his contribution towards understanding
the Information Society, despite some initial interest, was too quickly sidelined. In
this chapter I shall focus on the notion of post-industrial society, and, despite my
admiration, I shall be critical of the theory. I shall argue that PIS is untenable and
that there is reliable evidence to demonstrate this. That his post-industrial theory
has been shown to be incorrect is not inconsistent with admiration of Bell’s
endeavours. In my view he asks the right questions in an appropriate way. As such,
he is always pertinent and provocative.

That said, it is worth asking why it is that Bell’s post-industrial conception
manages to retain appeal among many Information Society adherents. Shallow
commentators on the Information Society often appropriate Bell’s image of post-
industrialism. They seem to say, ‘This is a “post-industrial Information Society”. For
heavyweight elaboration, see Harvard Professor Daniel Bell’s 500-page tome.” Such
an appeal gives authority, insight and gravitas to articles, books and television
specials that offer exaggerated propositions about the direction and character of
the present times and which deserve little serious attention. To demonstrate that
PIS is an untenable notion is therefore to undermine a plank of much popular
commentary on the conditions in which we find ourselves.

However, it would be unjust to condemn Bell for mistakes in his sociology, and
still more unworthy to try to dismiss him because of the company in which he finds
himself. Daniel Bell cannot do much about lesser thinkers hanging on to his coat
tails anyway, but, as regards his sociological misunderstandings, before we detail
them let us give applause for his capacity to get us thinking seriously about the type
of society in which information comes to play a more central role. PIS may be inad-
equately conceived and empirically flawed, contradictory and inconsistent, but
Bell’s best-known work, The Coming of Post-Industrial Society, is, to borrow a phrase
from George Orwell, a ‘good bad book’. Futurists like Alvin Toffler, Nicholas
Negroponte and John Naisbitt, whose paperback speculations capture the largest
audiences, merely produce bad books: intellectually slight, derivative, analytically
inept and naive on almost every count. Daniel Bell, on the other hand, produces
‘good bad’ work. There may be many things wrong with it, but we should acknowl-
edge its qualities: it is academically rich, boldly constructed, imaginative, a scholar’s
delight, altogether a remarkably impressive achievement.

Bell contends that we are entering a new system, a post-industrial society, which,
while it has several distinguishing features, is characterized throughout by a height-
ened presence and significance of information. As we shall see, Daniel Bell argues that
information and knowledge are crucial for PIS both quantitatively and qualitatively.
On the one hand, features of post-industrialism lead to greater amounts of informa-
tion being in use. On the other hand, Bell claims that in the post-industrial society
there is a qualitative shift evident especially in the rise to prominence of what he calls
‘theoretical knowledge’. In the world of PIS, in other words, there is not just more
information; there is also a different kind of information/knowledge in play. With such
features, it will be readily appreciated why Bell’s theory of ‘post-industrialism’ appeals
to those who want to explain the emergence of an ‘Information Society’.
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He is undeniably correct in his perception of increases in the part played
by information in social, economic and political affairs. However, Daniel Bell is
mistaken in interpreting this as signalling a new type of society — a ‘post-industrial’
age. Indeed, PIS is unsustainable once one examines it in the light of real social
trends —i.e. when the ‘analytical concept’ is compared to the substance of the real
world, it is found to be inapplicable. Further, PIS is sustainable as an ‘ideal type’
construct only by adopting a particular theoretical starting point and methodo-
logical approach to social analysis that is shown to be faulty when one comes to
look at real social relations. In short, the project is flawed empirically, theoretically
and methodologically, as the remainder of this chapter will demonstrate. As I write
such a bald critical condemnation, I am impelled to urge readers to engage directly
with Daniel Bell’s publications. He may be mistaken, but his ambition and scholar-
ship cannot fail to address an open mind.

Neo-evolutionism

42

Daniel Bell suggests that the United States leads the world on a path towards a new
type of system — the post-industrial society. Though he does not claim outright
that the development of PIS is an inevitable outcome of history, he does think it is
possible to trace a movement from pre-industrial, through industrial, to post-
industrial societies. There is a distinctive trajectory being described here and it
obviously holds to a loose chronology. Certainly it is not difficult to apply Bell’s
terms to historical periods. For example, Britain in the early eighteenth century
was pre-industrial, i.e. agricultural; by the late nineteenth century it was distinc-
tively industrial, i.e. manufacturing was the emphasis; and nowadays signs of
post-industrialism are clear for all to see, i.e. services predominate. It is hard, look-
ing at Bell’s route planning, to resist the view that the motor of history is headed
towards a fully fledged PIS. Indeed, Bell was confident enough of its direction to
contend in the early 1970s that post-industrialism ‘will be a major feature of the
twenty-first century . . . in the social structures of the United States, Japan, the
Soviet Union, and Western Europe’ (Bell, 1973, p. x).

Evolutionist thinking has usually been out of favour in social science circles,
though it does have a habit of coming and going. Redolent as it is of Social
Darwinism, of that rather smug attitude that we (authors of books who happen to
live comfortably in the richest countries of the world) inhabit a society towards
which all other, less fortunate, ones should aspire and are moving anyway, evolu-
tionism can be hard to defend. It can seem distastefully self-satisfied and, moreover,
is intellectually vulnerable to a number of charges. Two of these are connected and
especially noteworthy. The first is the fallacy of Aistoricism (the idea that it is possible
to identify the underlying laws or trends of history and thereby to foresee the future).
The second is the trap of teleological thinking (the notion that societies change
towards some ultimate goal). In contemporary terms, evolutionist thinking — and
critics would say Bell is an evolutionist — suggests history has identifiable trends of
development in the direction of Western Europe, Japan and, especially, the United
States. It follows from this that, somehow, people do not have to do anything, or
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even worry much, about the problems they encounter in their own societies —
injustices, inequalities, the fickleness or obduracy of human beings — because the
logic of history ensures that they move inexorably onwards and upwards towards
a better and more desirable order.

Daniel Bell is far too sophisticated a thinker to fall for these charges. Indeed,
it is a feature of his work that he is alert to these and other related and well-
rehearsed shortcomings of social science (such as, as we shall see, technological
determinism and technocratic assumptions). He is quick to repudiate such accu-
sations, though for sure denial alone does not ensure innocence.? My view is that
it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that PIS is a superior form of society to any-
thing that has gone before, just as it is hard to resist the idea that we are moving
ineluctably towards ‘post-industrialism’ due to underlying social trends. When I
review Bell’s description of PIS, readers will be able to gauge this commitment to
evolutionist premises for themselves.

Separate realms

But, first, an important theoretical and methodological point that is fundamental
to Daniel Bell’s outlook. In his view PIS emerges through changes in social structure
rather than in politics or culture. Its development most certainly ‘poses questions’
(Bell, 1973, p. 13) for the polity and cultural domain, but Bell is emphatic that
change cannot be seen to be emanating from any one sector to then influence
every other dimension of society. In his view advanced societies are ‘radically
disjunctive’ (Bell, 1980, p. 329). That is, there are independent ‘realms’ — social
structure, polity and culture — which have an autonomy one from another such that
an occurrence in one realm cannot be presumed to shape another. For instance, if
something were to change in the economy, it might certainly present politicians
with opportunities or challenges, but Bell insists that it does not automatically call
forth a retort: the realm of social structure (which includes the economy) is one
thing, the polity quite another.

Put in other terms, Bell is an anti-holist, iterating over and again that societies
are not ‘organic or so integrated as to be analysable as a single system’ (Bell, 1973,
p. 114). He determinedly rejects all totalistic/holistic theories of society, whether
(and especially) they come from the Left and conceive of capitalism as something
which intrudes into every aspect of society, or are more Conservative and believe
society functions in an integrative manner, tending towards order and equilibrium
because each part lends support to the other. Against these approaches Bell
divides contemporary societies, apparently arbitrarily (why just three realms?
Why not an independent realm for law, family or education?), into the three realms
of social structure, politics and culture. As I have said, Professor Bell does not
offer an argument for there being ‘disjunctive realms’ in the modern world: there
just are separate spheres and the social scientist who fails to acknowledge the fact
is in error.

Readers may feel somewhat flummoxed at my making this seemingly abstruse
point. Why bother with Bell’s insistence that societies are divided into separable
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realms? The reason is that, as we shall see, it is pivotal for several aspects of Bell’s
thought. First, it enables him to hold apparently contradictory views simultane-
ously. Bell's much-repeated claim that ‘I am a conservative in culture; socialist in
economics; liberal in politics’ (Bell, 1976, p. xi) hinges on his conviction that there
are three autonomous spheres towards which he can have different views. So long
as he can hold that culture is separate from economics, economics from politics and
so on, Bell can appear to be credible in all three roles — rather than a confused and
contradictory thinker who lacks consistency.

Second, this radical separation of realms enables Bell to sidestep awkward
questions of the degree to which developments in any one realm exert influence
on another. He can, and he does, concede that there are ‘questions’ posed by
events in one sphere for others — but he goes no further than this, concluding that
his concern is only with one particular realm. And that is surely not acceptable.
Since Bell can insist that the realms are independent, he can evade the awkward
issue of stipulating the inter-realm relationships by returning again and again to
his theoretical and methodological premise.

Third, Bell offers us no evidence or argument to justify his starting point
(Ross, 1974, pp. 332—4). Since in the everyday world of human existence issues
pose themselves in ways which involve the interconnections of culture, politics
and social structure, it is surely, at the least, evasive, possibly even an intellec-
tual cheat, for Bell to insist on their ‘radical disjuncture’. To be sure, one can be
leery of collapsing things into all-encompassing categories, but a retort that
proclaims the radical independence of parts is at best naive. Culture has some
autonomy from social structure, no doubt, but it is impossible to ignore ways
in which, for instance, market practices enter into, say, the making and distribu-
tion of movies or television shows, or ways in which class relationships affect
educational experiences, and matters such as what sorts of people become
authors read by particular types of audiences. Intellectual honesty demands
that one examine the character of these interconnections of relatively inde-
pendent parts.

Fourth, one of the most striking features of Bell’s account of PIS is that it
reveals the breakdown of a one-time ‘common value system’ (Bell, 1973, p. 12)
which held throughout society, but which is now being destroyed. Indeed, he
insists that ‘in our times there has been an increasing disjunction of the three
[realms]’ (p. 13). The organizing theme of the brilliant The Cultural Contradictions
of Capitalism (1976) is the breakdown of a once integrated cultural ethos and
requirements of the social structure (Bell argues that it was the nineteenth-century
Protestant character structure, sober, restrained and hard-working, which suited
socio-economic development particularly well by encouraging investment
and thrift). Furthermore, in The Coming of Post-Industrial Society, Bell highlights
trends, such as the increased presence of professionals, that have important con-
sequences for politics (the once common query: will professionals rule?). In draw-
ing attention to such issues Bell is surely underlining the significance, not of
the disjunction of realms, but of their interconnectedness. How did a once unified
culture and social structure come apart and, another side of the same coin, how
many and what sort of linkages remain? If developments in one realm really do
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have consequences for another, then just what is their nature? As critic Peter
Steinfels observes:

Not only is it obvious that the three realms are inextricably intertwined, it is
precisely their interrelationships that intensely concern Bell. For all his ana-
lytical division of the three realms, he cannot get away from the notion of
society as a whole; it crops up again and again in his prose, it is implied when
it is not made explicit, it is the very object of his disquietude . . . [This being
so] Bell needs a theory of the relationship between realms as well as a theory
of their divergences . . . It need not be a simple theory of determination by
one realm . . . but it does need to specify somewhat the extent and the direc-
tions and the modes of interaction.

(Steinfels, 1979, p. 169)

Post-industrial society

As I outline his description of PIS, readers will need to bear in mind this premise
of Daniel Bell’s work, that social structure is separate from politics. Bell contends
that PIS emerges from changes only in the social structure. This includes the econ-
omy, the occupational structure and the stratification system, but excludes politics
and cultural issues. The Coming of Post-Industrial Society is therefore an account of
changes taking place in one sector of society only — and one must not presume,
says Bell, that these are the most consequential parts.

Bell offers a typology of different societies that is dependent on the predomi-
nant mode of employment at any one stage of development. In his view the type
of work that is most common becomes a defining feature of particular societies.
Thus Bell suggests that while in pre-industrial societies agricultural labour is pretty
well ubiquitous, and in industrial societies factory work is the norm, in post-
industrial societies it is service employment which predominates.

Why these changes should have happened is explained by Bell when he identi-
fies increases in productivity as the key to change. The critical factor in moving
from one society to another is that it becomes possible to get ‘more for less’ from
work because of the application of the principle of ‘rationalization’ (efficiency). In
the pre-industrial epoch everyone had to work the land just to eke out a subsistence
existence. However, as it becomes feasible to feed an entire population without
everyone working on the land (for example through improved agricultural prac-
tices, crop rotation and animal husbandry), so it becomes possible to release a
proportion of the people from farms so they may do other things while still being
assured of an adequate food supply. Accordingly, they drift to the towns and vil-
lages to supply growing factories with labour, while buying their food from the
excess produced in the country. As the process continues, thanks to increased agri-
cultural surpluses provided by an increasing minority of the population (the more
farming rationalizes in techniques and technologies, the more it produces with
fewer workers), so it becomes possible to release most people from farming to work
in the burgeoning factory system. The process has never stopped in agriculture, so
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that today tiny numbers are employed in farming, yet productivity is enormous
because of high technology such as combine harvesters, intensive animal hus-
bandry and genetic engineering. Once just about everyone in Britain worked the
land out of necessity and just to subsist; today less than 3 per cent of the workforce
supplies well over half of the entire nation’s food.

With the progression of this process, we enter the industrial era, where fac-
tory labour begins to predominate. And always the ‘more for less’ principle tells.
Hence industrial society thrives by applying more and more effective techniques
in the factories that in turn lead to sustained increases in productivity. Steam
power reduces the need for muscle power while increasing output; electricity
allows assembly lines to operate that produce on a mass scale goods that once
would have been luxuries; already now there are factories where scarcely any
workers are required because of sophisticated computers. The history of industri-
alization can be written of as the march of mechanization and automation that
guaranteed spectacular increases in productivity. The indomitable logic is more
output from fewer and fewer workers.

As productivity soars, surpluses are produced from the factories that enable
expenditures to be made on things once unthinkable luxuries: for example teachers,
hospitals, entertainment, even holidays. In turn, these expenditures of industrial-
earned wealth create employment opportunities in services, occupations aimed at
satisfying new needs that have emerged, and have become affordable, courtesy of
industrial society’s bounty. The more wealth industry manages to create, and the
fewer workers it needs to do this thanks to technical innovations (the familiar motor
of ‘more for less’), the more services that can be afforded and the more people that
can be released from industry to find employment in services.

So long as this process continues — and Bell insists that it is ongoing as we
enter PIS — we are assured of:

* a decline of workers employed in industry, ultimately reducing to a situation
where very few people find work there (the era of ‘robotic factories’, ‘total
automation’, etc.);

+ accompanying this decline in industrial employment, continuing and sustained
increases in industrial output because of unrelenting rationalization;

» continued increases of wealth, translated from industry’s output, which may be
spent on new needs people may feel disposed to originate and fulfil (anything
from hospital facilities to masseurs);

» continuous release of people from employment in industrial occupations;

» creation of a never-ending supply of new job opportunities in services aimed
at fulfilling the new needs that more wealth generates (i.e. as people get richer
they discover new things to spend their money on and these require service
workers).

Bell’s identification of post-industrialism draws on familiar empirical social science.
It is undeniably the case, one detailed as long ago as 1940 by Colin Clark and
quantified later by, among others, Victor Fuchs (1968), that there has been a marked
decline of primary (broadly agricultural and extractive industries) and secondary
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(manufacturing) sector employment and a counterbalancing expansion of tertiary,
or service sector, jobs. For Bell, as we shall see in a moment, a ‘service society’ is
a post-industrial one too.

However, prior to elaborating that, we must emphasize that service sector
employment is, in a very real sense, the end of a long history of transfers of
employment from one sector to another. The reasoning behind this is straightfor-
ward: the ethos of ‘more for less’ impels automation of first agriculture and later
industry, thereby getting rid of the farm hand and later the industrial working class
while simultaneously ensuring increased wealth. To thinkers like Bell these redun-
dancies are a positive development since, towards the end of the ‘industrial soci-
ety’ era, it at once gets rid of unpleasant manual labour and, simultaneously, it
abolishes radical politics — or, more accurately, Marxist political agitation, since,
asks Bell pointedly, how can the proletarian struggle be waged when the proletariat
is disappearing? At the same time, while automation abolishes the working class, it
still leaves the wider society in receipt of continually expanding wealth. And society,
receiving these additional resources, acts according to Christian Engel’s theorem
to develop novel needs that use up these additional resources.? As has been said
earlier, this is what leads to an expansion of service sector employment. Society
gets richer? New needs are accordingly imagined. These result in continually
increasing services such as in hotels, tourism and psychiatry. Indeed, it should be
noted that needs are truly insatiable. Provided there is money to spend, people
will manage to generate additional needs such as masseurs, participative sports,
psychotherapists and, of course, more leisure (a reduced working week so long as
proportionate productivity is maintained), which, in turn, creates jobs such as fit-
ness trainers, professional golfers and swimming instructors. This principle holds
true at both the individual and societal level. As individuals get better off, so they
come to need cleaners for their homes, to eat out regularly at restaurants, to have
employed help for their child care, to have holidays away from home . . . And at the
societal level, as wealth increases, so comes a need for schooling for all children,
for all given ages, for smaller classes, for health treatment for the populace . . .
Needs can never be satiated; so long as wealth increases people and politicians will
create needs to absorb the bounty. Rich individuals, for instance, quickly need
chauffeurs, personal trainers and even style advisors. Similarly, richer societies
invest huge sums of money on pensions and care of the elderly, though life expec-
tancies, and thereby social dependency, continue to expand. More than this, ser-
vice employment has a distinctive trait that makes it especially difficult to automate.
Since it is person oriented and often intangible (it is frequently a therapist, an advi-
sor or counsellor), productivity increases courtesy of machines are not really fea-
sible. How does one begin to automate a social worker, nurse or teacher?

In short, services will increase the more productivity/wealth is squeezed out
of agriculture and industry, but there is not much fear that jobs in services will
themselves be automated. Because of this, an evolutionary process that has held
decisively throughout the pre-industrial and industrial epochs and propelled people
out of agriculture and factories loses its force as we find ourselves in a mature PIS.
With the coming of the post-industrial society we reach an end of history as regards
job displacement due to technical innovations. As such, employment is secured.
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The role of information
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If one can accept that sustained increases in wealth result in service jobs predomi-
nating, one may still wonder where information comes into the equation. Why should
Bell feel able to state boldly that [tlhe post-industrial society is an Information
Society’ (1973, p. 467) and that a ‘service economy’ indicates the arrival of post-
industrialism? It is not difficult to understand information’s place in the theorization.
Bell explains with a number of connected observations. Crucially it involves the
character of life in different epochs. In pre-industrial society life is ‘a game against
nature’ where ‘{o]ne works with raw muscle power’ (Bell, 1973, p. 126); in the indus-
trial era, where the ‘machine predominates’ in a ‘technical and rationalised’ exist-
ence, life ‘is a game against fabricated nature’ (p. 126). In contrast to both, life in a
‘post-industrial society [which] is based on services . . . is a game between persons’
(p. 127). TWThat counts is not raw muscle power, or energy, but information’ (p. 127).

In other words, where once one had struggled to eke a living from the land and
had to rely on brawn and traditional ways of doing things (pre-industrialism), and
where later one was tied to the exigencies of machine production (industrialism),
with the emergence of a service/post-industrial society the material of work for the
majority is information. After all, a ‘game between persons’ is necessarily one in
which information is the basic resource. What do bankers do but handle money
transactions? What do therapists do but conduct a dialogue with their clients? What
do advertisers do but create and transmit images and symbols? What do teachers
do but communicate knowledge? Service work is information work. Necessarily,
then, the predominance of service employment leads to greater quantities of infor-
mation. To restate this in Bell’s later terminology, it is possible to distinguish three
types of work, namely ‘extractive’, ‘fabrication” and ‘information activities’ (Bell,
1979, p. 178), the balance of which has changed over the centuries such that in PIS
the ‘predominant group [of occupations] consists of information workers’ (p. 183).
More mundanely put: in advanced countries there are no longer jobs in coal-mining,
ship-building, engineering, precious few in manufacturing and still fewer in farming.
The openings are in services, from entertainment to health care.

Daniel Bell, however, goes further than this to depict PIS as an especially
appealing place to live for several reasons. First of all, information work is mostly
white-collar employment that, since it involves dealing with people rather than with
things, brings the promise of greater job satisfaction than hitherto. Second, within
the service sector professional jobs flourish, accounting, Bell claimed, for more than
30 per cent of the labour force by the late 1980s (Bell, 1989, p. 168). This means that
the ‘central person’ in PIS ‘is the professional, for he is equipped, by his education
and training, to provide the kinds of skill which are increasingly demanded in the
post-industrial society’ (1973, p. 127). Third, ‘[t]he core of the post-industrial society
is its professional technical services’ (Bell, 1987, p. 33), the ‘scientists and engineers,
who form the key group in the post-industrial society’ (Bell, 1973, p. 17). Fourth, it
is a particular segment of services that ‘is decisive for post-industrial society’. This
is those professionals in health, education, research and government, where we are
able to witness ‘the expansion of a new intelligentsia — in the universities, research
organisations, professions, and government’ (p. 15).
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More professional work, more roles for the intellectuals, more importance
placed on qualifications, and more person-to-person employment. Not only does
this provide an especially appealing prospect, but it also promotes the role of infor-
mation/knowledge. I shall return to this, but should note here that Bell pushes even
further the positive features of PIS. As far as he is concerned, the rise of profession-
als means not only that a great deal more information is in circulation than before
consequent on their work generating greater quantities, but also that society under-
goes decisive qualitative changes. One reason for this is that professionals, being
knowledge experts, are disposed towards planning. As this disposition becomes a
more dominant feature of the society, so it displaces the vicissitudes of laissez-faire.
Because professionals will not be content to leave the future to the unpredictability
of the free market, they will replace the hidden hand with forecasts, strategies and
plans. PIS develops a more intentional and self-conscious developmental trajectory,
thereby taking control of its destiny in ways previously unimaginable.* A second
qualitative change revolves around the fact that, since services are ‘games between
people’ conducted by professionals, the quality of this relationship comes to the
forefront. Scholars are not concerned with the profit and loss they stand to make on
an individual student; what matters is the development of the young person’s
knowledge, character and skills. The doctor does not regard the patient as x amount
of income. Further, and logically following, this person-oriented society in which
professionals’ knowledge is so telling evolves into a caring society. In ‘post-industrial’
society people are not to be treated as units (the fate of the industrial worker in an
era when the concern was with machinery and money), but rather will benefit from
the person-oriented services of professionals that are premised on the needs of the
client. The imperative to plan alongside this impulse to care leads, says Bell, to a
‘new consciousness’ in PIS, which, as a ‘communal society’ (1973, p. 220), promotes
the ‘community rather than the individual’ (p. 128) as the central reference point.
Concerns like the environment, care of the elderly, the achievements of education,
which must be more than vocational, all take precedence over mere matters of
economic output and competitiveness — and, thanks to the professionals’ expertise
and priorities, can be addressed. They represent a shift, attests Bell, from an ‘econ-
omising’ (maximization of return for self-interest) ethos towards a ‘sociologising’
mode of life (‘the effort to judge a society’s needs in more conscious fashion. . . on
the basis of some explicit conception of the “public interest”’) (Bell, 1973, p. 283).

Readers may at this point be reminded of the request to reflect on the charge
that the theory of ‘post-industrial’ society contains evolutionary assumptions. It
is, I think, hard to avoid the conclusion that PIS is a superior form of society, one
at a higher stage of development than its predecessors, and one towards which all
societies capable of increasing productivity are moving.

Intellectual conservatism
What is clear in all of this is that increases in information work and a greater

availability of professional occupations operating on the basis of knowledge-based
credentials lead Daniel Bell to identify a distinctive break between industrial and

49



POST-INDUSTRIAL SOCIETY

50

post-industrial societies. While it is incontestable that there is more information
employment than hitherto, and that there is an obvious increase in information in
use, there are major problems with Bell’s argument that post-industrialism marks
a system break with previous societies.

One difficulty is with the rather shaky foundations on which Bell constructs
his theory of a new type of society. There is no inherent reason why increases in
the number of professionals, even striking ones, should lead one to conclude that
anew age is upon us. For instance, it seems reasonable to suppose that if, say, the
pattern of industrial ownership remained the same and the dynamic which drove
the economy stayed constant, the system — occupations apart — would remain intact.
No one has suggested, for example, that a country such as Switzerland, because it
is heavily reliant on banking and finance, is a fundamentally different society from,
say, Norway or Spain, where occupations are differently spread. All are recognizably
capitalist, whatever surface features they may exhibit.

To be sure, Bell and his sympathizers have two responses to this. The first
revolves around the question: what degree of change does one need to conclude
there has been a systemic break? The only honest answer to this is that it is a matter
of judgement and reasoned argument — and [ produce reasons to support my judge-
ment of systemic continuity below. Second, it must be conceded that Bell, with his
commitment to separate ‘realm’ analysis, could reply that changes along one axis
represent a new social order even while on other, unconnected, dimensions there
are continuities. Ipso facto his commitment to there being an identifiable ‘post-indus-
trial’ society evidenced by occupational and informational developments could be
sustained. I shall reply to these defences below in the section immediately following
(pp. 53-7) by arguing that his anti-holism is untenable and that it is possible to dem-
onstrate that there are identifiable continuities that have a systemic reach.

But before we proceed to these more substantial arguments, there is another
reason to suspect the idea of a new ‘post-industrial’ era emerging. This may be
explored by examining the reasons Bell offers by way of explanation of the transi-
tion from the old to the new regime. When we ask why these changes occur, Bell
appeals to arguments that are remarkably familiar in social science. Such is this
intellectual conservatism that we have grounds to be sceptical about the validity
of his claim that a radically new system is emerging.

Let me clarify this. As we have seen, the reason for change, according to Bell, is
that increases in productivity allow employees to shift from agriculture and industry
to services. Productivity increases come from technological innovations that gave us
more food from fewer farmers and more goods from factories with fewer workers. As
Bell says: [T]echnology . . . is the basis of increased productivity, and productivity
has been the transforming fact of economic life’ (1973, p. 191). It is this productivity
that lays the basis for PIS since its beneficence pays for all those service occupations.

What is particularly noticeable about this is that it is a very familiar form
of sociological reasoning and, being an expression of technological determinism,
one which is deeply suspect in social science. It carries two especially dubious
implications: (1) that technologies are the decisive agents of social change; (2) that
technologies are themselves aloof from the social world, though they have enormous
social effects. Where, critics ask, are people, capital, politics, classes, interests in this
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(Webster and Robins, 1986, ch. 2)? Can it be seriously suggested that technologies
are at once the motor of change and simultaneously untouched by social relations?
Whatever happened to the values and powers that determine R&D budgets? To
corporate priorities in investing in innovation? To government preferences for this
project rather than for that one? Technologies are undoubtedly important in making
social changes, but they do not spring out of the ether. They are nurtured in com-
plex social and economic circumstances, and the latter necessarily have conse-
quences for their genesis. For example, computer tomography and the scanners
that undertake this imagining are routinely used in medical diagnosis. They were
developed by an entertainment corporation, EMI, in the 1960s when money was
flush from the success of the Beatles’ music. However, EMI divested itself of scan-
ners a few years later because they did not fit with its commercial strategy.

More important than details of the objection to technological determinism
here is the need to fully appreciate the more general character of Bell’s intellectual
conservatism. Presenting this old proposition, that technology is the driving force
of change (traceable through a lineage at least to Henri Saint-Simon and Auguste
Comte, writing during the early stages of industrialization), is heavily criticized in
virtually every sociology primer. Its deep-rootedness in the history of social thought
really must lead one to query Bell’s assertion of the novelty of ‘post-industrialism’.

Moreover, another source of his views reinforces this suspicion. This is found
in his indebtedness to Max Weber — a major founder of classical sociology who
wrote in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries of the industrial changes
taking place around him - and in particular his interpretation of Weber as the
major thinker on ‘rationalization’. Bell tells us that Weber thought ‘the master key
of Western society was rationalisation’ (Bell, 1973, p. 67), which, in Bell’s terms,
means the growth of an ethos of ‘more for less’ or, more prosaically, ‘the spread
through law of a spirit of functional efficiency and measurement, of an “econo-
mising” attitude (maximisation, optimisation, least cost) towards not only material
resources but all life’ (p. 67). Put otherwise, the increase in productivity, indeed of
the application of new technologies themselves, is at root all a matter of ‘ration-
alisation’. To Bell ‘the axial principle of the social structure is economising — a way of
allocating resources according to principles of least cost, substitutability, optimi-
sation, maximisation, and the like’ (p. 12, original emphasis).

Again, what we see here is Bell offering a remarkably familiar — and vigorously
contested — account of change (cf. Janowitz, 1974). And it is one that lies further
behind his argument that productivity comes from technological innovation. Bell
explicitly refuses the charge of technological determinism. But he can claim this
only because there is a cause of change still more foundational and determining —
rationalization, the hidden dynamic of ‘more for less’ that drives technology itself
(and is usually manifested in technological innovation). As Bell’s foremost critic,
Krishan Kumar, appositely observes:

Almost every feature of Bell’s post-industrial society can be seen as an exten-
sion and a distillation of Weber’s account of the relentless process of ‘ratio-
nalisation’ in western industrial societies.

(Kumar, 1978, p. 235)
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It might be objected that it is possible to be intellectually conservative while still
satisfactorily explaining radical social change to a new type of society. And this
may be so, but not, [ think, in Bell’s scenario. This is because, in his derivation from
Weber, what we are alerted to in his writing is a restatement of arguments which
themselves emphasize not breaks with the past, but rather continuities.

Bell's dependence on themes central to nineteenth- and early twentieth-century
social scientists whose concern was to explore the emergence and direction of indus-
trialism undermines his case for PIS being novel. After all, it is odd, to say the least, to
borrow arguments from classical social theorists that were developed to understand
the development of industrialism, only to assert that they actually account for the
emergence of a new, post-industrial society. Krishan Kumar again comments tellingly:

post-industrial theorists do not seem to realise the significance of acknowledg-
ing their intellectual mentors. They do not apparently see that to be drawing so
heavily and so centrally on the classic analyses of industrialism makes it highly
implausible that they can be describing the transition to a new order of society.
In what can the novelty of that order consist, if the society continues to be
dominated by the persistence of the central and, so to speak, defining process
of classic industrialism?

(Kumar, 1978, p. 237)

The emphasis on the role of ‘rationalisation’ leads Bell down a number of well-
trodden paths, each of which carries warning signs from fellow social scientists.
Prominent among these is that, from his argument that all industrial societies ‘are
organised around a principle of functional efficiency whose desideratum is to get
“more for less” and to choose the more “rational” course of action’ (Bell, 1973, pp.
75-6), he is inevitably endorsing a convergence theory of development which
ignores, or at least makes subordinate to this ‘rationalisation’, differences of politics,
culture and history (Kleinberg, 1973). Insisting that there are ‘common character-
istics for all industrial societies: the technology is everywhere the same; the same
kind of technical and engineering knowledge (and the schooling to provide these)
is the same; classification of jobs and skills is roughly the same’ (Bell, 1973, p. 75),
Bell necessarily contends that all societies are set on the same developmental
journey, one which must be followed en route to PIS.

Another, related, difficulty with this is the problem Bell has in reconciling his
view that the productivity gains from the social structure (the ‘economising’ mode
of industrial societies) must be sustained to enable continued expansion of the
service sector, which in turn generates a ‘sociologising’ or community conscious-
ness. Since he tells us that the latter will become a defining feature of PIS, and with
this an outlook sceptical of mere economic output, while simultaneously the econ-
omy must expand to support PIS, we are left with a puzzle: are we still mired in
‘industrial society’, even with multitudes of service workers, where the bottom line
is still ‘more for less’, or have we really moved beyond the ethos? In answer one
must note that we can scarcely be talking about a post-industrial society when the
continued existence and development of an automated and productive industrial
system are requisites of all the post-industrial changes Bell envisages.
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Post-industrial service society?

[ am suspicious of a theory of post-industrialism that is so derivative of sociology
that was developed to conceive the major features of industrialism. I have also
expressed scepticism about PIS on grounds that there is no necessary reason why
more professional occupations — and all the informational activity that goes with
them — should represent a radically new society. However, there seem to me still
more decisive reasons for rejecting Bell’s depiction of ‘post-industrial society’.

These can be understood on closer analysis of what Bell takes to be the major
sign of PIS’s emergence, the growth of services. In what follows I shall demonstrate
the continuities with established relations that the expansion of services repre-
sents, quite in contrast with Bell’s postulate that it indicates a break with the past. As
I do this, by reviewing what may be termed the Gershuny and Miles critique, after
its most authoritative formulators, we shall see again that the concept of ‘post-
industrial society’ is unsustainable.

To recapitulate: Bell cites the undeniable fact that the service sector of the
economy has expanded while industrial and agricultural sectors have declined as
prima facie evidence of the coming of ‘post-industrialism’. Logically, it seems
clear that, with services continuing to grow, and within services professional occu-
pations expanding especially fast, provided sufficient wealth can be generated
from productivity increases in agriculture and industry due to efficiency increases,
ultimately almost everyone will find employment in services. So long as wealth is
forthcoming from the other two sectors, there is, in principle at least, no end to
service expansion since people will constantly dream of ways of spending their
wealth (which stimulates service employment), while the service occupations that
are created, being people oriented, are insulated from automation. This is certainly
the conclusion Bell draws from his historical review: he cites figures which show
that in 1947 over half the United States’ workforce was in the ‘goods-producing’
sectors and 49 per cent in the service sector; by 1980 this was projected to change
to 32 per cent and 68 per cent respectively (Bell, 1973, p. 132). This trajectory has
been verified by the course of events, with every data set subsequently produced
demonstrating an expansion of the service sector as a percentage of total employ-
ment, with services generally in excess of 70 per cent of the total labour force.
Hence it does seem plausible for Bell to perceive a new society, ‘post-industrialism’,
being erected on the basis of its predecessors.

It is important that we understand the reasoning being applied here. Bell is
dividing employment into three separate sectors — primary, secondary, tertiary
(broadly, agriculture, manufacture, services) —but he is also decisively linking them
in the following way. He is arguing that services are dependent on the outputs from
the other two sectors in so far as services consume resources while agriculture and
manufacturing generate them. Put in more vulgar terms, he is assuming that the
wealth-creating sectors of society must subsidize the wealth-consuming realms.
This is, of course, a very familiar nostrum: for example, schools and hospitals must
spend only what ‘we can afford’ from the wealth created by industry.

A key point to be grasped is that Bell is not simply taking the classification of
employment into different sectors as indicative of the rise of a post-industrial society.
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He is also operating with a theory of causation, which underpins the statistical
categories. This is frequently unstated, but it is ever present, and it is the assump-
tion that increased productivity in the primary and secondary sectors is ‘the motor
that drives the transformative process’ (Browning and Singelmann, 1978, p. 485)
towards a service-dominated ‘post-industrial’ era. Unfortunately for Bell, this
presumption is false.

The first, and, I think, lesser, problem is that Bell’s ‘stages’ view of develop-
ment — from pre-industrial, to industrial, finally reaching post-industrialism as
wealth expands sufficiently to allow, initially, a majority in manufacturing, with later
most moving to service sector employment — is historically cavalier. Just as the
‘over-tertiarization’ of Third World countries, now regarded as a sign of malad-
justment, suggests there is no historical necessity that an industrial base be
founded for services, so too — and here more tellingly against Bell — there is little
evidence to support the notion that advanced societies have progressed from a
situation of majority employment in industrial production to one in services. The
most spectacular change has not been one of transfer from factory to service
employment, but from agriculture to services. Moreover, even in Britain, historically
the most industrialized of countries, the proportion of the labour force occupied
in manufacture was remarkably stable at 45-50 per cent between 1840 and 1980,
and it was the collapse of manufacturing industry due to recession and govern-
ment policies during the 1980s, combined with the feminization of the workforce,
which dramatically reduced this proportion to less than one-third.

All this is to say that talk of evolutionary shifts from one sector to the next is at
the least dubious. Other than in England, nowhere has a majority of the population
at any time worked in industry, and even in England it is hard to sustain the argu-
ment that employment has shifted in any sequential way. To be sure, the theory of
post-industrial society could account for the more common practice of employ-
ment transfer from agriculture directly to services by positing a ‘leapfrog’ explana-
tion. That is, such is the rapidity of automation that a society may jump from
pre-industrialism to post-industrialism in the course of a generation or so because
productivity advances in both agriculture and industry are unbounded. In this case,
while one may retain doubts about Bell’s theme of ‘from goods to services’, it is
possible to hang on to the idea that expanded services emanate from the bounty of
productivity growth in the other two sectors.

It is the second criticism of Bell’s conviction that wealth must be created in
agriculture and industry as a prerequisite of service expansion that is most telling.
A starting point for this attack is the observation that ‘services’ is a residual cate-
gory of statisticians interested in examining employment by economic sectors,
something which accounts for anything not classifiable in the primary or secondary
sectors and which has been described as ‘a rag-bag of industries as different as
real-estate and massage parlours, transport and computer bureaux, public admin-
istration and public entertainment’ (Jones, 1980, p. 147). The point in stressing the
generality and leftover constitution of service industries is that the classificatory
convenience that separates the tertiary sector from others is grossly misleading. It
is the social construction of the category ‘services’ as industries apart from — yet
dependent upon — the fruits of manufacture and agriculture which misleads and
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allows Bell to suggest, with superficial force, that services will expand on the basis
of increased productivity in the primary and secondary sectors. However, it is
only at a conceptual level that the service sector can be regarded as distinct from
yet dependent on other areas of society.

This becomes clear when, following Jonathan Gershuny and Ian Miles, we
explore further the meaning of services. Paradoxically, Daniel Bell’s theory of
post-industrial society nowhere directly defines what a service is. Throughout
Bell’s writing the service sector is contrasted with the industrial, and we are told
that PIS arrives with a switch ‘from goods to services’, but what a service actually
is is not made clear. However,

it becomes obvious by contrast with the nature of goods: goods are material,
permanent, made by people using machines, which are sold or otherwise
distributed to people who thereafter may use them at will. Services, we infer
by contrast, are immaterial, impermanent, made by people for people.
(Gershuny, 1978, p. 56)

Bell’s entire theory of PIS as a distinctly different stage of development requires
that service work be perceived as the opposite of goods production, because it is the
supply of services (perceived as ‘games between people’, informational and intan-
gible) which distinguishes PIS from ‘industrial’ society, where most workers were
employed in the fabrication of things. It is Bell’s thesis that a society moves out of
industrialism when it has sufficient wealth to lay out on immaterial services, which
in turn generate service occupations that account for the majority of employment
and that do not produce goods, but rather consume resources created elsewhere.

The premise of this model of society and social change is challenged when
one examines the substance of service work (i.e. services in terms of occupations
rather than sectoral categorizations) and the real relations between the tertiary
and other industrial sectors.

It is apparent upon closer examination that service occupations, defined as
those the outputs of which are non-material or ephemeral (Gershuny and Miles,
1983, p. 47), are not limited to the service sector. An accountant working in a bank
or in an electronics factory can be categorized as belonging either to the service or
manufacturing sector, though the work done may scarcely differ. Similarly, a car-
penter working in a college of education or on a building site can be in either cate-
gory. What this implies is that industrial classifications do not fully illuminate the
type of work performed, and that many producers of goods can be found in the
service sector, while many non-producers are in the primary and secondary sectors.
In fact, Gershuny and Miles calculate that as much as half the growth in service
occupations is a result of ‘intra-sector tertiarisation’ rather than inter-sector shifts
(1983, p. 125).

For example, when a manufacturer expands white-collar staff, perhaps in
marketing, training or personnel, the firm is taking on service workers to better
allow the company to stay in business more effectively, by, for instance, improving
sales methods, teaching workers to be more efficient or more carefully selecting
employees. These are each expressions of an increased division of labour within a
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particular sector which boosts the number of service occupations. Most impor-
tantly, however, such examples must lead us to reject Bell’'s presentation of the
service sector as some sort of parasite on the industrial base. If we can recognize
similar occupations across the sectors (managers of all sorts, clerks, lawyers, etc.),
we surely cannot assert that in one sector some of these occupations are produc-
tive while in another all they do is consume the resources generated from the other.
One has, rather, to cast doubt on the value of a sectoral division which suggests one
is wholly productive while the other is concerned only with consumption.

This does bring into question the use of regarding society in terms of separate
sectoral levels, but the definitive rejection of such a way of seeing comes when one
looks more closely at the service sector itself. What one sees there is that a good
deal of service sector work is engaged, not in consuming the wealth created by
industry, but in assisting its generation. Gershuny, in contending that ‘the growth
of the service sector of employment . . . is largely a manifestation of the process
of the division of labour’ (Gershuny, 1978, p. 92), leads one to realize the ‘system-
atic link between the secondary and tertiary sectors’ (Kumar, 1978, p. 204) and the
consequent absurdity of sharply distinguishing realms in the manner of Bell.

Browning and Singelmann, for instance, identify ‘producer services’ such as
banking and insurance that are largely a ‘reflection of the increasing division of
labour’ (Browning and Singelmann, 1978, p. 30). It is only by donning a pair of theo-
retical blinkers that one can perceive services as distinctly apart from production
activities. The following observation from Gershuny is subversive of all theoriza-
tions that foresee services springing from the ‘productivity’ of the ‘goods producing
sector’:

the important thing to note about tertiary industry is that though it does not
directly produce material goods, a large proportion of it is closely connected
with the process of production in the slightly wider sense. The distribution
industry, for instance, does not itself make any material object, and yet is an
integral part of the process of making things — if products cannot be sold they
will not be produced. Similarly, the major part of finance and insurance is
taken up with facilitating the production or purchase of goods . . . though, in
1971, nearly half of the working population were employed in tertiary indus-
try, less than a quarter of it — 23.1% — was involved in providing for the final
consumption of services.

(Gershuny, 1977, pp. 109-10)

Even education, something which appears at first sight to be an archetypical Bellian
service as a non-producer which consumes resources, owes much of its rapid
growth to the wider society’s need to systematize the training of its workforce, to
engage in research activities to ensure improvements in productivity and effective
supply of managers, to produce adequate supplies of engineers and linguists for
corporations.

The bald point is that the division of society into wealth-creating and wealth-
consuming sectors or, more explicitly with Bell’s theory of ‘post-industrialism’, into
goods-producing and service sectors, is a ‘heroic oversimplification’ (Perkin, 1989,
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p. 501). It feeds commonsense prejudices to think in these ways, but, as historian
Harold Perkin bitingly observes with reference to a closely cognate opposition:

The notion expressed by so many corporate executives, that the private
sector produces the wealth which the public sector squanders, is manifestly
false. It is just as valid to claim that the public sector produces and maintains,
through the education and health services, most of the skills on which the
private sector depends. In a complex interdependent society such claims and
counter-claims are as naive and unhelpful as the pot calling the kettle black.
(Perkin, 1989, p. 502)

Services and manufacture

So the notion that services are readily separable from other work activities, let
alone employment sectors, is false. It is possible to extend the critique by further
drawing on the work of Gershuny and Miles. In a number of propositions devel-
oped in their book The New Service Economy (1983), Gershuny and Miles turn on
its head Engel’s theorem as they remind us of the ex post facto logic Daniel Bell
draws upon to explain the growth of service sector employment.

To reiterate: Bell, starting from the indisputable fact that there is more service
employment about nowadays, looks back from this to deduce its expansion from
Engel’s rule that, as one gets wealthier, so one’s additional income is spent on
services. People must be spending more on services, argues Bell, since there are
so many more service employees around now. Initially this does appear plausible.
However, it is mistaken, and it is a mistake which stems from Bell’s failure to look
at what service workers actually do. As we have seen already, a great deal of service
work can be accounted for by differentiation in the division of labour aimed at
making more effective the production of goods.

Another major problem with Bell’s account is his failure to consider that people
might satisfy their service requirements by investing in goods rather than in employ-
ing service workers to do it for them. Gershuny and Miles come to this proposition
by reversing Engel’s theorem, wondering whether the case has not been that, rather
than increased riches leading to extra expenditure on personal services to satisfy
needs, a relative increase in the cost of service workers, along with cheapened
service products becoming available, might have led to the satisfaction of service
requirements through the purchase of goods rather than the employment of people.
Put more directly: people want services as their standard of living increases (Engel’s
theorem conceded), but they are not prepared to pay the price of people doing the
services for them when there are service products available on the market that they
can buy and use to do the service for themselves — for example, people want a
convenient way of cleaning their homes, but because they are not prepared to pay
wages to a cleaner, they get a vacuum cleaner to do it for themselves; or they
would like their home decorated regularly, but because they will not pay for com-
mercial painters, they invest in the do-it-yourself (DIY) equipment and get on with
it themselves.
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Gershuny and Miles agree that Engel’s theorem still holds, and people do
indeed want services, but the cost of having that service performed by another
person becomes unattractive when set against the price of buying a machine to
do it. In turn, this consumer demand for services in the form of goods ‘can . . .
produce pressure for innovation in service provision’ (Gershuny and Miles, 1983,
p. 42), which means that service requirements impact on manufacture itself.
Instances such as the automobile industry and consumer electronics are pointers
to the trend of fulfilment of service needs by goods rather than through employ-
ment of service workers. Gershuny (1978) himself claims, with impressive empir-
ical documentation, that the spread of service products signifies the growth of a
‘self-service economy’ — almost the antithesis of Bell’s ‘post-industrial service
society’ — which is likely to continue to intrude into both service sector and ser-
vice occupation employment. As he puts it:

careful examination of changes in employment and consumption patterns . . .
reveals, not the gradual emergence of a ‘service economy’, but its precise
opposite. Where we would expect, according to . . . [Bell’s] dogma, to find a
considerable rise in the consumption of services, we find instead a remarkable
fall in service consumption as a proportion of the total. Instead of buying ser-
vices, households seem increasingly to be buying — in effect investing in —
durable goods which allow final consumers to produce services for themselves.

(Gershuny 1978, p. 8)

Furthermore, these service products ‘form a fundamentally important source of
change in the overall industrial structure’ (Gershuny and Miles, 1983, p. 121). The
‘industrialisation of service production’ (p. 84) is a pointer to what others whom
we shall encounter in this book have called ‘consumer capitalism’, where the pro-
duction and consumption of goods and services are to be regarded as intimately
connected. And they underscore a recurrent criticism of Daniel Bell’s theoretical
and methodological presuppositions, that to conceive of society as divisible into
distinctly separate realms is profoundly misleading. The historical record shows
that ‘the economies of the Western world during the 1950s and the 1960s were
dominated by the consequences of social and technological innovations in the
nature of provision for a particular range of service functions, namely transport,
domestic services, entertainment’ (p. 121). In other words, far from the ‘industrial’
sector of the post-war societies determining the amount of wealth (or ‘goods’)
available to pay for more service workers, the major activity of industry was the
manufacture of service products, in response to clear demand from consumers, that
could substitute for service employees. Bell’s theorization cannot begin to account for
this since an adequate explanation must jettison insistence on separate realms of
society from the outset.

Gershuny’s critique must mean that we reject Bell’s notion of post-industrial
society. And this rejection must be quite sweeping, dismissing everything from
Bell’s anti-holistic mantra (societies are not radically disjuncted, but rather intri-
cately connected) to his general account of social change as an evolution through
stages towards a ‘service economy’. His explanation for the emergence of PIS is
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misconceived, his description of an emergent ‘caring’ society unconvincing, and
his insistence that it is possible to identify separate employment sectors (which are
yet causally connected, with services being dependent on the goods-producing
level) is incorrect.

One is forced to take the view that more service sector employment, more
white-collar work, and even more professional occupations — all of which Bell cor-
rectly highlights — do not announce a ‘post-industrial’ epoch. On the contrary,
these trends are each explicable as aspects of the continuity of an established,
and interdependent, socio-economic system. Furthermore, while these shifts and
changes do lead to increases in information and information activities, it is an
error to move from this to assert that a ‘post-industrial Information Society’ has
emerged.

I would add a coda to this final remark. It can be conceded readily enough
that there is a good deal more information work going on in contemporary socie-
ties than hitherto. This, after all, is a starting point of this book. As we have seen,
Bell puts the growth of information employment down to increases in person-to-
person occupations founded in an expanding service sector. However, it has not
been a difficult task to demonstrate that, contra Bell, the real economy is an inte-
grated one, and that, rather than the service sector consuming resources from the
goods-producing sector, many service occupations have expanded to aid its oper-
ation. This being so, it raises the question of the significance of information and
information work in the present circumstances.

It has been suggested that here, in general commercial affairs, we can see a
heightened importance given to informational activities. Some commentators
suggest that the economy — wider than simply agriculture and manufacture,
incorporating all (and arguably more) enterprise which contributes to GNP
(gross national product) — has nowadays an especially acute need for information,
one which is more urgent and pressing than those occupied in the consumer
services of which Bell makes so much. In other words, producer services (informa-
tional work such as banking, advertising, R&D, online data services, computer
software supply and management consultancy) are indeed axial to present levels
of economic activity. It may be that they have promoted an increased centrality
of information in recent decades. Political economist Bill Melody thinks so. He
writes that

Most information goods and services are used by industry rather than con-
sumers . . . We need to . . . recognise that information . . . is fundamental to
almost all productive activity, in a modern economy. The changing role of
information lies behind the restructuring of all industries and the creation of
the global information economy.

(Melody, 1991, p. 2)

As this book develops, we shall meet other thinkers who, while rejecting the ‘post-
industrial service society’ scenario, do agree that information and information
activities moved to take a strategically more important part in economic, social
and indeed political affairs in the late twentieth century.
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The foundations of Bell’s ‘post-industrial’ model are insecure. As such, it is apparent
that his equation of ‘post-industrial’ and ‘information’ societies is untenable: since
his argument that professional, white-collar and service work represents PIS is
miscued, so must collapse his assertion that ‘post-industrialism’ is an adequate
account of the information age. Above all, perhaps, there are no signs of a break
with former societies appearing — indeed quite the reverse. As Krishan Kumar
observes, ‘the trends singled out by the post-industrial theorists are extrapola-
tions, intensifications, and clarifications of tendencies which were apparent from
the very birth of industrialism’ (Kumar, 1978, p. 232). This being so, we must
refuse the idea of post-industrialism as a way of understanding the present con-
cern with information. This does leave us with the undeniable fact that there is a
good deal more information work taking place in advanced societies, though it
is insufficient to assert that this, in and of itself, engenders a new sort of society.
Just as one cannot assert that more service occupations prove there is emerging
a new sort of society, so it is not enough to contend that more information of itself
represents a new society.

However, if we cannot accept that more information can of itself create a
new sort of society in the way Bell envisages, there are other elements of his
views on information that deserve attention. Describing post-industrial society,
Bell sees not only an expansion in information as a result of more service sector
employees. There is another, more qualitatively distinct, feature of information in
PIS. This is Bell’s identification of what he calls ‘theoretical knowledge’. Now,
while an expansion of professionals will certainly increase the number of people
using and contributing to ‘theoretical knowledge’, we are not considering here a
mere quantitative — and hence relatively easily measured (numbers of lawyers,
scientists and so forth) — phenomenon. It is, rather, a feature of PIS which distinc-
tively marks it off from all other regimes and which has profound consequences.
It is not even altogether clear how it fits with much of Bell’s other descriptions of
PIS (occupational changes, sectoral shifts and the like), since ‘theoretical knowl-
edge’s’ centrality to PIS does not, in principle at least, require major changes in
jobs or, indeed, the nature of work.

It does, however, have enormously significant effects on all aspects of life.
Bell’s argument is that ‘what is radically new today is the codification of theoretical
knowledge and its centrality for innovation, both of new knowledge and for eco-
nomic goods and services’ (Bell, 1989, p. 169). This feature allows Bell to depict

[t]he post-industrial society [as] a knowledge society [because] the sources of
innovation are increasingly derivative from research and development (and
more directly, there is a new relation between science and technology because
of the centrality of theoretical [sic] knowledge).

(Bell, 1973, p. 212)

The constituents of ‘theoretical knowledge’ can be better understood by contrast-
ing PIS with ‘industrial’ society. In the past innovations were made, on the whole,



POST-INDUSTRIAL SOCIETY

by ‘talented amateurs’ who, encountering a practical problem, worked in an
empirical and trial-and-error way towards a solution. One thinks, for example, of
George Stephenson developing the railway engine: he was faced by the practical
difficulty of transporting coal from easily accessible collieries situated a distance
from rivers and in response he invented the train, which ran on tracks and was
powered by steam. Stephenson accomplished this without benefit of advanced-
level education and knowledge of scientific principles of steam power or traction.
Or, again, we have James Watt’s steam engine, developed from his attempts to
improve the functioning of Thomas Newcomen’s earlier model. And in the early
twentieth century we have Henry Ford, a talented tinkerer who pioneered the
automobile without benefit of formal schooling in engineering, but with an insa-
tiable curiosity and an enviably practical dexterity.

In contrast, PIS is characterized by ‘the primacy of theory over empiricism and
the codification of knowledge into abstract systems of symbols that . . . can be used
to illuminate many different and varied areas of experience’ (Bell, 1973, p. 20). This
means that innovation nowadays is premised on known theoretical principles; for
example, computer science takes off from Alan Turing’s seminal paper ‘On
Computable Numbers’, which set out principles of binary mathematics, and the
extraordinary miniaturization of integrated circuits that has allowed the ‘micro-
electronics revolution’ was founded on known principles of physics. Again, the
potentially awesome consequences of genetic engineering stem from the identifi-
cation and codification of humankind’s genetic make-up, an ambition that drives
the Human Genome Project. As Bell puts it, production in PIS is ‘primarily depend-
ent on theoretical work prior to production’ (Bell, 1973, p. 25).

The proposal is that nowadays theory is pre-eminent not just in the area of
technological innovation, but even in social and economic affairs. For example,
governments introduce policies that are premised on theoretical models of the
economy. These may be variable — Keynesian, monetarist, supply side and so
forth — but they are, nonetheless, each theoretical frameworks which underpin any
day-to-day decisions ministers may make in response to exigencies. Elsewhere,
one may instance the primacy of theory in social affairs, for example in the crea-
tion of educational and medical provision, where experts make their decisions on
the basis of theoretical models of the operation of family structures, lifestyle var-
iations and demographic trends. Recent debates, as well as formulation of policies
in the UK and beyond, on provision of pensions into the mid-twenty-first century,
revolve around projections and models of age structures, longevity, morbidity,
employment and migratory patterns.

It is salutary to reflect here on contemporary policies oriented towards resolv-
ing environmental problems. It quickly becomes evident that these are not merely
responses to particularly pressing problems (an oil spillage at sea, desertification).
They do involve such contingencies, of course, but they are also proposals devel-
oped on the basis of theoretical models of the ecosystem’s sustainability. Thus, for
instance, environmental debates are routinely informed by theoretical projections
on matters such as population growth, fish stocks and the condition of the ozone
layer. Practical policies are imaginable only on the basis of these sorts of theoreti-
cal models, as in, for example, appropriate reactions to a noticeably dry or warmer
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summer in the UK, things comprehensible only in a context of theoretical models
of the long-term likelihood of and consequences of global warming. To be sure,
such models, even if complex, are at present inchoate, but they and other instances
help us to appreciate that, while theoretical knowledge does not have to be ‘true’
in any absolute sense, it does play a decisive part in our lives. The theoretical
knowledge used here is often imprecise, but this does not undermine the point
that it is a prerequisite of action. Where once actions were responsive to practical
issues (a technical problem, a social obstacle), nowadays much of life is organized
on the basis of theories — of abstract, generalizable principles — of behaviour.

Bell thinks this change has important consequences. Perhaps most important,
the primacy of theory in all spheres gives PIS a capacity to plan and hence to
control futures to a much greater degree than previous societies. This capability
of course accords with the professionals’ predisposition to organize and arrange
life. In addition, theories are made more versatile thanks to the advent of informa-
tion technologies. Computerization allows not just the management of ‘organized
complexity’, but also, through programming, the creation of ‘intellectual technol-
ogy’ (Bell, 1973, p. 29) that incorporates knowledge (rules, procedures and the
like) and in turn facilitates innovations based on theoretical knowledge. For
instance, MRI (magnetic resonance imaging) scanners are a key tool of medical
diagnostics. They were developed on the basis of known principles of the physics
of magnetization and of the atomic nuclei of the human body. Sir Peter Mansfield,
a Professor of Physics, was awarded the Nobel Prize for developing the mathe-
matics that made MRI scanners practically useful for radiologists. Mansfield’s
mathematical formulae are integrated into the scanner, which takes several thou-
sand images in each individual case, so the radiologist, whose expertise is diagno-
sis of bodily maladies and malformations, has no need to be trained in maths or
physics. His or her theoretical knowledge is in the domain of medicine; the MRI
scanner incorporates the ‘intellectual technology’ of other sciences so the radiolo-
gist may get on with his or her own job.

Theoretical knowledge is undeniably an arresting idea, one that does, prima
facie, define a new type of society that hinges on the generation and use of infor-
mation/knowledge. If theory is at the point of initiation of developments, in con-
trast to one-time practical demands, then such knowledge could be said to herald
a new sort of society. Moreover, we are not talking here merely of more white-
collar workers or more bits of information being produced, but of a new founda-
tional principle of social life.

Nonetheless, a difficulty with this notion is defining precisely what is meant
by theoretical knowledge (Kumar, 1978, pp. 219-30). Theory evokes abstract and
generalizable rules, laws and procedures, and, with this, there can be agreement
that advances, especially in scientific knowledge, have resulted in their codifica-
tion in texts which may be learned by would-be practitioners and which in turn
become integrated into their practical work. This principle can reasonably be
thought to be at the heart of research and development projects at the forefront
of innovations, but it is clearly in evidence too in a large range of professions such
as architecture, engineering, construction, food handling and even the design of
much clothing.
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However, there are those who would extend the notion of theoretical knowl-
edge to encompass a much vaster range, all of which could be cited as evidence
of a knowledge-based society. Here, for example, one might include the training
of many white-collar employees in law, social services, accountancy, etc. as evi-
dence of the primacy of knowledge in the contemporary world. Indeed, one might
argue that the whole of higher education is concerned largely with transmitting
theoretical knowledge. After all, it is a common refrain, in Britain at least, that the
rapid transition to mass higher education (with over 30 per cent of the age group
now attending universities) has been required by the need to equip appropriately
large numbers of people to operate successfully in the ‘knowledge society’. Such
knowledge as is transmitted is undoubtedly codified and generally abstracted
from practical applications, and it is even generalizable, though it is surely of a
different order of magnitude to the theoretical knowledge expounded in sciences
such as chemistry and physics.

Nico Stehr (1994), proposing that we now inhabit a ‘knowledge society’, does
extend the definition of theory in such a way, arguing that nowadays knowledge
has come to be constitutive of the way that we live. Recourse to theoretical knowl-
edge is now central to virtually everything that we do, from designing new tech-
nologies, producing everyday artefacts, to making sense of our own lives when we
draw upon large repositories of knowledge to help us better understand our own
location.

Here we are extending the idea of theoretical knowledge a great deal, but it
is helpful in so far as Stehr (2001) echoes themes in the work of social theorist
Anthony Giddens that merit comment (I discuss Giddens further in Chapter 11 of
this book). Stehr proposes a threefold typology of the development of knowledge,
from meaningful (the Enlightenment ideal of knowledge for better understanding),
through productive (knowledge applied to industry), to action (where knowledge is
intimately connected to production, with, for example, the inclusion of intelligent
devices, and where it influences the performance of one’s everyday activities).
This latter form of knowledge appears close to Giddens’s emphasis on what he
refers to as the intensified reflexivity of ‘late modern’ existence. What Giddens high-
lights here is that, and increasingly, modernity has been a story of people’s release
from the strictures of nature and restrictive forms of community, where it appeared
that one had to do what one did as it was a matter of ‘fate’, towards individuals
and groups making choices about their own and collective destinies in circum-
stances of ‘manufactured uncertainty’. That is, the world increasingly is not
bounded by fixed and unchangeable limits, but is rather recognized as malleable
and the outcome of human decisions. A requisite of this is heightened self- and
collective interrogation, otherwise reflexivity, though this is not to be perceived as
some trend towards self-absorption. Quite the contrary, it is premised on open-
ness to ideas, information and theories from very diverse realms, which are exam-
ined and incorporated as circumstances and people so decide.

A key point here is that a ‘post-traditional’ (Giddens, 1994) society that is
characterized by intensified reflexivity of actors and institutions hinges on infor-
mation/knowledge. Of course, some of this is local and particular (one’s biogra-
phy reflected upon, a company carefully scrutinizing its sales and stock records),
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but a great deal is also abstract, emanating especially from electronic media and
from other, notably educational, institutions. If one accepts Giddens’s argument
that we do inhabit a world of ‘high modernity’ in which reflexivity is much more
pronounced than hitherto, it is feasible to conceive of this as heightening the
import of information and knowledge in contemporary life. A world of choices,
for both organizations and individuals, is reliant on the availability and generation
of detailed and rich information. If one accepts Giddens’s contention that ours is
an era of intensified reflexivity on the basis of which we forge our material as well
as social conditions, it follows that this will sustain and will demand a complex
and deep information environment. It is perhaps not quite the same sort of theo-
retical knowledge as that which Daniel Bell has proposed, but in so far as it is
abstract and codified it could find inclusion in a suitably widened category:.

Nevertheless, there are reasons why we should hesitate to depict any novel
Information Society in these terms. Not least is that Anthony Giddens himself is
reluctant to do so. While he does emphasize that a ‘world of intensified reflexivity
is a world of clever people’ (Giddens, 1994, p. 7), he appears unwilling to present
this as other than an extension of long-term trends. Life today is certainly more
information intensive, but this is not sufficient to justify projections that it repre-
sents a new sort of society.

In addition, Giddens has also raised doubts about the novelty of theoretical
knowledge. In 1981 he observed that ‘there is nothing which is specifically new
in the application of “theoretical knowledge” . . . Indeed . . . rationality of tech-
nique . . . is the primary factor which from the beginning has distinguished indus-
trialism from all preceding forms of social order’ (1981, p. 262). This being so, we
return to the problem of designating as novel today’s society in which theoretical
knowledge is prevalent.

Giddens’s objection also begs the key question: just what do commentators
mean by theoretical knowledge? It is clear, from the quotation above, that Giddens
feels that the classical sociologist Max Weber’s conception of formal rationality
which underpins purposive (goal-directed) action (most famously manifested in the
growth of bureaucratic structures) might apply on one definition. After all, it
involves abstract and codifiable principles, rules and regulations (the entire bureau-
cratic machine), as well as requiring from participants command of abstract knowl-
edge (how the system works). Theoretical knowledge, in these terms, is not much
more than learning the rules and procedures of how bureaucracies function. If so,
one is forced also to ask what is especially new about this. This being so, PIS’s
emphasis on knowledge is essentially an extension and acceleration of industrial-
ism’s priorities and we are back to rehearsing doubts about the novelty of PIS.

This leads us to the wider complaint about the imprecision of the term theo-
retical knowledge. If, for instance, the ‘primacy of theoretical knowledge’ is taken
to refer to known scientific principles (the boiling point of water, the conductivity
of elements, etc.) which are codified in texts, this is one matter. However, if theo-
retical knowledge is taken to include hypothetical models such as the relation
between inflation and unemployment, poverty and life chances, or social class
and educational opportunity, this surely is another. It may be that such theoretical
knowledge is distinguishable from laws of physics only by degree, but this remains
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an important difference nonetheless. If theoretical knowledge is perceived as the
prominence in modern life of the expert systems that operate services such as
water and sewage systems, air traffic control and the telephone networks, on the
basis of systematic monitoring of activities which are ongoingly (re)organized on
the basis of established principles (of toxicity, safety of margins and so forth), this
too is another thing. Alternatively, if theoretical knowledge is to be understood
as a trend towards very much more intensified reflexivity among individuals as
well as institutions, on the basis of which they then shape their future courses of
action, this is another thing again. Finally, if the rise of theoretical knowledge is to
be chartered by the spread of educational certification — a common strategy — this
is to introduce still another significantly different definition. Such imprecisions
lead one to be suspicious of theoretical knowledge as a criterion for distinguishing
an Information Society, albeit that a shift towards the primacy of theory does
appear to be a marked feature of recent history. It is a subject well worthy of fur-
ther exploration.

Conclusion

Daniel Bell began some years ago to substitute the concept ‘Information Society’
for ‘post-industrialism’. But in doing so he did not significantly change his terms
of analysis: to all intents and purposes, his ‘Information Society’ is the same as his
‘post-industrialism’. However, we have seen in this chapter that his analysis cannot
be sustained.

Undeniably, information and knowledge — and all the technological systems
that accompany the ‘information explosion’ — have quantitatively expanded. It
can also be readily admitted that these have become central to the day-to-day
conduct of life in contemporary societies. Nonetheless, what cannot be seen is
any convincing evidence or argument for the view that all this signals a new type
of society, ‘post-industrialism’, which distinguishes the present sharply from the
past. To the extent that this criticism is valid, all talk of developments in the infor-
mational domain representing the coming of ‘post-industrial society’ must be
refused.

It has been demonstrated that Daniel Bell’s division of society into separate
realms, and his further division of the economy into distinct employment
sectors — a principle that is essential to support the entire structure of his post-
industrial model — collapses on closer examination. Services, white-collar work,
even professional occupations have all grown, and they have all manifested
greater concern with handling, storing and processing information, but, as we
saw, there is no reason here for interpreting their expansion as consequent
upon more wealth flowing from a ‘goods-producing’ sector to a separate realm
of consumption. On the contrary, services have expanded to perpetuate and
secure an established, interconnected, economy (and, indeed, wider political
and cultural relations). There is no novel, ‘post-industrial’ society: the growth of
service occupations and associated developments highlight the continuities of the
present with the past.
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For the same reasons, more information and more information employees,
a starting point for so many enthusiasts struck by the differences between the
present and earlier periods, cannot be taken to signal a new social system. As
Krishan Kumar bluntly has it, ‘the acceptance of the growing importance of infor-
mation technology, even an information revolution, is one thing; the acceptance
of the idea of a new industrial revolution, a new kind of society, a new age, is quite
another’ (1992, p. 52).

Bell’s emphasis on ‘theoretical knowledge’, analytically if not substantively
separable from the more quantitative changes referred to above, has greater
appeal than his ‘from manufacture to service’ theme of post-industrialism. Being
a qualitative change, with profound consequences for planning and control of
social affairs, it is an arresting thought for anyone interested in social change and
the possible significance of information/knowledge in the contemporary world.
Intuitively it is persuasive, though it is underdeveloped in the writing of Bell and
distinctively secondary to his emphasis on occupational change. In the writing of
Bell either it is too vague to be readily applicable or, where made more precise,
serious doubts may be cast on its novelty and weight. Nonetheless, it is in my view
the most interesting and persuasive argument for our inhabiting an ‘Information
Society’ today and the reason why I return to it in Chapter 11 and 13.

We remain with the fact of living in a world in which information and infor-
mational activity form an essential part in daily organization and much labour. On
any measure the scale and scope of information have accelerated dramatically.
Understandably, social scientists yearn to explain and account for this develop-
ment. Our conclusion here is that it cannot be interpreted in Bell’s ‘post-industrial’
terminology. Bell’s ambition to impose the title ‘post-industrialism’ on the
‘Information Society’ simply will not do. If we want to understand the spread and
significance of information in the present age we must look elsewhere.

1 Bell distinguishes the terms conceptually as follows: information means ‘data pro-
cessing in the broadest sense’; knowledge means ‘an organised set of statements
of fact or ideas, presenting a reasoned judgement or an experimental result, which
is transmitted to others through some communication medium in some systematic
form’ (1979, p. 168). In practice he often uses the two terms interchangeably when
discussing post-industrial society, though, as we shall see, some of his theorizing de-
pends on a particular meaning of the term knowledge.

2 John Goldthorpe complained in 1971 of a ‘recrudescence of historicism’ among
social scientists, and he charged Bell directly, ‘even though historicist arguments
may not be openly advanced or may be actually disavowed’ (Goldthorpe, 1971,
p. 263).

3 ‘As national incomes rise, one finds, as in the theorem of Christian Engel . . . that the
proportion of money devoted to food at home begins to drop, and the marginal incre-
ments are used first for durables (clothing, housing, automobiles) and then for luxury
items, recreation, and the like. Thus, a third sector, that of personal services, begins
to grow: restaurants, hotels, auto services, travel, entertainment, sports, as people’s
horizons expand and new wants and tastes develop’ (Bell, 1973, p. 128).
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4 At this point sceptics need to suspend questions regarding the role of high-powered
graduates with degrees in subjects such as physics, maths and economics who, in vast
numbers, entered banking and finance in the City following the 1987 ‘Big Bang’ deregu-
lation and whose ventures unleashed ‘casino capitalism’ (Strange, 1997, 1998) — and
complex mathematical models for derivatives, hedges, arbitrage, etc. — and did much
to bring about the crisis of 2008 with which we are still contending (Lanchester, 2010;
Lewis, 2011). It is also pertinent that Adair Turner (2009), one-time head of the City’s
Financial Services Board, described some of this work as ‘socially useless’.
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CHAPTER FIVE

Regulation School

Each generation easily comes to believe that circumstances in its time are unprec-
edented. And of course they are in so far as each period is historically unique.
Some scepticism is in order when hearing those who move beyond this truism to
announce that we are going through a ‘second industrial revolution’ to enter an
Information Society. When we encounter such heady talk we might usefully read
and reflect on some serious history — one quickly discovers that ours is not the only
period of anxiety, upheaval and innovation. But this need for hesitancy does not
mean we should remain insensitive to change. Noteworthy transformations are
taking place today and we need to take cognizance of them, even while we try to
avoid hyperbole. It is widely acknowledged that established relationships are
undergoing major change and that, in addition, the pace of change is quickening.

Take occupations: not very long ago most working-class boys in Britain’s
industrial areas such as South Wales and the North East could expect to follow
their fathers into the collieries, shipyards or steel works. Those jobs, already
reduced in the 1960s and 1970s, have almost disappeared altogether. In these
regions new occupations tend to be either state-created ‘govvies’ or in areas
such as call centres, tourism, leisure and personal care. The terrain and scents
of these regions have even been recast, with landscaped former waste heaps
forested and the distinctive aroma of coke-fired smelting ovens long gone
(Kynaston, 2007). Indeed, occupations such as coal miner that stamped parts of
Britain with a distinctive identity (and accounted for as much as 5 per cent of the
workforce a century ago) are now becoming as anachronistic as the silk weavers
of Spitalfields.

In late 2007 the West entered its deepest recession since the 1930s, after over
a decade of growth. Following the burst of a financial bubble created by easy
credit and questionable banking practices, finance houses collapsed or were forced
into mergers (Northern Rock, Lehman Brothers, Merrill Lynch . . .). Across national
borders, notably in Europe, ‘austerity’ policies followed that meant large-scale
redundancies, cuts in public expenditure and reductions in pensions. Worklessness
has hit hardest the young and peripheral countries such as Ireland, Spain and
Greece. Disparate protests have followed, notably the loose-linked Occupy
Movement and the emergence of neo-fascist parties that target immigrants and
fiercely assert nationalism. There is palpable discontent with established politics
and the practices of financial capitalism.
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Politically most people had got used to a world divided into two camps after
1945. But 1989 put an end to that, with what were among the most momentous
upheavals of the twentieth century bringing about the collapse of Communist
regimes just about everywhere (China remains the major exception, with its queer
combination of authoritarian Communism and support for the market). In the
space of a few months, what had become an apparent fixture of the political scene
had gone. The Soviet Union broke apart, as did the former Yugoslavia, while East
and West Germany recombined. The ‘transitional’ economies such as Ukraine,
Bulgaria and Estonia have experienced enormous upheaval and uncertainty, and
no one can be confident about their long-term future, but a return to the past is
unimaginable.

Socially we have had major, if intermittent, riots on the mainland of Britain
over the past thirty-five years, erupting in urban centres such as London, Liverpool,
Birmingham, Bradford and Bristol. Attacks on police, arson and looting marked
many of these insurrections. An especially virulent series of riots, heavily racial-
ized, took place in London and elsewhere in August 2011 that led to several deaths
and much property destruction. We cannot know for sure when such lawless upris-
ings will next recur, but there are few doubts that they will be repeated at some
times and in some places in the future. There have been similar such uprisings in
places as far apart as Paris (where the banlieues raged for weeks late in 2005 and
there were smaller repetitions in 2007, 2009 and 2012) and Los Angeles (where
intermittent riots broke out during the 1990s, causing massive property damage as
well as costing dozens of lives). Less dramatic, but perhaps as unsettling, we are
experiencing profound changes in intimate relations, all reflected in changing
family forms (what sociologists call ‘families of choice’ to encompass same sex
relations, cohabitation and remarriages) and the daily anxieties of parents about
what to do for the best for their offspring (and, increasingly common, stepchildren).
Moral guardians may cry, ‘Back to basics’ and politicians insist on ‘respect’, but few
think that urban lawlessness will be easily halted or that it is possible to resurrect
marriage ‘till death us do part’ when children were just ‘brought up’.

It is easy enough to admit of all this turmoil, not least because we are made
aware of it by more intensive and extensive mass media than have ever before
been available. Every day on our televisions we learn about political instabilities,
about economic problems and about disturbing social issues. Since every home
has access to television, and since each television set is supplemented by several
radios, newspapers, magazines and free sheets, we are not surprised that people
can agree things are changing radically and at an accelerating pace. What these
changes mean is, of course, a matter of debate, but of the scale, scope and rapidity
of change itself there is little dispute.

That people become aware of changes largely through media alerts us to the
fact that a key feature of upheaval is information and, of course, the technologies
which handle, process and act upon it. The mass media themselves have been
radically changed by new ways of gathering and transmitting information —
from lightweight video cameras, now mostly mobile phones, which make it pos-
sible to access areas once hard to penetrate, to global satellite links which make it
feasible to receive pictures on screens thousands of miles away in the space of a
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few minutes. The whole world could watch as the Berlin Wall came down, when the
former Yugoslavia was torn apart between 1992 and 1996, when the Twin Towers
were demolished by hijackers using civilian aircraft as bombs in September 2001
and while the Iraq War raged from the ‘Shock and Awe’ invasion in 2003. Huge
expansion of the symbolic environment — books, pamphlets, radio, television,
video, the internet — has also meant that information on issues such as sexual rela-
tions, their satisfactions and their difficulties (from expectations of behaviour to
the AIDS epidemic) is more widely available than hitherto, and this unavoidably
enters our consciousnesses.

But the import of information in current change is much more than matters
of increasing the messages audiences receive. Many new jobs, for instance, are
today what one might call informationally saturated, requiring not so much manual
dexterity and effort, but talking, writing and guiding, something illustrated poign-
antly by former coal miners now employed in showing visitors around the recon-
structions of collieries in industrial museums such as at Beamish in County
Durham and at the Black Country Living Museum in Dudley, West Midlands.
There is also a widespread awareness that new technologies are an integral ele-
ment of the turmoil itself: the application of computers in factory work means we
cannot expect much job expansion there and very many of the jobs of the future
presume familiarity with computerized equipment. Moreover, computerization
accelerates changes in the here and now, and promises continuous change and a
consequent need for ongoing adaptation among the workforce. Further, the exten-
sion of telecommunications around the globe means not only that it is easy to
contact friends and relations pretty well anywhere in the world, provided they are
near a phone, an internet café or a computer terminal, but also that economic and
political strategies can, and indeed must, be developed and instigated with a sen-
sitivity towards global factors.

Quite how much information and information technologies are causes or cor-
relates of the tremendous changes taking place is a difficult matter to judge, but
there are few dissenters from the view that change is deep seated, that it is taking
place on a broad front, that it has been accelerating in recent decades and that
information is an integral part of the process.

Moreover, change is much more than a matter of coming to terms with events
and exigencies. As I implied at the start of this chapter, it is easy enough to recollect
times that are more challenging then those we face today. For instance, the uncer-
tainty and upheaval of the years 1939-45 put anything today in the shade for most
people with a trace of historical sensibility. Yet the key difference nowadays is
surely that changes are not just a matter of encountering crises of one sort or
another, but of almost routine challenges to our ways of life. Thus after the Second
World War nations could reconstruct themselves, aiming to improve on what went
before, but by and large endeavouring to create a world that was familiar to most
people. Factories would be reopened, former jobs taken up, old habits renewed.
The pace and reach of change today challenges us on all fronts, from the oblitera-
tion of once secure occupations to reproduction of the species, from confidence in
national identity to alarms about health and safety, from assaults on religious beliefs
to questioning of moral values.
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There are numerous attempts to understand the major forms of these changes,
some of which we have already encountered and others that I shall discuss in later
chapters. To some scholars we are amidst a transfer from an industrial to a post-
industrial society, with Daniel Bell and others suggesting it is much to do with a
shift from a manufacturing to a service society; to such as Zygmunt Bauman
(1992) it indicates the transition from a modern to a postmodern world; to Scott
Lash and John Urry (1987) it represents a move from organized to disorganized
capitalism; while to Francis Fukuyama (1992) it reveals nothing less than the ‘end
of history’, the triumph of the market economy over a bankrupted collectivist experi-
ment. Each of these scholars endeavours to explain much the same phenomena,
though with different emphases and, of course, strikingly different interpretations
of their meaning and significance (Fisher, 2010).

To restate a major theme of this book: writers such as Daniel Bell and Alvin
Toffler set out to persuade us that we are moving into a new type of society, the
arrival of the Information Society. Most thinkers we encounter in this chapter
acknowledge changes, but stress that they are mutations of capitalism, thereby
underlining that familiar practices and principles remain in force, albeit that infor-
mation has come to play a core role in ensuring capitalism’s continuity into the
twenty-first century. And, to state the obvious, this is no mere academic debate. If
the argument that we are now living in a profoundly different society prevails, it
follows — as we saw with Daniel Bell — that some forms of critique and campaigns
for change are invalidated. Contrariwise, should one be persuaded that capitalism
remains the primary factor, rather familiar terms of analysis and action retain their
force (though these may be pro or anti capitalism).

In this chapter I want to concentrate on thinkers who may be divided, for
analytical reasons, into two interlinked camps, one suggesting that the way to
understand contemporary developments is in terms of a shift from a Fordist to a
post-Fordist era, the other arguing that we are leaving behind a period of mass pro-
duction and entering one in which flexible specialization is predominant. These
approaches are, in my view, among the most systematic and influential accounts
of contemporary social, economic and political change.

It should be said that within these two schools there are differences of opin-
ion and in what follows I shall try to indicate something of this variety, at the same
time holding on to my analytical framework. In my discussion of a purported
transition from Fordism to post-Fordism it is my intention to concentrate on ideas
emanating from what has become known as Regulation School theory. Here major
originators are economists Alain Lipietz (1987), Michel Aglietta (1979, 1998) and
Robert Boyer (1990), though I shall incorporate several independent analysts. As
I turn to flexible specialization theorists I focus attention on the most influential
single publication in that area, Michael Piore and Charles Sabel’s The Second
Industrial Divide (1984).

To present the full depth, disagreement and diversity of these contributions is
too formidable a task for a single chapter, so I shall be offering a simplified account
of what I intend to be an encompassing review. That said, in my discussion I shall
pay particular attention to the role and significance of information in change and in
these explanations. I do this not only for the obvious reason that information is the
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subject of my book, and not only because, as we shall see, information is at the
centre of all these accounts of supposed transition, but also because it will allow
greater appreciation of information’s salience and particular forms in the contem-
porary epoch.

Regulation School theory
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The fundamental question asked by Regulation School is: how does capitalism
ensure its perpetuation (Boyer and Saillard, 2002)? How does a system that is
premised on the achievement of profit and continuous expansion achieve stability?
Or, to put this in terms Regulation School theory thinkers prefer: how is capitalist
accumulation secured? They have little patience with assertions that capitalism
tends towards equilibrium if left alone, insisting that much more is needed to
ensure social order than the ‘hidden hand’ of the market. Of course, it could be
argued that any system which is in a constant state of motion, and capitalism is
undeniably one such, is inherently unstable and that therefore there is something
odd about Regulation School’s search for the roots of stability in a dynamic econ-
omy (Sayer and Walker, 1992). Regulation School thinkers concede the point that
instability is part and parcel of capitalist relations, freely admitting that employees
will always want more from their employers than the latter are willing to give, that
inter-firm competition will mean there is a perpetual need for innovation, that
corporate takeovers are part and parcel of economic life. However, they are also
taken with the question: how does capitalism manage to continue in spite of all
these sources of tension? In other words, Regulation School seeks to identify ways
in which instabilities are managed and contained such that continuity can be
achieved amidst change. How does capitalism manage to readjust so it can be
regularized over time? To the degree to which they address this question they may
be thought of as trying to present an alternative to neoclassical theories of general
economic equilibrium.!

Regulation School thinkers seek to examine the regime of accumulation that
predominates at any one time. By this they mean to identify the prevailing organi-
zation of production, ways in which income is distributed, how different sectors of
the economy are calibrated and how consumption is arranged. Their contention is
that, since the mid-1970s or so, the ongoing crises with which we are more or less
familiar (recession, unemployment, bankruptcies, labour dislocation, etc.) are
addressed by the establishment of a new regime of accumulation to replace the
one that secured stability for a lengthy period after the Second World War. The sug-
gestion is that the Fordist regime of accumulation, which held sway from 1945 until
the mid-1970s, became unsustainable and that, hesitatingly and with considerable
disruption, it gave way to a post-Fordist regime which would — perhaps — sustain
the health of capitalist enterprise.

In what follows I shall concentrate attention on contrasting the Fordist and
post-Fordist regimes of accumulation. This will, inevitably, be at the expense of
much attention being given to modes of regulation by which social control is
achieved, from legal statutes to educational policies. Readers ought to be aware of
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that omission in what follows (Hirsch, 1991). Particularly as they read of attempts
to construct a post-Fordist regime during the 1980s, they might reflect on the con-
trol mechanisms that were introduced during those years, from Margaret Thatcher’s
fatal weakening of the labour movement during the 1980s through changes in the
legal status of trades unions, to revisions of the structures and syllabuses of schools
and higher education, to reorganization of local government — notably the abolition
of a major government critic, the Greater London Council (Kavanagh, 1990).

Fordist regime of accumulation, 1945-73

Regulation School theorists contend that these years may be characterized as the
Fordist-Keynesian era, during which a number of interconnected features ensured
that the system as a whole maintained equilibrium. Briefly, this was an expansion-
ary period in which mass production and consumption were in reasonable bal-
ance, in which state involvement in economic affairs helped keep that harmony,
and in which government welfare measures assisted in this as well as in upholding
social stability.

Because Ford was the pioneer of production techniques which allowed the
manufacture of goods at a price which could encourage mass consumption, while
he was also at the forefront of payment of (relatively) high wages which also stim-
ulated the purchase of goods, his name has been applied to the system as a whole.
However, it would be an error to suppose that Ford’s methods were established
either everywhere or in the same way (Meyer, 1981). Rather, the terminology indi-
cates that the Ford corporation was the archetype, especially at its peak in the
post-Second World War phase when it came to represent many of the key ele-
ments of advanced capitalist enterprise. Similarly, since Keynes is the economist
whose policies are most closely associated with state intervention in industrial
affairs the better to manage matters, the term Keynesian should be understood
paradigmatically rather than as suggesting that governments acted in a uniform
manner across different nations.

The Fordist—Keynesian era had a number of important distinguishing features.
We consider each of the most significant in turn.

Mass production

Mass production of goods was the norm. Here, in areas such as engineering, electri-
cal goods and automobiles, it was characteristic to find standardized products cre-
ated in large volume in largely undifferentiated patterns (fridges, vacuum cleaners,
televisions, clothing, etc.) from manufacture using common processes (the assem-
bly line system). Typically, manufacturing plants were large; at the upper end the
Ford factory in Detroit had 40,000 employees on the one site, but even in England
the motor vehicle plants in Oxford (Cowley) and Birmingham (Longbridge) each
had considerably over 25,000 workers in the late 1960s; and, since everywhere
cost-effective mass production required the economies of scale which came with
size, factories of several hundred or even thousands of employees were typical.
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Thus in the United Kingdom by 1963 fully one-third of the labour force in private
sector manufacture worked for organizations with at least 10,000 on their payroll
and over 70 per cent of people in manufacture worked in companies with more
than 500 employees (Westergaard and Resler, 1975, pp. 151-2). A corollary was
the development of distinctive localities, often entire towns, though more com-
monly a particular district — known by what they produced: for example Derby for
its railway works and Rolls-Royce factory, Shotton, Corby and Consett for their
steel works, Shildon and Swindon for railway construction, Coventry for its auto-
mobiles and Birmingham for engineering enterprises.

Industrial workers

Throughout this period the predominant group in employment was industrial
workers. These were those predominantly male, blue-collar employees in manu-
facture and some extractive industries that evidenced strong regional and class
attachments that were echoed in political affiliations and attitudes. Constituting
70 per cent of the British workforce in 1951, male manual workers still accounted
for almost 60 per cent of the total twenty years later (Harrison, 1984, p. 381) and,
in the early 1960s, about 60 per cent of all employment was located in sectors
covering a range of industrial activities from mining to chemical production, while
43 per cent of jobs were accounted for by manufacturing alone.

In industry there was a high degree of unionization among the workforce that
was recognized by most employers and channelled into institutional arrange-
ments for handling labour and management relationships. At the local level this
found expression in agreed negotiation procedures while at the highest levels it
was reflected in a tendency towards what became known as corporatism
(Middlemas, 1979), in which arrangements employers’ representatives, trade
union leaders and politicians would meet to resolve issues of mutual concern.
This reached its peak in the 1960s with ‘beer and sandwiches’ meetings at 10
Downing Street and the formulation of the Social Contract between the Prime
Minister and leading trade unionists.

Above all, perhaps, the longest boom in capitalism’s history meant continual
economic growth and, with it, full employment. Unemployment in Britain virtually
disappeared, rates hovering around 2 per cent throughout the 1950s and early 1960s.
This ‘frictional unemployment’, accounted for chiefly by those temporarily out of
work while seeking alternative jobs, meant there was stability, assurance and con-
fidence for the majority of the population.

Mass consumption
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Over these years mass consumption became the norm, facilitated by (relatively)
high and increasing wages, decreasing real costs of consumer goods,?2 full employ-
ment, the rapid spread of instalment purchase?® and credit facilities, and the stimu-
lation that came with the growth of advertising, fashion, television and cognate
forms of display and persuasion.



REGULATION SCHOOL

In the United Kingdom, lagging some way behind the United States, ordinary
people gained access to hitherto scarce and even unimagined consumer goods —
from toiletries and personal hygiene products, stylish and fashionable clothing,
vacuum cleaners, fitted carpets, refrigerators, radios and televisions, to motor cars —
in the years following on from 1945. Thus by 1970 nine out of ten homes had a
television, seven out of ten a fridge, and over six out of ten a washing machine,
while car ownership rose from 2.3 million in 1950 to 11.8 million in 1970, leaving
over half the nation’s households in possession of a car (Central Statistical Office,
1983, Table 15.4).

Most important, mass consumption relied on working-class people gaining
access to what was offered since it was they, being the overwhelming majority,
who constituted the biggest market for goods. As they achieved entry, so did they
verify the slogan of the then Prime Minister Harold Macmillan that people ‘had
never had it so good’. Indeed they had not, since consumer goods had simply
been unavailable at affordable prices for the mass of the population (major excep-
tions, of course, were ‘beer and baccy’).

More than this, however, mass consumption became an axis of continuous and
stable mass production. That is, during this epoch it became clear that steady and
sustained mass consumption of goods was a requisite of an expanding production
base which in turn ensured full employment. During the Fordist era the health of
the economy was increasingly determined by the strength of consumer purchases
(and by extension borrowing and credit terms), notably in automobiles and white
goods, but extending much further into other less prominent areas. Baldly, it
became something of a virtue to consume, a remarkable transformation since
previously the dread of poverty and the insecurities of employment made many
unwilling to ‘take on debt’ (Kynaston, 2007; cf. Ewen, 1976).

The crucial point is that there was achieved some calibration, some mutual
balance, between mass consumption and mass production. This supplied what
one might think of as a virtuous circuit by which continued growth of consump-
tion supported full employment, and jobs for all boosted consumer expansion. To
ensure that this continued, a whole edifice of marketing and design techniques
was developed — annual model changes in cars, a burgeoning advertising industry,
new layouts of shops, trade-in deals and easy terms for purchase — but most
important was the assurance of full employment and continuous real increases in
income. So long as consumer demand was strong (and the state intervened fre-
quently to ensure that it was), the economy could remain vibrant.

Nation state and national oligopolies

Throughout this period the nation state was the locus of economic activity and
within this territory sectors were typically dominated by a cluster of national oli-
gopolies. That is, surveying the industrial scene, one would characteristically iden-
tify three or four dominant companies in any one area, be it electronics, plastics or
engineering. In line with this, in 1963 the leading five businesses in British manufac-
ture accounted for almost 60 per cent of all sales in any trade area (Westergaard and
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Resler, 1975, p. 152). More generally, the top one hundred companies achieved
one-third of all Britain’s manufacturing output in 1960, underlining the hold of
large corporations. Moreover, indigenous companies had a firm hold on the
domestic market, manufacturing industry being, as late as 1968, 87 per cent British
by output.

With hindsight we can see that British industry was rather comfortably situated.
It controlled most of the domestic market, it had few competitors, it was participat-
ing in steadily growing and secure markets and, increasingly, it was vertically and
horizontally integrated such that it could maximize control and co-ordination over
its interests.

Planning

Underpinning much else was an acknowledged role for planning (Addison, 1975),
something most vividly manifested in the growth of the Welfare State, but also
expressed in a broad consensus as regards the legitimacy of state involvement in
the economy (i.e. Keynesian policies were bipartisan). Significantly, for example,
the tide of nationalizations in the UK that followed the Second World War and
took over much energy supply and communications was turned back by the
Conservatives only in the steel industry during the 1950s. Other areas such as
coal, gas and electricity were accepted across the party divide. The suggestion of
Regulation School theorists is that this sort of accord bolstered extensive planning
in many areas of life, as well as winning support from most people who felt that
state-supplied education and health especially were of great benefit to them-
selves, thereby helping maintain stability through the Fordist system.

This description of the Fordist regime of accumulation involves much gener-
alization, a good deal of which critics will find objectionable. Portraying the post-
war decades in Britain as stable and prosperous too easily underestimates stubborn
problems of poverty, conflict and economic uncertainty. Many who have lived
through the 1950s and 1960s may find it somewhat strange to see this period
described as an era in which taboos against credit were removed or as a time
when British industries were immune from foreign competition (Sandbrook, 2005,
2006). Further, the depictions of Fordism too easily generalize from particular
North American and West European experiences of post-war development. Just
what application this has for, say, Malaysia, Japan or even for Italy and Greece is
a moot point.

Again, the question of periodization is problematical — when, precisely, was
Fordism? As we have noted, Henry Ford established his factories in the second
decade of the twentieth century, and it is worth remembering that the concept
was originated by Marxist Antonio Gramsci in an essay written during the early
1930s (Gramsci, 1971, pp. 277-318). It is generally argued that Britain lagged
behind the leading Fordist country, the United States, but the fixing of dates (why
1945 onwards?) is rather puzzling, as, indeed, is a label applied to nations with
markedly different forms of state intervention (compare, for instance, the more
laissez-faire orientation of the United States with France).
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At a later stage I shall present further criticisms of the Regulation School
model, but stick here with the general accuracy of this description of Fordism’s
features. One may get a better appreciation of the Fordist regime by taking into
account some of the major social and economic trends and events of the 1970s.
It was at this time that, amidst a sharp recession and the shock of sudden large-
scale oil price rises in 1973, there came about awareness that developments were
taking place that meant the Fordist regime was no longer sustainable. Post-
Fordism, signalled by the trends that undermined Fordist conditions, began to
emerge during this period. As we shall see, at the centre of these changes were
ways of handling, storing and acting on information.

Globalization

Probably the most important factor that has led to the downfall of Fordism, and
something which is often thought of as a defining characteristic of the post-Fordist
era, is globalization. In recent years the term has become one of the most fre-
quently used by social scientists as well as by political and business leaders con-
cerned with managing change (Held et al., 1999; Steger, 2003). It is a long-term
development, one still far from accomplished, but which accelerated during the
1970s and has continued since. The term refers not merely to an increasing inter-
nationalization of affairs that suggests more interaction between autonomous
nation states. Globalization means much more than this: it signals the growing
interdependence and interpenetration of human relations alongside the increasing
integration of the world’s socio-economic life. There is a tendency to conceive of
globalization as primarily an economic affair, manifest in the tying together of
markets, currencies and corporate organizations. It is this, but it is simultaneously
a social, cultural and political condition evident in, for example, an explosive
growth of migration, tourism, hybrid musical forms and heightened concern for
global political strategies to meet threats and challenges to survival.

Capitalism, which has pioneered globalization, has proved itself extraordinarily
successful: it has extended its reach across the globe simultaneously with pene-
trating deep into intimate realms of life. Thus, for example, capitalist activities are
today at once worldwide (and rapidly extending into hitherto isolated areas such
as the former Soviet Union and China) and, at the same time, well able to enter
into spheres such as child care, personal hygiene and provision of everyday food-
stuffs. Moreover, as it has done this, capitalism has brought the entire world into
networks of relationships such that, for example, we may get our coffee from one
part of the world, our wines from another, they their television from one region
and their clothing from another, all of this conducted by interconnections which
integrate the globe. Quite simply, the trend is towards the world being the context
within which relationships are conducted, no matter how localized and particular
the way in which an individual life may appear to be experienced (Wolf, 2005;
Bhagwati, 2004).

In addition, and crucial to the operation of globalization, is the expansion of
transnational corporations (TNCs) that have provided the major foundations of this
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phenomenon. To be sure, TNCs have been a feature of most of the twentieth
century, the Ford Motor Company, for instance, itself having an international pres-
ence long before the Second World War. However, it is important to appreciate the
rapid growth and spread of transnationals and what Dicken terms their ‘global
networks of production, distribution and consumption’ (2011, pp. 429-30) in
recent decades. There are over 50,000 transnationals and, though in 1950 the vast
majority of North American TNCs had subsidiaries in fewer than six countries,
nowadays only a tiny few operate on such a limited scale (Dicken, 2003, p. 50).

The size and scope of TNCs can be hard to grasp, but some idea might be
gauged by noting that, when the wealth of nations and corporations is scaled,
TNCs can account for half of the largest one hundred units. In fact, in financial
terms only a couple of dozen countries are bigger than the largest TNC. Figures
from the business magazine Fortune demonstrate that the likes of General Motors
(2012 revenues $150 billion), IBM ($107 billion), Royal Dutch Shell ($484 billion),
BP ($386 billion), Citigroup ($103 billion) and General Electric ($147 billion) are
indeed ‘the dominant forces in the world economy’ (Dicken, 1992, p. 49), and
transnational corporations account for as much as 25 per cent of total world pro-
duction and the vast majority of world trade (Held ef al., 1999, p. 282). Moreover,
they are themselves highly concentrated, the biggest of the TNCs accounting for
the lion’s share of activity in any given sector. For instance, Dicken (1992) identi-
fied a ‘billion dollar club’ of just six hundred TNCs which supply more than 20 per
cent of total industrial and agricultural production in the world’s market econo-
mies, yet within these giants ‘a mere seventy-four TNCs accounted for fifty per
cent of the total sales’ (p. 49).

Globalization, in crucial ways operationalized and constructed — if not
controlled — by transnational corporations, has a number of especially significant
features. Prominent among these are the following.

Globalization of the market
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This means that the major corporate players may now work on the assumption that
their markets are worldwide and that these are now open to all entities with the
resources and will to participate in them. Of course, even nowadays few TNCs
operate with a pure global strategy. Suggestions that TNCs are ‘placeless’ can be
overstated since most have large proportions of assets and employment in a ‘home’
nation, but the trend is inescapable: calculations of ‘transnational indexes’ over
time, which measure foreign assets, sales patterns and employment distributions,
show a steady upward movement (Dicken, 2011, p. 165).

Globalization means that markets are today bigger than ever and that increas-
ingly they are restricted to those with the enormous resources necessary to support
a global presence. Paradoxically, however, markets are in key respects more fiercely
competitive than previously precisely because they are fought over by giant corpora-
tions with the resources to have a global reach. At one time a national market might
have been dominated by a local oligopoly, but, over the years, these have increas-
ingly been trespassed upon by outsiders (and, of course, energetic indigenous
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corporations have themselves moved outside their home country to attack other
markets). These new challengers, in establishing a global presence, are at once bigger
and more vulnerable than hitherto. Look where one will and one sees evidence of
this process: for instance, the motor industry now operates at a global level, with
vehicles being marketed on a world scale, something which means that one-time
national champions can no longer be secure, a point underlined by the collapse in
2005 of the last major British motor vehicle manufacturer, Rover, following a decade
of uncertainty, retrenchment and desperate partnerships to keep the company afloat.
Rover had been a subsidiary of British Aerospace, then it linked with Japan’s Honda
and followed this with being bought by Germany’s BMW. All failed and production
virtually ceased a few years after BMW divested its stake. In the late 1960s Rover’s
forerunner, the British Leyland Corporation, had been the fourth biggest car maker in
the world. Much the same features are manifest in petrochemicals, pharmaceuticals,
computers, telecommunications equipment and consumer electronics. In fact, virtu-
ally everywhere nowadays the market is increasingly a global one.

This world market is roughly divisible into three major segments — North
America, Europe and the Far East — since the remainder of the globe offers pretty
poor prospects for return on investment, but of course the major TNCs operate
extensively in all three domains. Moreover, noting this broad tripartite division use-
fully reminds us of something else that globalization of the market means. I refer
here to the emergence of what are today perhaps the archetypical global corpora-
tions, namely Japanese conglomerates which profess to having no national roots
(other than in those countries in which they happen to invest). The likes of Honda
Motor (2012 revenues $106 billion), Panasonic ($99 billion), Hitachi ($122 billion),
Toyota ($235 billion) and Sony ($82 billion) have distinctive global strategies for
their product ranges. Over the years, in automobiles, consumer electronics and,
most recently, information and communications technologies, these have proved
to be a serious threat to the dominance of Western corporations. Be it automobiles,
office equipment, televisions, video or computers, the Japanese challenge has
rocked what was for a time a comparatively settled economic order.

Globalization of production

It follows that, as corporations are increasingly involved in global markets, so they
arrange their affairs on a world scale. Global production strategies are a central
feature of such a development, TNCs increasingly arranging, for example, to locate
their headquarters in New York City, design facilities in Virginia, manufacture in the
Far East, assembly perhaps in Dublin, with sales campaigns co-ordinated from a
London office. This may be an exaggerated case, but the inexorable logic of globali-
zation is for TNCs to plan for such strategies in order to maximize their comparative
advantage.

This development, as with the globalization of markets, catapults informational
issues to the fore, since how else can market strategies and worldwide manufactur-
ing facilities be organized other than with sophisticated information services? I have
more to say about this later, but here observe that the globalization of production
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also encourages the growth of what Dicken (1992) calls ‘circulation activities’ that
‘connect the various parts of the production system together’ (p. 5). That is, an
essential condition of the globalization of production has been the globalization
of information services such as advertising, banking, insurance and consultancy
services which provide ‘an emerging global infrastructure’ (Dicken, 1992, p. 5).
For instance, American Express, Citicorp, BankAmerica and Lloyds also straddle
the globe, servicing the corporate industrial outfits that they closely parallel in
their structures and orientations.

Globalization of finance
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So a central aspect of globalization is the spread of worldwide informational services
such as banks, trading houses and insurance corporations. These suggest something
of the globalization of finance, but this latter refers also to something more, nothing
less than the development of an integrated global financial market. With sophisticated
computer communications systems in place, plus the deregulation of stock markets
and the abolition of exchange controls, we have facilities for the continuous and real-
time flow of monetary information, for round-the-clock trading in stocks, bonds
and currencies. These developments have enormously increased both the volume
and velocity of international financial transactions, bringing with them a heightened
vulnerability of any national economy to the money markets.

The scale and speed of these informational flows is breathtaking. Twenty
years ago Will Hutton (1994) observed that foreign exchange turnover now dwarfs
the size of national economies and makes trade flows (a traditional method of
measuring national economic activity in terms of import and export levels) appear
small in comparison. Thus [t]he total level of world merchandise trade in 1993 is
two-thirds of U.S. GDP; it will take turnover in the foreign exchange markets less
than a fortnight to reach the same total —leaving aside the cross-border derivative,
bond and equity markets’ (Hutton, 1994, p. 13). Offering a historical perspective,
Joyce Kolko (1988) traced an exponential growth in foreign exchange trading
during the second half of the twentieth century. This has continued apace, more
than doubling over the past decade to reach about $4 trillion per day by 2013. For
instance, flows through the Clearing House Interbank Payments System (a coop-
erative of about fifty finance and banking corporations based in the US) now aver-
age well over $1 trillion daily (i.e. $1,000,000,000,000 per diem). This daily flow is
more than double the 2011 gross domestic product of Sweden, is five times that
of Ireland and about the same as that of Canada and Spain. It is difficult to under-
state the influence of this on national governments.

Peter Dicken (2011) highlights the spread of ‘financialization’ into ‘an all-
pervasive system of values based on the overriding prioritization of an equity
culture, in which “shareholder value” and profitability have become central to a//
aspects of economic activity to the virtual exclusion of all interests’ (p. 59).
Financialization is a phenomenon that acts with great speed, often in a herd-like
manner. When nations lose the confidence of these markets their governments
must act promptly to restore ‘confidence’ or face the collapse of their currency.
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Globalization of communications

Another dimension of globalization, again intimately connected to these other
features, is the spread of communications networks that straddle the globe. Clearly
there is a technological dimension to this — satellite systems, telecommunications
facilities and the like —, but here I would draw attention to the construction of a
symbolic environment that reaches right around the globe and is organized, in very
large part, by media TNCs.

This has many important social and cultural consequences, but here I would
emphasize only the bringing into being of an information domain which provides
people with common images. For instance, movies originating in the United States
achieve far and away the largest audiences wherever they are shown across the
globe. The top twenty movies of all time worldwide are all American products,
ranging from Avatar (2009), Skyfall (2012), Titanic (1997), The Lord of the Rings:
The Return of the King (2003), Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows (2010 and
2011 for the sequel), Pirates of the Caribbean (2001 and 2006 for the sequel),
Star Wars 1 (1999) and Jurassic Park (1993) towards the top, through Forrest Gump
(1994), Mission Impossible (2011), Mamma Mia (2008) and Men in Black (1997) at
mid-point, to Aladdin (1992) and Indiana Jones and the Kingdom of the Crystal Skull
(2008). None of these grossed less than $600 million, and Titanic and Avatar
took over $2 billion. These movies were box office leaders in Germany, Britain,
Italy, France, Spain, Australia and the United States — indeed, pretty well every-
where where there were cinemas. This situation provides audiences, widely
diverse in their responses and dispositions though they be, with a mutual symbolic
sphere — and much the same could be said about today’s television shows, news
agencies or, indeed, fashion industries. Nationally centred media remain very
important (Tunstall, 2006), but it is the case that globalization is bringing into
being shared symbolic spaces.

However much one might want to qualify statements about just what conse-
quences this might have when it comes down to particular people and particular
places, this globalization of communications has a significant part to play in the
functioning of the global economic system. It cannot be said unequivocally that
American television soaps dispose viewers towards the lifestyles portrayed, that
the advertisements carried successfully persuade, that the designs displayed in the
movies stimulate yearnings among audiences, or that the rock music emanating
from Los Angeles and London encourages the world’s youth to seek after the styles
of clothing and foods eaten by its performers. Moreover, it is unarguable that these
global images often incorporate several elements of different cultures so they are
not entirely unidirectional in their orientation. In this respect Ulf Hannerz’s (1996)
description of ‘Nigerian Kung Fu’ is apposite. But what surely cannot be dismissed
is the view that it is hard to imagine large parts of the world’s economic forces
continuing successfully without the underpinning of this symbolic milieu. It may
not be sufficient in itself to persuade, but it is necessary to most commercial
endeavour. To this degree one may conclude that the globalization of communica-
tions plays a supportive, if at times ambiguous, role in the global market system of
which it is itself a major manifestation. It is hard to conclude anything else given
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the centrality to contemporary marketing of ‘branding’, the association of prod-
ucts and even corporations with imagery which is propagated through the media
industries. Consider in this light the centrality of symbols to Nike, Calvin Klein or
to the Virgin label. These brands may on occasion be damaged or subverted by
aspects of the global media, but it is scarcely disputable that without it they would
not prosper.

Information infrastructure
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Each of the dimensions of globalization requires and contributes towards an
information infrastructure to cope with the changed stresses and strains of world-
wide operation. That is, as globalization grew and as it continues, so ways of
handling information and information flows have been put in place. We can identify
major elements of this informational infrastructure:

» The worldwide spread and expansion of services such as banking, finance,
insurance and advertising are essential components of globalization. Without
these services TNCs would be incapable of operation. Information is, of
course, their business, the key ingredient of their work, information about
markets, customers, regions, economies, risks, investment patterns, taxation
systems and so forth. These services garner information and they also generate
and distribute it, having added value by analysis, timeliness of response or
collation.

+ Globalization requires the construction and, where necessary, enhancement of
computer and communications technologies. In recent years we have seen the
rapid installation and innovation of these technologies, which are a requisite of
co-ordination of global enterprises.

» This information infrastructure has resulted in the growth of information
stores and flows at an extraordinary rate (Cukier, 2010). For instance, busi-
ness magazine Fortune (13 December 1993, p. 37) reported that international
telephone connections to and from the United States grew 500 per cent
between 1981 and 1991 (from 500 million to 2.5 billion). By 2002 it had been
estimated (Lyman and Varian, 2003) that the world’s telephones (of which
there were over 1 billion) were busy for almost 4,000 billion minutes, meaning
that for every person on the planet there were 10 hours of telecommunication
(though of course most traffic is in the affluent areas). A reanalysis of Lyman
and Varian’s (2003) pioneering study that tried to measure the growth of
information by Bounie and Laurent (2012) estimates a 75 per cent increase in
information stored worldwide between 2003 and 2008. In bald figures this
is a growth from 18 million terabytes to 31 million terabytes. Most of us will
not be able to appreciate these numbers, such is their scale, but it may help
to note that 1 byte makes the 8 bits that are sufficient to encode a single char-
acter of text. A megabyte constitutes 1 million bytes or 10 to the power of 6;
a terabyte is 10 to the power of 12, a trillion. As Americans put it, ‘go figure’,
then marvel.
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The demise of Fordism?

Globalization means Fordism is increasingly hard to maintain. How could things
be otherwise when Fordism’s organizational premise — the nation state — is under-
mined by the international spread of transnational corporations and the constant
flow of information around and across the globe? Fordism hinged on the sover-
eignty of nation states, on governments’ capacity to devise and implement poli-
cies within given territories, on the relative immunity from foreign competition of
indigenous companies and on the practicality of identifying distinctively national
corporations. But these conditions are increasingly rare in the days of global mar-
keting, frenetic foreign exchange dealings and enterprises located at multiple
points around the world.

The nation remains important for a great many aspects of life, from law and
order to education and welfare, and it remains a crucial component of people’s
identities, but economically at least it has declined in significance. There are two
particularly significant indications of this. The first is that the rise to prominence
of transnational corporations obscures what is owned by any given nation. To
what extent, for example, can one consider GEC (until recently the UK’s premier
electronics company) or Hitachi a particular nation’s property? Corporations
such as these are usually given a national label, but with very large proportions of
their production and investments abroad it is difficult to unambiguously designate
them British or Japanese. As early as the 1970s, in Britain over 50 per cent of
manufacturing capacity in high technology (computers, electronics, etc.) and
heavily advertised consumer goods (razors, coffee, cereals, etc.) was accounted
for by subsidiaries of foreign firms (Pollard, 1983). Are industries located in
Britain, such as Nissan (Sunderland), IBM (Portsmouth) or Gillette (London),
British, Japanese or American? About half of the output of Britain’s top fifty
manufacturing companies takes place overseas — a fact which surely confounds
government strategies to bolster ‘domestic’ industries. [llustrative of the difficul-
ties of imposing national identities on global corporations was GEC'’s response to
British government efforts in 1998 to create a single European aerospace and
defence company. A GEC spokesman rejected the overture as follows: ‘We are a
transnational firm, the sixth biggest US company. We are keen not to be seen as
British’ (Guardian, 1 June 1998). Since GEC closed and was amalgamated with
British Aerospace to form defence contractor BAE Systems in 2000, and shortly
afterwards much of the remainder of GEC went to Ericsson, there is much truth
in this comment.

A disturbing second issue arises: to whom, then, are these TNCs responsive?
If they have substantial investment outside the jurisdiction of what one might
think of as their ‘state of origin’, to whom are they answerable? That begs the
question of ownership, a matter of considerable obscurity, but we can be confi-
dent, in these days of global stock market dealings, that TNCs will not be owned
solely by citizens of any one nation. To the extent that private corporations
remain responsive primarily to their shareholders, this international ownership
necessarily denudes conceptions of the ‘national interest’ and strategies devel-
oped by particular nation states.
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A second way in which the nation state, and thereby Fordist regimes, is under-
mined is by pressures generated by operating in a global economic context (Sklair,
1990). If nation states are becoming less relevant to business decisions as inves-
tors and TNCs seek the highest possible returns on their capital around the world,
individual countries must encounter overwhelming pressures to participate in,
and accord with, the global system. As Premier Tony Blair (2005) bluntly put it: ‘I
hear people say we have to stop and debate globalisation. You might as well
debate whether autumn should follow summer.’ This is nowhere more acutely
evident than in the realm of financial flows, with nation states nowadays espe-
cially vulnerable as regards currencies and investments should governments
attempt to do anything unorthodox. They always fall into line.

Most nations now seek, more or less avidly, investment from TNCs, but the
necessary precondition of this is subordination to the priorities of corporate inter-
ests which are committed to market practices (in so far as these maximize their
interests) and at the same time are not restricted to particular territories. Thereby
the freedom of particular governments to determine their national policies is con-
strained by the need to succour foreign investors.

Again, the outcome of unification of the world’s financial markets has been
that individual governments find their monetary sovereignty challenged when-
ever investors and traders sense vacillation or weakness. This means that political
options and the autonomy of governments are taken away, since

an anonymous global capital market rules and its judgements about govern-
ments’ credit-worthiness and sustainability are the ultimate arbiter — and
much more important than the opinion of national electorates. It is before
these that so many governments quail. If they do not obey the . .. policies that
the market approves, then their debt and currencies will be sold — forcing
them to face an unwanted policy-tightening.

(Hutton, 1994, p. 13)

During the mid-1960s the then Labour Prime Minister Harold Wilson complained
of mysterious ‘gnomes of Zurich’ whose trading in sterling compelled his govern-
ment to devalue the pound and reduce public expenditure. These experiences are
frequently cited as instances of the power of financiers to limit national policies.
And so they are, but how much more inhibiting are the pressures of today’s
immensely more integrated, electronically connected, financial centres.

Post-Fordism

84

These trends — the imperatives to develop global corporate strategies, an unprec-
edented degree of competitive ferocity between transnational behemoths, the
undermining of national sovereignty with the globalization of financial affairs —
combined with the recessions which afflicted advanced capitalism during the
1970s, have stimulated the creation of a new regime of accumulation. The sugges-
tion is that, after a twenty-five year period of stability, Fordism had run its course.



REGULATION SCHOOL

With regard to Britain, historian Dominic Sandbrook (2010) writes that at this time
the country ‘stood on the brink of a profound transformation’ (p. 13). The past still
weighed, but new circumstances required radical changes, not least a thorough
restructuring of corporate organizations if they hoped to achieve the sustained
expansion once enjoyed and to come to terms with the new milieu in which they
found themselves.

An important part of this was to be an assault on organized labour, initially
the trade unions, but extending to collectivist ideas tout court. At one level labour
needed to be constrained because its traditional practices were an obstacle to
change, but at another it was symptomatic of the more generally cumbersome
and entrenched character of the Fordist era. Globalization and continuing eco-
nomic uncertainty demanded, as we shall see, rapidity and versatility of response,
things which Fordism’s stolid ways could not deliver.

A requisite of profound change was therefore an industrial relations policy
which disempowered the trade union movement. In the United States this was
relatively easy, and after President Reagan’s defeat of air traffic controllers in the
early 1980s there was little resistance to change. In Britain there was a more for-
midable labour movement, but it too was defeated by a variety of means, from
legislation which weakened the effects of pickets and increased the financial lia-
bility of unions in law, a willingness to tolerate high unemployment, which grew
over 200 per cent between 1979 and 1981 and cut a swathe through manufacturing
industry, where were found the most organized working-class jobs, to a very
determined government which defeated attempts — notably by the miners in a
long and bitter strike during 1984 and 1985 — to thwart proposals to radically
change their industries and occupations. A close correlate was moves to shed
labour, a necessary corporate response to stagnant markets, but of longer dura-
tion in two respects. First, what is euphemistically termed ‘downsizing’ continued
through the 1990s and beyond, with many successful corporations proving them-
selves able to generate ‘jobless growth’.

The second feature is more often regarded as a distinguishing aspect of post-
Fordist organization. The suggestion is that corporations have begun increasingly
to vertically disintegrate, by which is meant that, instead of producing as much as
is possible within the single organization (and hence endeavouring to be vertically
integrated), there is a trend towards contracting with outsiders for as many as is
possible of the company’s requirements. This strategy of outsourcing fits well with
downsizing since it requires relatively few employees in the central organization
and helps when it comes to redundancies (contracts are not renewed instead of
staff being sacked).

It will be evident that vertical disintegration is feasible only when there is an
adequate infrastructure of communications and computer facilities of sufficient
sophistication to allow the co-ordination and control of dispersed activities. How
else could the likes of Benetton and the Body Shop, with hundreds of dispersed
outlets, each with a designated geographical region for which they are responsible,
co-ordinate affairs? This infrastructure — technological of course but also requiring
personnel to provide vital information services — is regarded as an essential com-
ponent of post-Fordism for several reasons, all of which underline the heightened
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role of information in the new regime. I have already drawn attention to aspects
of it in the discussion of globalization which presaged post-Fordism, but several
features of the information infrastructure may be highlighted:

1 It is essential to allow the orchestration of globalized production and market-
ing strategies. Several commentators propose that we have witnessed the
spread of a new international division of labour (Frobel et al., 1980), one over-
seen by transnational corporations capable of managing production, distribu-
tion and sales worldwide, co-ordinating sites in dozens of international
locations. Just as outsourcing depends upon computerized communications
which enable organizations to achieve continuous observation of suppliers and
distributors without employing large numbers of staff in-house, so too is a
global corporate strategy feasible only on the basis of a sophisticated informa-
tion network. Furthermore, the restructuring process to which we alluded
above, in all its dimensions, but especially in its ‘global option’ (shift production
to Manila, component supply to Prague, enter markets in Moscow and get
some facilities in Cork), ‘would have been inconceivable without the develop-
ment of information technologies, and particularly telecommunications’
(Henderson, 1989, p. 3).

2 It is crucial to the handling of the global financial trade and cognate informa-
tion services that are essential components of a globalized economy. Without
reliable and robust information networks the extraordinary volume and veloc-
ity of share trading, stock market exchanges, inter-bank and bank-to-client
communications, plus associated activities, would be untenable, and so, by
extension, would be the post-Fordist regime of accumulation.

3 Itis an integral element of endeavours to enhance competitiveness in an ever
more intensely rivalrous context. To stay abreast of the competition, it is essen-
tial that companies are to the forefront of new technologies — in the words of
one-time Minister of Industry, Patrick Jenkin, the choice is now ‘Automate or
Liquidate.” But the pressure to improve one’s competitive edge extends to
much more than having state-of-the-art computerized technologies on the
shop floor. As important is that one’s networks are developed and used opti-
mally, within and between the organization that efficiency may be increased, to
and from one’s subsidiaries and suppliers that weaknesses may be eradicated
and strengths built upon, and to one’s markets that opportunities may be
seized. Increasingly it appears to be the case that the successful corporation is
that which is highly automated on the shop floor and offers the best product
available, but which also possesses a first-class network that provides excellent
databases on its internal operations, on real and prospective customers, and on
anything else which may be germane to its affairs — and which can act quickly
on the information it has available.

David Harvey (1989b) conceives the sum of these processes as resulting in what he
calls ‘time—space compression’ (p. 284), something which has been taking place over
centuries, but which since the 1970s has entered a particularly intense phase during
which one-time limitations of space have been massively reduced (courtesy of
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information networks, corporations can orchestrate their interests across huge
distances) and the constraints of time have been eased (real-time trading is
increasingly the norm in an age of global networks). Once places were so far away
and it took so long to get there — just consider how long it took to get to the United
States round 1900, or even to get from London to Paris — nowadays they are con-
tactable immediately and continuously through ICTs. It is certainly true that an
important element of time—space compression has been the spread of rapid
means of transport, notably air travel, which, in the course of a few decades, has
shrunk the distance between continents dramatically. But even more important
has been the establishment of complex and versatile information networks that
enable the continuous and detailed management of dispersed affairs with rela-
tively little concern for the restrictions of time. When one considers, say, the pro-
vision of perishable fruits and vegetables in a typical supermarket, supplies which
bring, from around the world, foods made available the whole year round, one
begins to appreciate what ‘time—space compression’ means for life in the twenty-
first century. Much the same imagination can be applied to the manufacture and
supply of microchips, fridges, clothes and even books. Still more striking is the
plethora of call centres in locations as diverse as Scotland, the Bahamas and
Bangalore, far away from customers and corporate headquarters but combining
cost-effectiveness and ready monitoring of activities.

These features each suggest a quality that is always highlighted in descrip-
tions of post-Fordism — flexibility. However much individual thinkers may disagree
about particulars, there is uniformity in the assertion that flexibility, on a range of
definitions, is the norm. And this is posed, as a rule, as a distinct contrast with the
circumstances that prevailed under Fordist regimes that were characterized as
cumbersome, structured and standardized. Let us review some of the commonly
considered aspects of flexibility, and as we do so one may bear in mind that
Fordist times were characterized by their opposites.

For most thinkers influenced by Regulation School theory, the regime of
‘flexible accumulation’ (Harvey, 1989b, p. 147) is different from its predecessor in
three ways:

1 There is a new flexibility of employees. That is, post-Fordist workers are those
who neither no longer hold to rigid job descriptions nor have the attitude that,
once equipped for an occupation, they stay there for the rest of their working
life. In contrast to the era of ‘demarcation disputes’ and ‘once a fitter always a
fitter’, today we have adaptability as a central quality, with ‘multi-skilling’ the
norm. Here the image is projected of ‘lifetime training’, of realization that
change is continuous in these ‘new times’, and that therefore employees must
above all be ‘flexible’. Orientations to the job and to training are but one facet
of this flexibility, since there is also wage flexibility (a trend towards paying indi-
viduals for what they do rather than at an agreed union or national rate), labour
flexibility (be prepared to change jobs every few years, to which end it is increas-
ingly common to be employed on fixed-term contracts) and time flexibility
(part-time employment is growing fast, as are ‘flexi-time’ and pressures to work
shifts and, frequently, through the weekends).
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2 There is flexibility of production. Here the proposition is that Fordist methods
are outdated by the spread, thanks to information networks, of more versatile
and cost-effective production such as ‘Just-in-Time’ systems, which wait until
orders are taken before the factory manufactures, hence saving on warehous-
ing and, of course, on unsold products. To function, such systems must be flex-
ible enough to respond with alacrity since, of course, customers will not wait
long for the goods they have requested. Nonetheless, market competition puts
a premium on such flexibility and impels corporations to invest in the informa-
tion systems that can deliver it. Another form of flexible production is the ver-
tical disintegration trend referred to above. It is evident that extensive use of
subcontracts provides the corporation with the option of painlessly switching
suppliers and products without the burden of offloading its own personnel.

3 There is flexibility of consumption. Here the suggestion is that electronic technolo-
gies allow factories to offer more variety than was possible in the uniform Fordist
period. Nowadays shorter runs are cost-effective because computerization pro-
vides the assembly line with unprecedented versatility. In addition, and I return
to this below, customers are turning against the uniformity of Fordist products,
looking for different things which might express their own particular lifestyles and
dispositions. Thanks to the information and communication infrastructure, goes
the argument, customers’ desires can at last be satisfied, with increasing amounts
of customization of production in the post-Fordist epoch.

These elements of flexibility, it ought to be understood, are in practice combined
to a greater or lesser degree. Thus in the archetypical post-Fordist organization
the customer’s order is received, its particulars are routed to the factory where the
plant is programmed to meet individual specifications, and a multi-skilled work-
force sets to and manufactures what is required with adaptability and urgency.
Note, too, that the entire process hinges, at each stage, on information processing,
application and distribution. From the level of ordering through to that of supply
a rapid, versatile and sophisticated information network is a sine qua non.

It follows from these trends that we may observe in the post-Fordist era the
decline of mass production. In place of centralized plant, what emerges are globally
dispersed — but very high tech — units employing in any one place only a few hun-
dred people at the most, though worldwide the organizing corporation is likely to
have many more locations than before. In metropolitan centres opportunities for
transnational corporations to reorganize internationally have exacerbated this
trend, leading often to the movement of production to offshore and out-of-town
locations, while occupations such as those in banking, insurance and business
services have mushroomed since they offer crucial information services in key
urban locations.

What this signals is profound changes in the sort of jobs available in countries
such as Britain. The male industrial worker is becoming outmoded, factory work
beginning to take on a museum-like character, this to be replaced by part-time
females on fixed-term contracts in the service sector. Manufacturing jobs have, since
about 1970, been in steady and seemingly irreversible decline and it is especially
women who have entered the ‘flexible workforce’ (Hakim, 1987). By the 1990s little
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more than a quarter of all jobs were left in industry, while services now account
for over 70 per cent, where the majority of tasks are performed by women. We
have experienced the undermining of much unionized labour and a collapse in its
efficacy when trying to organize a new type of employee. Furthermore, in many
organizations there appears to be a pattern of downsizing to a core group of
permanent employees, and increased flexibility introduced by drawing on a large
pool of peripheral labour (part-timers, those with insecure tenure). This has been
described as the ‘contingency workforce’ (those employed only when circum-
stances are favourable — and dropped as soon as they are not), which has been
estimated at 25 per cent of the US labour market. Within work, the emphasis is
increasingly upon the versatile, information-oriented employee, at the upper
levels those managerial groups whose numbers have burgeoned with restructur-
ing and globalization, but even lower down ‘information jobs’ are on the increase
in the clerical, sales and secretarial realms.

The emergence of post-Fordism transforms geographical areas too, breaking
up regions formerly distinctive in their work, class and political outlooks. The
decline of manufacture and the rise of service occupations have been both a story
of gender shifts and one of a transfer of opportunities from the north. The pattern
is more pronounced in the United States, where the ‘rustbelt to sunbelt’ trend is
much observed, but even the UK has seen occupations and firms grow in the
south of the country while other regions have undergone comparative decline.

Accompanying this is a shake-up of political and social attitudes. The mass
industrial workers, their solidaristic unionism and their collectivist presumptions,
have little appeal to the post-Fordist citizen. Instead we have a revitalized enthu-
siasm for individualism and the ‘magic of the market’ that replaces the discredited
planning of the post-war years. Historian Kenneth Morgan goes so far as to argue
that [i]f there is one supreme casualty in British public life . . . it is the ethos of
planning’ (1990, p. 509), an ideology seemingly out of touch with the rapidity of
change and laissez-faire operation of these ‘new times’.

Nowadays it can seem that even the language of class has lost much of its
salience. Long the core concept of social scientists (‘Tell me your class and I'll tell
you your politics, work, educational expectations . . . even your sexual habits’),
today there is markedly less interest in its contours, conflicts and inequalities. It all
seems dated, too resonant of the 1960s, of Alan Sillitoe novels, the dreary indus-
trial north —rather old-fashioned and out of time. The best sociologists do continue
to demonstrate that class still matters, but even they struggle to identify ways in
which the language of just a generation ago fails to capture the variabilities and
values of the unequal society that is Britain today (Savage et al., 2005).

To be sure, there is in some intellectual circles interest in an underclass, thought
to inhabit the inner city ghettoes and isolated parts of the regions, but significantly it
is considered a tiny group detached from the vast majority of society, separate and
self-perpetuating, which, if an irritant to law-abiding, is apart from the bulk of the
populace, which is mortgage owning, self- and career centred. Interestingly enough,
some of the more compelling recent accounts of class in Britain come from deeply
conservative thinkers eager to insist that class does still matter, though their analyses
focus almost exclusively on those on the periphery of the system who are outcast,
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alien, without a stake in post-industrial society and to be pitied, feared and con-
demned (Dalrymple, 2005; Mount, 2004).

It is commonplace now to insist that the majority of the population is to be
understood in terms of different lifestyles. In the post-Fordist regime class catego-
rizations, and with them an associated common culture (the working-class male:
work, community, club, mates, pigeons, football, horses, beer), have given way to
consideration of differentiated ways of life, to choices, options and — as noted
above — customization of production. Uniformity and sameness are out, replaced
by variety both within the individual and within social groups.

Some commentators insist that this results in the fragmentation of people’s
identities, in a loss of stability and satisfactions, while to others it is a democratizing
force which opens up new experiences and opportunities, stimulates the ‘decen-
tred’ self and generates excitement. However, whatever differences of viewpoint
here, the condition of post-Fordism is agreed upon: there is a new individualism
around, an acknowledgement of variable lifestyles, and recognition that class has
lost force as a predictor of other dimensions of attitude and behaviour and as a
basis of mobilizing people on the political or industrial front. Indeed, consumption
(and increasingly home-centred consumption at that) has become a major definer
of identity, replacing former notions of class that were rooted in where people
stood as producers and where they lived in rather homogeneous localities (Kynaston,
2009, p. 221).

We can appreciate here yet again how information and information circulation
play an especially pertinent role in the post-Fordist regime. As Fordism is trans-
formed from a production- to a consumption-oriented system, not only is there a
decline of the mass industrial worker, but also there emerges a more individualist
and consumption-centred person. Information necessarily takes on a greater role in
his or her life, first because consumers must find out about what is available to con-
sume and, second, because in the individualized present they are eager to make
statements about themselves through their consumption. Both factors promote
information, the former because it concerns advertising and promotion of goods
and services (information to reach the consumer), the latter because it involves the
symbolic dimensions of consumption, people using objects and relationships to
make statements about themselves, thereby generating more information.

Reichism

920

Much of this sort of thinking was drawn together by Robert Reich (1991) in his
book, The Work of Nations: Preparing Ourselves for 21st Century Capitalism. This
work was important not only because it cogently articulated a new post-Fordist
consensus which took hold in the 1990s,% but also because it was written by a
scholar who was to serve as Secretary of State for Labor from 1992 to 1996 in the
Clinton administration and who was influential in the then emergent thinking in
the rise of New Labour and ‘Third Way’ politics more generally. By the end of the
millennium Reich’s influence was such that New Labour’s policies could accurately
be described as Reichian. The argument proposed is that recent developments,
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especially globalization, have placed an onus, not so much on ICTs, as on capa-
bilities of people for information processing, analysis and distribution.

This intriguing suggestion revolves around Reich’s claim that the ground rules
of economic behaviour have changed. Reich suggests that what was once good for
American corporations was indeed good for the United States since their produc-
tion was concentrated inside the country (and hence provided jobs for Americans),
but that globalization has transformed this situation. Today it is no longer possible
to refer with any accuracy to distinct national economies. Such is the fluidity of
capital and production that nowadays ‘the very idea of an American economy is
becoming meaningless, as are the notions of an American corporation, American
capital, American products, and American technology’ (Reich, 1991, p. 8). Now
the economy operates irrespective of national frontiers, held together by what
Reich describes as a ‘global web’ of relationships between, within and even across
corporate organizations that are owned by dispersed shareholders.

Impelled by globalization, corporations are vertically disintegrating, undergo-
ing a delayering of bureaucratic levels. This process has been evidenced in a host
of ‘downsizing’ cases that have stripped middle management layers from the ‘re-
engineered’ corporation. The long-held dogma of sociology, as well as of busi-
nesses, that bureaucratic organization was a requisite of efficiency since rules and
procedures, combined with a distinct hierarchy of command, were essential for
smooth operation, has been undermined. The globalized economy is too fast-
paced to allow for such cumbersome arrangements, and too competitive to allow
the luxury of layers of bureaucracy. The upshot is that these are cut away simul-
taneously with the enhancement of authority for those who remain and who are
able to be successful in this new world (of which more below).

There has been a shift away from mass towards high value production and ser-
vices. This stimulates differentiation, innovation and the contribution of knowledge
to economic matters generally, and to work more specifically, since specialized
markets are constantly being sought, novel products being permanently devel-
oped, and their symbolic import and/or technical sophistication always increased.

The Fordist era of mass production is giving way in a globalized, but increas-
ingly specialized, market to flexible customization, something that is sensitive to
market needs and sensibilities. Products are increasingly knowledge and informa-
tion intensive. The design on the tee-shirt (and the marketing that goes with it) is
more valuable, for instance, than the actual materials used in manufacturing it. In
addition, operation in a global market places a premium on those capable of
defining niche markets across the globe, of spotting opportunities wherever they
might occur, of cutting costs by dexterous accounting or management skills. All of
this prioritizes the contribution to products and services of those most capable of
adding value. A mere capacity to fabricate is no longer sufficient; the crucial factor
is the ability to increase the worth of the good and/or the success of the organiza-
tion. More generally, this shift towards high value increases the contribution of
what Lester Thurow (1996) calls ‘brainpower industries’, such as biotechnology,
media production and computer software, since these are the only sure bet in a
global economy where cheap labour is abundant, but incapable alone of offering
sophisticated new products which yet may come at prices lower than asked today,
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since once a product is designed and developed the costs of production are
minimal.

Combined, these factors result in the prioritization of certain types of occupa-
tions — those which manage and operate across global networks, those which are
capable of offering design intensity, those which can provide high added value to
products and services through scientific excellence, imaginative skill, financial
acumen or even effective advertising.

To Robert Reich (1991) these are the 20 per cent or so of all occupations that
he terms ‘symbolic analysts’, who hold together and advance the ‘enterprise net-
works’. They are the people who are ‘continuously engaged in managing ideas’
(p. 85) and who are in possession of the ‘intellectual capital’ crucial for success in
the twenty-first century. Symbolic analysts ‘solve, identify, and broker problems
by manipulating symbols’ (p. 178) and are represented in occupations that place
stress on abstraction, system thinking, experimentation and collaboration. They
are problem-solvers, problem-identifiers and strategic brokers located in jobs
such as banking, law, engineering, computing, accounting, media, management
and academe.

What all these jobs hold in common is that they are informational. Of course
they hold expertise in particular areas, but precisely because they operate in a world
of constant and frenetic change, their greatest quality is their high-level flexibility,
hence a capacity to adapt their generalized abilities to ever-new circumstances.
Information labour is always capable of retraining itself, alert to the latest thinking
in its areas, holding a keen eye for shifts in fluid markets, watchful of changes in
public feelings, constantly able to improve the product.

Thus equipped, symbolic analysts tend not to occupy permanent positions in
a solid corporate bureaucracy, but rather to move around from project to project on
a short-term and consultancy basis, drawing on their extensive networks and
renewed knowledge to ensure effectiveness. Informational labour is characterized
by that which moves from one research project to the next, from one marketing
contract to another, from one media assignment to another. It features a ‘portfolio’
career that is self-designed rather than a bureaucratized one approved by the
corporation (Handy, 1995).

To some this might appear to be a world without security and one that is char-
acterized by increasing social fragmentation (Hutton, 1995), but there are more
positive interpretations. Pekka Himanen (2001), for instance, conceives of a ‘hacker
ethic’, a modern-day version of the Protestant work ethic that motivated so many of
the makers of the industrial capitalism. While once some were wholly devoted to
work and expansion of industry in the name of the Lord, so the ‘hacker ethic’ now
combines counter-cultural outlooks that are open and non-hierarchical with com-
mitment to the cause of creating innovations and change with the latest technolo-
gies, to which end ‘hackers’ will dedicate themselves to producing a piece of software,
a piece of kit or some new computer game. Not unrelated is Francis Fukuyama’s
(1997) claim that today’s successful ‘flat’ organizations empower employees, so they
may find satisfaction in the autonomy they have and, while there may be a diminish-
ing commitment to the organization, the fact that these highly skilled freelancers
combine with like-minded people on specific projects might actually stimulate ‘social
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capital’ since there are ethical and professional bonds of loyalty between them.
Tom Friedman (2005) echoes this take on the emergence of ‘flat’ organizations
that give people their independence and thereby stimulate commitment among
like-minded people.

The Prime Minister of Britain from 1997 to 2007 shares much of this positive
interpretation and regularly voices his optimism. Thus Tony Blair (2005) insisted
that ‘in the era of rapid globalization, there is no mystery about what works: an
open, liberal economy, prepared constantly to change to remain competitive’. In
this globalized world Mr Blair refused to compete in terms of low wages, putting
his faith in the ‘knowledge, skills, intelligence, [and] the talents Britain has in abun-
dance if only we set them free’. It is hard to imagine a more Reichian statement
from a major politician.

The trouble with post-Fordism

Fordist/post-Fordist theorizations have attracted much attention in intellectual cir-
cles. For some, initial interest came from the search to explain the inability of the
Left in Britain to win electoral support, voters recurrently (in 1979, 1983, 1987 and
1992) being unwilling to endorse collectivist appeals. There had to be a reason for
this failure; after all, the people had frequently supported Labour between 1945 and
the 1970s, so what had changed? More generally, there was awareness of rapid
transformations taking place — redundancies in traditional industries, new job titles,
a rush of new technologies, dramatic exchange rate upheavals and so on — which
convinced many commentators that something radically different was coming into
being. Not surprisingly a good deal of writing was produced which highlighted
‘New Times’ (1988).

Unfortunately, however, it is precisely this emphasis on radically ‘new times’
conjured by the concept post-Fordism that causes difficulty. The suggestion is, nec-
essarily, that society has undergone deep, systemic transformation. And, indeed,
what else is one to conclude when post-Fordism’s characteristics are presented as
so markedly different from what has gone before? On virtually every measure —
from the conduct of production, class structures, the manner of consumption,
work relations, even to conceptions of self — post-Fordism’s features are presented
in ways which mark it as a break with the Fordist era (Hall and Jacques, 1989).

It is because of this that one may note an ironic congruence between post-
Fordism and the conservative post-industrial society theory of Daniel Bell that we
encountered in Chapter 4, there being a shared concern to sharply distinguish the
present from the recent past, to depict a new age coming into being, albeit that
the conceptions have significantly different intellectual traditions. In fact, Krishan
Kumar (1992) goes so far as to identify post-Fordism as a ‘version of post-industrial
theory’ (p. 47), one which concerns itself with remarkably similar themes and trends.

Against this it is salutary to be reminded that, to the extent that private property,
market criteria and corporate priorities are hegemonic — and these are acknowl-
edged to be such at least in Regulation School versions of post-Fordism — very
familiar features of capitalism still pertain. Hence it might be suggested that the
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term Neo-Fordism, with its strong evocation of the primacy of continuities over
change, is more appropriate. Put in this way, the suggestion is that Neo-Fordism
is an endeavour to rebuild and strengthen capitalism rather than to suggest its
supersession.

Most objections, at least to strong versions of the theory, also centre on the

conception’s tendency to emphasize change over continuity. This leads adherents
too readily to endorse a binary opposition (Fordism or post-Fordism) which over-
simplifies historical processes and underestimates the uninterrupted presence of
capitalist relations through time. Some of the more telling criticisms of the theory
include:

The depiction of Fordism suggests an equilibrium that was far from the case
between 1945 and 1973 (cf. Kynaston, 2009). For example, in Britain between
1950 and the mid-1970s one-third of farm workers’ jobs were lost (Pollard,
1983, p. 275), a striking feature of the agricultural landscape, but one which
brought forth no social theories of profound social change.

Indeed, when one comes across post-Fordists insisting that, for example,
class politics are outmoded because the working class (taken to be manual
workers) is disappearing, it is as well to remember that the industrial working
class has always been in a minority in all countries except Britain (and even
there it only just constituted a majority for a short period), and that manual
work for much of modern history has been undertaken very largely by agricul-
tural labourers. In Britain, for instance, farm workers accounted for 25 per cent
of the occupied population in the mid-nineteenth century, more than the sum
of those engaged in mining, transport, building and engineering (Hobsbawm,
1968, pp. 283, 279). Agriculture’s continual decline since then (it is now less
than 3 per cent of total employment) highlights the fact that the working class
(i.e. manual workers) has a long history of recomposition (Miliband, 1985),
with certain occupations growing and others in decline.

This being so, we might then also be sceptical of those commentators who
conclude that a steady growth of white-collar work announces the end of the
working class. This very much depends upon one’s definitional criteria. Thus
the expanding army of non-manual employees certainly does have particular
characteristics, but it may be premature to assume that they are more deci-
sively differentiated from the factory worker today than was the engineering
tradesman from the agricultural labourer at the turn of the century or the car-
penter from the refuse collector more recently. Moreover, recollecting these
sorts of divisions within manual occupations, we might usefully reflect on the
fact that there has never been a period of working-class homogeneity as sug-
gested by the Fordist typology. After all, to take just voting preferences, we may
be reminded that the 1950s in Britain were a period of continuous Conservative
Party ascendancy despite the fact that manual workers contributed the over-
whelming majority of voters.

In sum, it is as well to hold in mind that the equation of manual work with
the working class, and this with homogeneity of outlook, is in part at least a
construction of intellectuals. It may imply a confluence that in reality
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is absent, just as it may suggest an unbridgeable gulf separating the working
class from white-collar (and thereby middle-class?) work. Finally, while we
ponder these problems, we might also remember that manual work has far
from disappeared in the ‘post-Fordist’ era — in Britain today it still amounts to
almost half the total workforce.

* Post-Fordism makes a good deal of the decline of work in factories and the shift
to service occupations such as in finance and leisure. This is undeniably empiri-
cally true, but, as we saw in Chapter 4, it is hard to contend that this marks a really
profound change. On the contrary, the spread of many services is to be explained
by divisions of labour introduced to make more effective capitalist activity.

* The post-Fordist emphasis on consumption has met with many objections.
Prominent among these are the following:

(i) Consumption has been a concern since at least the latter part of the eight-
eenth century when industrial techniques began to make consumer goods
available on a wide scale (McKendrick et al., 1982). Seen from a long-term
perspective, recent developments may indicate an acceleration of trends,
but scarcely a seismic change ‘from production to consumption’. Accordingly,
doubt is cast on post-Fordism’s portrayal of its novelty.

(i) The argument that consumption expresses increased individuation among
people (the stress on difference) that corresponds to a capacity among
today’s manufacturers to supply personalized products, is questionable.

Several objections are made here, chief among which is that mass
consumption and mass production continue unabated. While during the
1960s this came in the form of television and automobiles, today it is still
cars, but also computer games, laptops, home computers and dishwashers,
fitted kitchens, flat-pack furniture and the like which represent the latest
generation of mass-produced consumer goods (stimulated, in part at least,
by market saturation of other areas). To be sure, there are more consumer
goods available today, but they are squarely within the tradition of mass
production for mass consumers. These are entirely standardized objects
(designed often on a modular basis) that presuppose considerable homo-
geneity among purchasers.

Further, the assertion of post-Fordists that mass consumption is anti-
pathetic towards individualism (the image of the dull and dreary 1950s is
always evoked) is dubious, not least because it is perfectly possible today —
as it was a generation ago — to employ mass-produced goods in ways
which reinforce one’s sense of individuality. For example, one may select
from a variety of mass-produced clothes combinations which when mixed
are unusual and suggest individuality. Indeed, modularization of con-
sumer products, a conscious strategy of corporate suppliers, is an endeav-
our to manage consumers’ desire for choice within a framework of
continuing mass manufacture. Think IKEA or Benetton here.

» Observing that mass production remains preponderant leads one to considera-
tion of those responsible for organization of the corporate sector. Here one of
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the recurrent themes of post-Fordist theory is that in the present era the emphasis
on flexibility provides opportunities for small, fast-paced and innovative organiza-
tions to enter markets and beat their bigger competitors because they can be more
responsive to consumer needs.

Against this should be set the history of the last fifty years that has been one of
unabated expansion and aggrandizement of long-established corporations. Among
the major characteristics of globalization has been the continued pre-eminence of
transnational corporations that, wherever they operate, account for a huge share of
the market. Any examination of the leading sectors of any market of economic
significance will bear that out — be it computers, cars, telecommunications, white
goods, sound systems, fruits or whatever. Indeed, what is particularly impressive is
the way in which so many corporate leaders of yesteryear retain their prominent
positions at the forefront of today’s globalized economy — for instance Ford, General
Electric, Shell Oil, Siemens, Proctor and Gamble, Daimler-Benz, Coca-Cola, Kellogg,
IBM, ICI, Kodak, Philips, General Motors and Fiat. For sure, Google, Facebook and
Microsoft are new behemoths, but what the evidence indicates is that there are
fundamental continuities (occasional name changes and amalgamations apart) in
post-war (and even pre-war) history, something which should make one hesitant to
announce any ‘post’ developments.

Furthermore, there is little evidence to suggest that these industrial titans
cannot respond to, or even create, consumer diversity in their production activities.
Adoption of new technologies, allied to more versatile marketing, means that TNCs
are ‘quite adept at mass producing variety’ (Curry, 1993, p. 110). One of the false
premises of much post-Fordist theory is that global corporations are somehow
incapable of responding with alacrity to local and particular needs. But there is no
logical incompatibility between global reach and local responsiveness (Harrison,
1994), hence the strategy of ‘glocalization’ effected by such as McDonald’s and
News Corp. Indeed, astute marketers, armed with appropriate information bases
and networks, are well able to target customers distributed around the globe and
organize production appropriately. Thereby globalism and local responsiveness can
be harmonized in the ‘flexible transnational’ (Robins, 1999b, p. 27) corporation. One
might add too that TNCs have one particularly powerful form of flexibility denied
to smaller outfits, the resources that allow them to buy smaller and impressively
entrepreneurial companies that have shown promise by perhaps pioneering an
innovative product or market niche.

There are a good many more criticisms of post-Fordism, the gist of which is to
deny that Fordism, in so far as it is an accurate description of capitalist enterprise,
is under serious challenge.

Flexible specialization
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Such criticisms of post-Fordist conceptions carry weight, but they can always be
responded to, at least by Regulation School-influenced theorists, by the insistence
that what is being considered is not an entirely new system, but rather a mutation of
capitalist regimes of accumulation. One can complain of ambiguity and uncertainty
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in their analyses — how much is continuity, how much is change, just what is the
balance between continuity and change? — but because most authors start their
accounts from an interest in the dynamics of capitalism, there always remains the
defence, to the charge that capitalist relations continue, that all that is being iden-
tified is another mode of capitalist enterprise.

However, there is another influential school of thought that, starting from a
more focused position, presents a variant of post-Fordism that does suggest a
more decisive break with the past. The writing of Michael Piore and Charles Sabel
(1984), centring on work (or, in the academic terminology, labour processes), was
pioneering in suggesting that the spread of flexible specialization/production
offers the prospect of widespread improvement in ways of life. Moreover, because
this theorization places particular emphasis on the role of information/knowledge
in post-Fordist work situations, it merits here separate review from the more gen-
eral Regulation School theory.

The argument is that during the era of Fordism, when mass production pre-
dominated, large volume manufacture of standardized products demanded spe-
cialization of machinery and a congruent specialization of labour which was,
unavoidably, characterized by low levels of skill. Conjure the image of the assem-
bly line in the large factory and one can readily picture this scene. It was one in
which Taylorist techniques (rigid time and motion, hierarchical supervision,
restriction of operatives to narrowly conceived routines designed by manage-
ment) were the norm and semi- and unskilled labour the typical requirements.

For reasons I review below, Piore and Sabel contend that ‘we are living
through a second industrial divide’, comparable to the first, which brought about
mass production in the late nineteenth century. The most recent heralds ‘flexible
specialization’, a radical break with the repetitious and low skilled labour of
Fordism, one which will increase the skills of employees and allow greater variety
in the production of goods. This flexibility is the keynote of the new age, one
which portends an end to stultifying labour and a return to craft-like methods of
production (Sabel, 1982). Piore and Sabel dream even of a revival of ‘yeoman
democracy’ (1984, p. 305) in small co-operative enterprises that can respond rap-
idly to shifting market opportunities.

Three main reasons are adduced to explain the emergence of flexible spe-
cialization. First, it is suggested that labour unrest during the 1960s and the early
1970s encouraged corporations to decentralize their activities by, for example,
increasing the amount of subcontracting they used and/or divesting themselves of
in-house production facilities. This stimulated the spread of small, technically
sophisticated firms, themselves often established by those displaced in conse-
quence of the restructuring strategies of large firms, but eager for work, possessing
high skills and adaptable. Second, changes in market demand have become evi-
dent, with a marked differentiation in consumer tastes. This provided opportunities
for low-volume and high-quality market niches to which flexible specialization was
well adapted. Third, new technologies enabled small firms to produce competi-
tively because the advantages of economies of scale were reduced as skilled outfits
began to maximize their versatility thanks to the flexibility of modern computers.
More than this, though, the new technologies, being extraordinarily malleable

97



REGULATION SCHOOL

98

through appropriate programming, at once increase the competitive edge of the
fast-footed small firm and upgrade existing skills because they ‘Testore human
control over the production process’ (Piore and Sabel, 1984, p. 261).

For my purposes it is necessary only to make two major points about flexible
specialization. The first concerns the quite extraordinary diversity of opinion
which endorses the notion. In what appears to be a generalized reaction against
Harry Braverman’s (1974) once popular contention that capitalist advance results
in the progressive deskilling of labour (Penn, 1990), a host of thinkers now
announce flexible specialization as the coming of an age which may upskill
employees. In the UK these thinkers range from economist John Atkinson (1984),
whose early studies of the ‘flexible firm’ struck a chord with political and business
leaders who pressured for a flexible workforce as a response to competitive threats
and recession (Atkinson and Meager, 1986), to Paul Hirst and Jonathan Zeitlin
(1991), contending that flexible specialization may be formed anywhere where
there are available favourable patterns of ‘co-operation and co-ordination’ which
supply the necessary ‘irreducible minimum of trust’ between workforce and
employers (p. 447) to make it happen. Across the Atlantic there is a correspond-
ingly wide range of exponents, from radical critics like Fred Block (1990) who see
‘postindustrial possibilities’ bringing ‘higher skill levels’ (p. 103), to Soshana Zuboff
(1988) of the Harvard Business School, who discerns the prospect of ‘a profound
reskilling’ (p. 57) in recent developments.

The second point is that information is regarded as having a critical role to play
in flexible specialization, in several ways. One is that, concentrating on production
work as many of these writers do, ICTs are arguably the major facilitator and
expression of flexibility. The new technologies are ‘intelligent’, their distinguishing
feature being that they incorporate considerable quantities and complexities of
information. As such the programmes that guide them are their fundamental con-
stituents rather than any specific function they may perform. It is these information
inputs that determine their degrees of flexibility, enabling, for example, cost-
effective small batch production runs, customization of products and rapid changes
in manufacturing procedures. Furthermore, it is this information element that pro-
vides flexibility in the labour process itself, since to perform the operatives must, of
course, be multi-skilled and adaptable, hence more flexible (which in itself pro-
motes the role of information). Where once upon a time employees learned a set
of tasks ‘for life’, in the age of information technology they must be ready to update
their skills as quickly as new technologies are introduced (or even reprogrammed).
Such ‘skill breadth’ (Block, 1990, p. 96) means employees have to be trained and
retrained as a matter of routine, a pre-eminently informational task.

Another way in which information is crucial also stems from this increased reli-
ance on programmable technologies. The very fact that the machinery of produc-
tion is so sophisticated requires that workers possess information/knowledge of
the system as a whole in order to cope with the inevitable hiccups that come with
its operation. Thus not only does information technology stimulate regular retrain-
ing, but it also demands that the employees become knowledgeable about the inner
workings. In this way production workers become in effect information employees.
In the terminology of Larry Hirschhorn (1984), these are ‘postindustrial workers’
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who ‘must be able to survey and understand the entire production process so that
they are ready to respond to the unpredictable mishap’ (p. 2). Information tech-
nologies on the shop floor are a ‘postindustrial technology’ (p. 15) which takes
away many of the physical demands and tedium of assembly work, but also
requires ‘a growing mobilisation and watchfulness that arises from the imperfec-
tions, the discontinuities of cybernetic technology’. Therefore ‘learning must be
instituted in order to prepare workers for intervening in moments of unexpected
systems failure’, something which requires comprehension of the overall system
and a constant state of ‘preparation and learning’. In this way we may foresee ‘the
worker moving from being the controlled element in the production process to
operating the controls to controlling the controls’ (pp. 72-3). As such the worker
becomes part of ‘educated labor’ (Block and Hirschhorn, 1979, p. 369), impelled
by information technologies to lead a ‘fluid, flexible life course’ (p. 379).

More than this, flexible specialization also encourages employee participation
in the design of work. That is, computerization of production provides a ‘feedback
loop’, ‘cybernetic feedback’ (Hirschhorn, 1984, p. 40) to the operative that enables
him or her to act by reprogramming the system in appropriate ways. Here we have
the worker depicted as informationally sensitive, made aware by advanced tech-
nologies of what is happening throughout the production process, and able to
respond intelligently to improve that overall system. It is this which Soshana
Zuboff (1988) refers to as the reflexivity that comes from working with ICTs, an
‘informating’ process that she believes generates ‘intellective skill’ (p. 10).

Scott Lash and John Urry (1994) take this reflexivity element to greater
heights, en route relegating the emphasis on ICTs in favour of information itself,
while also taking aboard concern for areas of work other than those involved with
production. In their view we inhabit an era of ‘reflexive accumulation’ where eco-
nomic activity is premised on employees (and employers) being increasingly self-
monitoring, able to respond to consumer needs, market outlets and, not least,
rapid technical innovation, with maximum speed and efficacy. In such circum-
stances information occupies centre stage since it is this that is the constituent of
the vital reflexive process that guides everything and which is a matter of con-
tinuous decision-making and amendment on the basis of ongoing monitoring of
processes, products and outlets (Thrift, 2005).

In addition, production of things has become infused with symbols in so far as
design elements have become central to much manufacture while, simultaneously,
there has been an explosive growth of work that is primarily and pre-eminently
symbolic (for instance the culture industries). These changes are manifest, argue
Lash and Urry (1994), in the motor industry (where a great deal of innovation is a
question of design rather than narrowly conceived technical refinement), but how
much more have they penetrated the music business, television production and
publishing, fast-expanding cultural industries where information soaks into every
aspect of work (pp. 220-2).

The contention here is that work increasingly features ‘design intensity’ as its
informational dimensions move to the fore, whether it is in the manufacture of ‘styl-
ish’ clothing and furniture or whether it is in the area of tourism and entertainment.
Further, against the perception that work is largely a matter of routinized factory
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production, Lash and Urry emphasize ways in which even goods production has
been influenced by wider developments which impel products to incorporate cultural
motifs (they have been ‘aestheticized’) and which intrude into work relations such as
to inculcate a ‘university’-like ethos in pioneering areas such as the IT industry.

Scott Lash (2002) locates such trends in the even wider context of a shift from
a ‘logic of manufacture’ to a ‘logic of information’ that heightens unpredictability
and introduces an imperative to live with the ‘disorganization’ that accompanies
an unstable economy revolving round knowledge-intensive innovation and a cul-
ture that is equally insecure. This amounts to us living in a ‘disinformed Informa-
tion Society’, one characterized by upheaval and ephemera, a lack of fixity in
everything that we do, that information at once enables and undermines.

In such chaotic circumstances work can take one of two forms: either innova-
tion can be devolved to the shop floor and operatives allowed a larger role in the
process (in the manner of Hirschhorn), or it can bypass the shop floor altogether,
with its functions taken over by ‘professional-managerial workers’ (Lash, 2002, p.
122) such as found already in the high tech and advanced producer and consumer
services. Lash envisages radical alternative societies emerging in this milieu. There
may be ‘dead zones’ of deindustrialization that fail to adapt to the information
economy and come to be marked by high unemployment while hanging on to tra-
ditional cultures that are ‘tame zones’ in so far as they remain reasonably orderly,
traditional in outlook with some common ways of life. On an opposite pole Lash
perceives ‘live zones’ that thrive economically in knowledge-intensive and innova-
tive work practices, yet which also subscribe to established culturally ‘tame zones’
(for example the conservative habitus of lawyers and accountants commuting from
the shires to the City of London). Yet Lash can also see ‘live zones’ that are com-
mercially buoyant, being engaged in informational activities such as fashion, music
and media, yet which adopt a radical cultural outlook, thereby inhabiting a ‘wild
zone’ of innovative and challenging lifestyles (e.g. as found in parts of London such
as Camden and Shoreditch). Against this, one might also identity areas of disinte-
grated and combative culture in a ‘wild zone’ that is economically unsuccessful,
perhaps where low-paid and insecure jobs are accompanied by a collapse of
common values and behaviours. In this emerging world, whatever the cultural
forms that emerge, there can be little doubt that the best prospects are found in the
highly skilled information occupations that manifest ‘flexible specialization’.

Web relations
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We may recall Robert Reich’s (1991) work here because of its suggestion that ‘sym-
bolic analysts’ have become the key drivers of the economy and organizers of
innovation readily connect with concepts of flexible specialization. Reich suggests
that ‘symbolic analysts’ — those who do the thinking, analysing and planning in the
information age — rely on and develop ways of working which are best understood,
not as positions within a particular corporate hierarchy, but rather as situated amid
‘global webs’. This idea has been endorsed by other influential social scientists, not
least Manuel Castells, whom I cover in Chapter 6.
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The argument is that work is increasingly a matter of horizontal rather than
vertical relationships. In the Fordist era most people worked for the company and
edged their way up the career ladder over the years, in return for their loyalty get-
ting an annual increment and a guaranteed pension at the end of working life.
Today, however, corporations have de-layered corporate hierarchies for reasons
of cost saving (and because ICTs allow them to do this), as well as to improve
competitiveness, but as they have done so they have necessarily empowered
those who guide and initiate innovation (and thereby provide market edge). These
latter are well educated and highly skilled, and not as a rule much concerned with
bureaucratic niceties. They have loyalty not to the company (which anyway has
withdrawn much of this in search of efficiency and competitiveness), but to the
project on which they happen to be working. Their identities, moreover, are much
more attuned to the colleagues — who are widely spread geographically — who
work in the same sort of areas. Praise from them is a key motivator, not a year’s
increment on salary or an away day with the company.

Further, in day-to-day operations they rely heavily on networks of colleagues
who may be at a considerable distance apart. Nevertheless, so long as they are on
the ‘web’ they can be brought together expediently for the project. In a world in
which flexibility is a must for competitive advantage, these information experts
who are able to act rapidly and who possess a record of achievement demon-
strated by a series of successful projects are at a premium — though the company
has little to offer them on any long-term basis. If one imagines the work practices
of top-level software engineers, academic researchers or journalists, then one
may readily appreciate this phenomenon. Such people’s top priority is rarely a
particular company, university or newspaper, but more often the esteem of their
peers. Their main concern is the piece of software on the go, the research project
or the story on which they are working, to which end they routinely draw on the
expertise of their own networks. Such employees routinely reskill themselves,
learning from peers and thirsting for the next project, and they move readily from
one project to another. They are, in short, flexible specialists par excellence.

These ideas of flexible specialization, with the suggestion of work being
information-intensive and of higher skill levels than hitherto, are understandably
appealing. The notion of a constantly learning worker evokes an image of ‘flexi-
bility’ that has achieved considerable credibility. Still more attractively, one can
recognize the professionalized employee in the cultural industries, eagerly on the
lookout for new ‘ideas’ or ‘styles’ to take up and explore, dealing all the time with
information in a reflexive manner, while searching out market niches by con-
stantly innovating. The writer of self-help books, the travel guide, the producer
contracted to Channel 4, the management consultant are all of this type. It is pos-
sible, as we have seen, to suggest that those who take up such occupations are
driven in ways reminiscent of the protestant work ethic, monetary reward being
inadequate to motivate these sorts of people (Himanen, 2001).

However, theories of ‘flexible specialization’ have had to encounter a great
deal of hard-headed criticism. Prominent among this are the following:

First, with some of the advocates there is, often in spite of explicit disavowals,
a strong trace of technological determinism. Those such as Hirschhorn (1984) who
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place emphasis on the cybernetic capabilities of computers fall too easily into a
tradition which presumes that advanced technologies bring with them advanced
skill requirements. From his perspective ‘industrial technology’ is ‘transcultural’,
unavoidably ‘shap[ing] social life in the same mould everywhere’, only to be broken
(and liberated) by ‘postindustrial technology’ (sic) which brings flexibility (p. 15).

Second, ‘flexible specialization’ is presented as the opposite of mass produc-
tion and, with this, in some way contrary to the continuing dominance of large
corporate organizations. However, it is doubtful whether this is the case, for sev-
eral reasons. One, which has already been reviewed, is that it underestimates the
flexibilities of giant corporations that are well able to introduce into their affairs
new modes of working, new technologies that enhance versatility and modular
products that allow for significant product differentiation while continuing mass
production practices. As Michael Sabel concedes, ‘existing Fordist firms may be
able to meet the changing demand without sacrificing their fundamental operat-
ing principles’ (1982, p. 194). Case studies of large motor manufacturers indicate
this possibility; Nissan, for example, established a new and flexible production
plant in Sunderland, but continued relations which entailed close control over a
subordinated labour force (Garrahan and Stewart, 1992). Again, a study of Nike
(Vanderbilt, 1998) concludes that production remains thoroughly Fordist, with
the added benefit for the company that 70 per cent of its trainers are manufac-
tured in China and Indonesia, with organization and marketing — the critical infor-
mation work and ‘value added’ in terms of what can be charged for the
shoes — located in the United States. Amazon, the quintessential smart and uber-
flexible corporation founded in 1994, stores stock in giant warehouses where
orders are processed by drone-like employees (Williams, 2013), ‘pickers’ who
follow a route to retrieve objects set out on a hand-held computer (which also
monitors the pickers’ speed and schedule), walking between 7 and 15 miles per
shift and subject to arbitrary ‘release’ (redundancy) (O’Connor, 2013). Perhaps, as
Keith Grint (1991) observes, it is unwise to conceptualize changes in terms of
such decisive differences as flexible versus mass production might imply. More
likely, {w]hat we have . . . is not the replacement of one form of production by
another but the development of parallel and juxtaposed systems operating for
different kinds of markets’ (p. 298).

A third objection is that, in spite of undoubted examples of flexible specializa-
tion that may be found, mass production remains dominant throughout the
advanced economies. Thus any suggestion of a marked change is empirically
false. Still another insists that there is little new about flexibility since it has been
a feature of capitalist enterprise since its origination (Pollert, 1988, pp. 45-6). The
nineteenth century is replete with instances of specialist enterprises to meet
market segments, but no one has ever felt a need to present the rag trade or toy
makers (cf. Mayhew, 1971) as illustrative of flexible specialization. Connectedly,
while enthusiasts present flexible specialization in positive terms, it can be inter-
preted as the re-emergence of what others have termed ‘segmented labour’. That
is, while there may indeed be a core of confident, skilled and versatile employees,
there are also identifiable much more vulnerable (and hence flexible) ‘peripheral’
people working part time, casually or on short-term contracts (Gordon et al., 1982).



REGULATION SCHOOL

Arguably these ‘peripheral’ groups have expanded in recent years, though there is
some doubt about quite how much this has happened and certainly they have long
been a feature of capitalist enterprise.

Fourth, a serious objection to the view that what is emerging with post-Fordism
is a self-starting, fast-adapting and easily disposed-of workforce, is that tenure in jobs
is not in decline. While considerable anecdotal evidence (Sennett, 1998) exists about
‘contingent’ employees and contracts of short duration, more systematic data find
that actual job tenure increased for most over the 1980s and 1990s (Bowers and
Martin, 2000). Now, this may be because people are sitting tight in uncertain times,
or it might be because they can change adeptly within a given organization. Equally,
however, it may be that the entire theory of flexible specialization is overblown, the
product of journalists (who do appear to have little job security) and academic entre-
preneurs projecting their own experiences and apprehension on to the wider society.

Finally, perhaps the sharpest attack has come from Anna Pollert (1988, 1990),
who criticizes the vagueness and catch-all character of ‘flexibility’, which, when
broken down into more testable elements (flexibility of employment, of skill, of
time, of production), loses much of its force and originality.

Conclusion

This chapter has undertaken a review of claims that there has been a transition
from a Fordist to a post-Fordist regime of accumulation and the related argument
that mass production has given way to flexible specialization. It is difficult to sum
up the state of the debate since a good deal of the argument is ambiguous and
uncertain, often unable to state directly whether we are supposed to have experi-
enced a systemic change or whether what has emerged is more a continuation of
established capitalist relations.

What is clear, I think, is that we ought to be sceptical of suggestions that we have
undergone a sea change in relationships. Features of capitalist continuity are too
insistently evident for this: the primacy of market criteria, commodity production,
wage labour, private ownership and corporate organization continue to prevail,
establishing links with even the distant past. Nonetheless, from the premise that cap-
italism is a dynamic form of economic and social arrangement, it is surely indisput-
able that we can observe some significant shifts in orientation, some novel forms of
work organization, some changes in occupational patterns and the like. We should
not make the mistake of going beyond acknowledgement of these changes to the
contention that we have witnessed a system break of a kind comparable with, say,
slavery’s supersession by feudalism or, more recently and certainly more profound
than any Fordism to post-Fordism transition, the collapse of Communist regimes
and the attempts to replace these with market-based systems.

This qualification aside, I believe that several major changes in post-war cap-
italist organization may be registered:

» The recession that hit capitalist societies in the 1970s impelled a restructuring
of relationships that unavoidably resulted in upheaval and instability.
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» The process of globalization, in its diverse aspects, continued and accelerated,
making it untenable for corporations to continue as before, and presented them
with challenges and opportunities that had to be met.

» Throughout the period transnational corporations expanded in size, scope and
reach, in ways without historical precedent that made them the major players
in the global economy.

» Something of the success of changes represented by post-Fordism can be noted
in response to the 2008 financial crisis of the Western economies and the reces-
sion/depression that followed. Despite the severity of the crisis and
the readily identified anger with the bankers and financiers at its storm-centre,
the general inability to offer alternatives is remarkable.

Combined, these developments precipitated major changes in capitalist activity,
not least an acceleration of change itself, something which encouraged more flexi-
ble strategies of production, marketing and, to some degree at least, consumption.
And absolutely axial to these developments, and to the handling of change itself,
was information, from the level of the factory and office floor to worldwide corpo-
rate operations.

Information may not have brought about these changes, but today it indisput-
ably plays a more integral role in the maintenance and adaptability of capitalist
interests and activities. By way of a conclusion, let us signal some of the crucial
ways in which information contributes:

* Information flows are a requisite of a globalized economy, particularly
those financial and service networks which tie together and support dispersed
activities.

* Information is central to the management and control of transnational corpo-
rations, both within and without their organizations.

+ Information is crucial to the emerging phenomenon of global localism (otherwise
known as glocalization), whereby international and local issues and interests are
connected and managed.

Information now plays a more integral part in work practices, at once because
computerization has pervasive effects and also because there has been an increase
in the information intensity of many occupations. The organizing, planning and
implementation of much activity nowadays require specialists in information,
Reich’s ‘symbolic analysts’, and in turn their actions have major consequences for
everyone else.

1 To the extent that it shares this problematic it can be appreciated that Regulation
School theory, as an apparently critical theory of capitalism which derives a good deal
of its concepts and insights from Marxist writings, fits rather neatly into a conservative
framework. After all, if one seeks to explain how and why capitalism maintains itself, is
this not tantamount to denying the Marxist theme that capitalism will be supplanted?
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Regulation School theory does present a somewhat functionalist account, one that,
in identifying how order is maintained under capitalism, somehow elides the ragged
edges of the system.

Arthur Marwick (1982) demonstrates that average weekly earnings rose 130 per cent
between 1955 and 1969; over the same period retail prices rose only 63 per cent.
Moreover, while prices of food and other necessities rose steadily, many consumer
goods such as cars, televisions and washing machines actually cost less (p. 118).

Eric Hobsbawm (1968) calculates an almost 300 per cent increase in instalment debt
in Britain between 1957 and 1964 (p. 225).

Other pertinent thinkers, notably Lester Thurow (1996), Tom Friedman (2005) and
Manuel Castells (1996-8), whom I discuss separately in Chapter 6, were also formu-
lating this thinking.
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CHAPTER SIX

Network society: Manuel Castells

Manuel Castells is the stand-out scholar of information issues and has been so for
a generation. His trilogy The Information Age, the first edition of which appeared
between 1996 and 1998, offered a systematic understanding of what Castells con-
ceives of as the ‘network society’. The Information Age was reprinted often and has
been translated into over twenty languages. Reviewers even ranked Castells along-
side the classics of social thought. Impressed by the encyclopaedic character of his
study and its remarkable conjoining of empirical data and bold theorization, many
regard Castells as a fitting successor to Karl Marx, Max Weber and Emile Durkheim.

The Information Age presented a thorough account of the social, economic and
political features of ‘informational capitalism’ and I discuss these below. In the
intervening years Manuel Castells has continued to build on his earlier analyses.
This has taken him, most noticeably, into closer examination of media and media-
tion in general, the vital symbolic dimensions of the ‘network society’ that have
such a heightened role in life today (think round-the-clock television and radio, the
media saturation of politics, and the ready availability of web-based news services).

In this, Castells persists with his abiding interest in power relationships (in who
gets what, how and in what circumstances). A core concern is how the presence of
media is consequential for pretty much everything that goes on nowadays: it is perva-
sive and it is where power is actioned, encountered and mobilized. Wanting to under-
stand the dynamics of domination and resistance, Castells has a close eye for media,
how they are used by those at the top and how those below take to them. His book
Communication Power (2009) draws attention in particular to the vital role of symbolic
politics from above (with established political parties and interests), from below (in
insurgent social movements that can use new and old media to effect) and from
beyond (in so far as media flows increasingly transcend national borders, so then does
their capacity to affect domestic politics). Most recently, Castells (2012) — a long-term
scholar of social movements — has turned his attention to ‘networks of outrage and
hope’, hence to the Arab Spring, to anti-Austerity protests, to the Occupy movements
in and beyond the United States. His analyses of these and associated networks —those
‘horizontal’ networks that seize opportunities for ‘mass self-communication’ — in
effect address a spate of commentary that sees in new technologies democratizing
opportunities because of their interactive capacities and massive potential reach.
I will discuss more directly Castells’s contribution to this theme later in this chapter
(pp. 120-2), but such is its vibrancy that it recurs throughout this book.
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Anyone attempting to examine the role and character of information must
come to terms with the work of Manuel Castells. There is no better place to begin
that task than with The Information Age trilogy. Born in Barcelona in 1942 in a
Francoist family, as a student left-wing radical Castells fled into exile from Franco’s
dictatorship at the age of 20. He went to Paris, where he completed a doctorate,
taught at the University of Paris, was caught up in the événements of 1968 and
published in 1972 an innovative and influential text, The Urban Question, which
was shaped by the then popular structuralism of Marxist philosopher Louis
Althusser (1918-90). Castells moved in 1979 to the University of California,
Berkeley, where he was Professor of City and Regional Planning and Sociology for
two decades. He has since moved back to Barcelona, where he is professor at the
Open University of Catalonia, though he maintains a position in the United States
at the University of Southern California in Los Angeles.

Manuel Castells’s reputation was long ago established as an urbanist.
However, The Information Age synthesizes and extends his earlier work on cities
to present what is in effect an account of the overall character of contemporary
civilization. Simultaneously it reveals a long-term movement from a youthful
Marxism to what may be termed a post-Marxist social science. This is not to say
that Castells has abandoned his radicalism. He remains passionate about politics
and is a committed social democrat.! There is palpable excitement in his refer-
ences to the protesting indignados he studied in Spain, Castells (2012) confessing
that he ‘connected spontaneously with the values and style of the movement’ and
might have joined them physically, but his ‘old bones would not take easily to
sleeping on the pavement’ (p. xi). Indeed, an engagé quality drives and informs his
intellectual work, something he shares with social analysts as diverse as C. Wright
Mills, Ralf Dahrendorf and Daniel Bell. I rather think that deep concern, even
commitment, is characteristic of the highest forms of social science scholarship,
though of course one must never think partisanship is sufficient to produce high
quality research.

While Castells remains politically ardent, still he is a post-Marxist in so far as
The Information Age embraces and elaborates criticisms of Marxism that were
prefigured in his earlier book, The City and the Grassroots (1983). His post-Marxism
is evident in various ways: in a conviction that radical political change is unlikely
to stem from the working class (the proletariat as the privileged agent of change
is now illusory); in scepticism, even hostility, towards Communism; in a conviction
that identity politics such as feminism now matter enormously and that these
cannot adequately be explained in terms of class; and in a jaundiced perception
of intellectuals’ political advice (Castells, 1998, p. 64, 359).

Yet still Marxism has left an impress on Castells’s thinking. As we shall see,
this is evident not least in his retention of Marxist concepts such as ‘mode of
production’, and in his insistence that the role of capitalism should be highlighted.
Marxism’s influence can also be tracked in the organization of the three volumes
that make up The Information Age. Volume 1 stresses social structural matters
such as technology, the economy and labour processes that lay the foundations for
the ‘information age’. Volume 2’s primary concern is with the sociology of the
‘network society’, in particular with social movements that have arisen in response
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to these fundamental changes and then take advantage of the new circumstances
presented. Volume 3 is the most explicitly concerned with politics, a primary theme
being social inclusion and exclusion, and subjects considered range from the former
Soviet Union to the future of Europe, the rise of the Pacific Rim and the significance
of global crime networks. This procedure and prioritization are evocative of Marxist
methodology, moving as it does from structural features, on to social forces and
finally to political affairs. They provide an organizational framework for The
Information Age, but — as we shall see later — they also give insight into Castells’s
views regarding the most important causes of change. The priority goes to matters
of economy and technology, after which come matters of consciousness and politics.

A Marxist legacy is also evident in Castells’s commitment to a holistic account
of the world today. His approach suggests that to explain adequately the workings
of the world, the most consequential social, economic and political features
should be examined as interrelated elements. This is not to say that Castells pre-
sents a functional account of how each part supports an overall operation. Not at
all: his approach is one which emphasizes the connectedness of parts, though
often these are in contradictory relationships and their very frictional character is
an important contributor to change.

Castells’s pursuit of the ‘big picture’, one that provides at once a broad brush
and textured portrait of contemporary civilization, is unfashionable. Nowadays
‘grand narratives’ are regarded with suspicion, enthusiasm reserved for accounts of
particularities and differences. More than this, Castells is unafraid to identify the
most important features of the world in which we live. In this project he is at one with
the Marxist tradition (though he does not necessarily share its priorities) and at odds
with Foucaultian post-structuralist thinking (where reference to more or less salient
features of a society are readily met with the accusation that these selections are but
a reflection of the author’s own entrapment in a particular ‘discourse’). Hence when
Manuel Castells sets out to delineate contours of the network society and how these
interconnect, he is swimming against a tide of postmodern orthodoxy.

In the following I set out major elements of Castells’s thought as expressed
especially in The Information Age (see Webster, 1995, ch. 9 for discussion of spe-
cifically urban dimensions). This is something of a misrepresentation of his work
since it reduces it to a series of abstract and theoretical observations. It cannot be
stated too forcefully that an especially impressive quality of Castells’s work is its
empirical materials. This does not mean that he just describes situations, piling up
data and description. Castells is theoretically informed, sophisticatedly so, but he
prioritizes in his work engagement with evidence. He does not start with a theory
that is then obstinately held to in face of facts. Manuel Castells (2000a) advocates
‘disposable theory’, in large part as a reaction against an overemphasis on abstract
theorizing that has so marked social science and the humanities in recent decades.
Against this, Castells’s work is marked by its inclusion of a remarkable amount of
empirical material, drawn from around the world. He presents this evidence in an
impressively coherent framework of analysis, whether it concerns the ‘wild capi-
talism’ of post-1989 Russia, the inner city ghettoes of North America or the intri-
cacies of the European Union, but always he is at pains to incorporate and respond
to substantive trends and events.
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Continuity/change?

Castells’s core argument is that the ‘information age’ announces ‘a new society’
(Castells, 2000c, p. 693) which has been brought into being by the development of
networks (enabled by computer communications technologies) and which gives
priority to information flows. I shall say more about this, but for now would note
that Castells does not straightforwardly suggest the arrival of an ‘Information
Society’. In his view all societies have used information, and hence the term
‘Information Society’ is of limited analytical value with regard to the distinctive-
ness of the present era (Castells, 2000d, p. 21).

Castells adopts the concept ‘informational capitalism’ when describing the
present epoch. Both the adjective and the noun here are important. On the one
hand, the adjective allows him to draw attention to developments of such import
that they mark the arrival of entirely new relationships. Informationalism, a key
term to Castells, identifies ‘the action of knowledge upon knowledge itself as the
main source of productivity’ (Castells, 1996, p. 17), and it heralds a ‘new economy’
as well as a ‘new society’. On the other hand, his retention of the noun capitalism
lets Castells observe that familiar forms of economic relationships (profit-seeking,
private ownership, market principles) prevail. Indeed, he goes further to observe
that ‘informational capitalism’ is an especially unforgiving, even rapacious, form
of capitalism because it combines enormous flexibility with global reach (both of
which were absent in previous capitalist eras) thanks to network arrangements
(Castells, 1998, p. 338).

Theories of the Information Society has distinguished thinkers who emphasize
systemic change by evoking the concept of an ‘Information Society’ and those
who contend that continuities from the past are the most telling feature of the
present. So where, one might ask, does Castells fit into this schema? He appears
to stress at once the profundity of change and simultaneously to emphasize that
capitalism persists and that it is even more entrenched than hitherto. At once
Castells is recognizing that capitalism plays a lead role in the present period (and
this necessarily means that former relationships are perpetuated and even
extended), and at the same time he is forwarding the view that fundamental
changes have come about because of the establishment of a ‘network society’
and that these networks are requisites of any future social organization. As he puts
it, we have a society that is ‘certainly capitalist, but of a new brand of capitalism’
(Castells, 2009, p. 33). A tension here between the view that capitalism is the most
salient feature of the world today (continuity) and that it is informationalism which
is of primary importance (change) runs through the oeuvre of Manuel Castells.

Castells (2004a) is conscious of this issue. Thus he rejects as ‘a bit preten-
tious’ those who ‘label our society an information or knowledge society’ because
‘T know no society in which information and knowledge have not been absolutely
decisive in every aspect of society’ In such a way he unhesitatingly jettisons
‘Information Society’ concepts. He has even distanced himself from the prioritiza-
tion of information, so the term ‘informational capitalism’ has become less prom-
inent in his writing. At the same time Castells plainly states that the emergence of
a ‘network society’ does mark a novel society. Thus ‘while we are not in an
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Information Society . . . we are in a networked society’ and this is a ‘fundamental,
morphological transformation of society’ (Castells, 2004a). Continuity and change
sit together somewhat uneasily here.

The network society

110

Castells argues that we are undergoing a transformation towards an ‘information
age’, the chief characteristic of which is the spread of networks linking people,
institutions and countries. There are many consequences of this, but the most tell-
ing is that the network society simultaneously heightens divisions while increasing
integration of global affairs. Castells’s concern is to examine ways in which glo-
balization both brings together people and processes and fragments and disinte-
grates. This supplies the primary theme of his trilogy.

Castells traces roots of the Information Age to the 1970s, to that period of
capitalist crisis I considered in Chapter 5 that marked the end of what has been
described as the ‘post-war settlement’ (full employment, rising living standards,
state welfare systems, etc.). This precipitated a period of restructuring of capital-
ist enterprise, as corporations caught in recession and facing sharper competition
than before sought sources of profitability. This restructuring happened to coin-
cide with the appearance of what Castells terms the informational mode of devel-
opment, a phenomenon closely associated with the growth of ICTs.

The restructuring of capitalism was, in key ways, a matter of taking up the
new technologies and coming to terms with ICTs, in search of a new means of
successful commercial activity. Especially since the 1970s, a renewed form of
capitalism — what Castells refers to as ‘informational capitalism’ — has been that
which utilizes information networks to conduct its affairs, from within the factory
(with new ways of working) to worldwide marketing. Moreover, this is closely
involved with the long-term, ongoing and accelerating process of globalization;
so much so that the ‘network society’ is one in which capitalist activity is con-
ducted in real time around the world, something that is unthinkable without
sophisticated ICTs.

For many writers the spread of global information networks heralds the
demise of the nation state, since frontiers are irrelevant to electronics flows and,
accordingly, marketing, production and distribution are increasingly conducted on
a world stage that undermines national boundaries. There is acknowledgement of
this tendency in Castells, but still he does not suggest that networks mean the
death of the nation state, especially in the sense that national government might
be of diminishing importance. The nation state is certainly drawn into the global
marketplace, but Castells insists that its role remains important. Chiefly this is
because, though global integration is the trend, there is a cognate need for maxi-
mum adaptability of participants. Radical and frequent shifts in market situation
and opportunity are the order of the day in a world where ‘creative chaos . . .
characterises the new economy’. To meet this ‘relentlessly variable geometry’
(Castells, 1996, p. 147), governments are responsible for seizing opportunities (and
shouldering blame) depending on circumstances. Thus judicious encouragement
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of strategically important research projects, or timely involvement in important
contractual negotiations, above all in ensuring good governance, is a vital role of
nation states today. Hence they still matter enormously, even if they are com-
pelled to operate in a global maelstrom of information flows.

Castells offers a whirlwind tour of winners and losers in the globally inte-
grated world, highlighting the variability of results in Latin America, the former
Soviet Union and the potential of post-apartheid South Africa. His theme here is
that the differences across this changing world scene, where conventional terms
such as North and South confuse rather than clarify, are important things to note,
something which demonstrates that appropriate government strategies can make
a substantial difference in this new world. Effective government actions steered
the likes of Japan and Singapore towards success, while the ‘predatory states’ of
much of Africa pushed nations such as Zaire and Uganda to the margins of the
global network society, condemning them to eke out an existence by ‘the political
economy of begging’ (Castells, 1998, p. 114).

The international division of labour may be variable, but the general direction
is evident, and it leads towards four forms (Castells, 1996, p. 147); namely, those
areas divided into:

+ producers of high value (based on informational labour), which are concentrated
in North America, Western Europe and Japan;

» producers of high volume (based on lower-cost labour), where China is espe-
cially important;

» producers of raw materials (based on natural resources), where oil and gas sup-
plies are crucial;

* redundant producers (that are reduced to devalued labour), where there is little
capital, few resources, unstable government and poor infrastructure.

The network enterprise

We have now entered a new epoch that is a network society that has emerged
from the coalescence of capitalism and the ‘information revolution’. Castells
believes that this is not just a matter of globalization, important though that is. It
has also profoundly changed organizational forms, since with the global integra-
tion that has come from the growth of networks has come about a de-bureaucratization
of affairs. What is suggested is that, even where the corporation is a transnational
giant, hierarchies are being pulled down, and power shifting to the real movers
and shakers, those information workers who operate on the networks, fixing deals
here and there, working on a project that finds a market niche, owing more com-
mitment to people like themselves than to the particular company which happens
to employ them for the time being.

Castells is not blind to the presence of transnational corporations in this net-
work society, but his assertion is that they, like everyone else, are profoundly
threatened by it, so much so that they must themselves change or risk collapse. In
consequence, claims Castells, transnational corporations are moving from being
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vertically integrated to being so disintegrated as to transform into the horizontal
corporation (Castells, 1996, p. 166). He argues that, because in a network society
speed of response and adaptability in a global market are at a premium, what
count above all else are networks. In turn, however centralized and hierarchically
arranged the corporation might appear in a formal sense, what delivers products
and services on time and at a favourable price is the networks that are made and
constantly remade by the players inside or outside the company. In short, what we
have is the ‘transformation of corporations into networks’ (p. 115), where strategic
alliances are made and abandoned depending on particular circumstances and
participants, and where what Toyota management thinkers call the ‘five zeros’
(zero defect, zero mischief (i.e. zero technical faults), zero delay, zero paperwork
and zero inventory) are the recipe for success.

Castells’s suggestion is that, even if transnational corporations continue to
exist, they have been dramatically changed. Gone are the days of a global empire
planned and operated by centralized command from the metropolitan centre. In
the information economy ‘the large corporation . . . is not, and will no longer be,
self-contained and self-sufficient’ (1996, p. 163). Instead it must devolve power to
those with access to the network of ‘self-programmed, self-directed units based
on decentralisation, participation, and co-ordination’ (p. 166). In such ways the
‘globalisation of competition dissolves the large corporation in a web of multidi-
rectional networks’ (p. 193).

There is an echo of post-Fordist theory in all of this and the post-Fordist
mantra ‘flexibility’ is repeated throughout Castells’s books. While Castells rarely
refers explicitly to Fordist literature, he has suggested (Castells, 2000b) that today’s
paradigmatic corporation is Cisco, a company whose web site is the locus of its
business and through which 80 per cent of its business is conducted. For Castells
(2000e), while the Ford company’s huge manufacturing plants, standardized pro-
duction and top-down management structures epitomized the era of industrial
capitalism, the Cisco corporation is the archetypical ‘network enterprise’ of the
Information Age (pp. 180-4).

This is au courant with management theory and can be read about regularly
in the pages of the Financial Times and in the columns written by Tom Friedman
for the New York Times. To be sure, the global economy is fast-moving, unstable
and risky to pretty well everyone, a condition that owes much to the processes of
globalization that have brought once relatively immune (by virtue of their pro-
tected domestic markets) corporate players into fierce competition on a world
scale. But what Castells is postulating is something at once much simpler and
more profound. He baldly states that ‘the logic of the network is more powerful
than the powers in the network’ (Castells, 1996, p. 193), a gnomic phrase that
translates into saying that ICTs have reduced the effectiveness of global corpora-
tions and dramatically empowered those people and organizations who are entre-
preneurial and effective in terms of networking. These people may actually be
employed inside corporations, yet the new technologies have brought about the
devolution of power from their employers to the network players.

Castells (1996) goes on to extol what he calls the ‘spirit of informationalism’
(p. 195). Here he borrows from Max Weber’s famous argument that there was in
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Calvinist theology an ‘elective affinity’ with the development of capitalism — the
‘Protestant ethic’ gelled with the ‘spirit of capitalism’ — to suggest a comparable
element in operation today. Capitalism is still around, but ‘in new, profoundly
modified forms’ (p. 198), at the core of which is this ‘spirit of informationalism’.
Castells’s depiction of this ‘spirit of informationalism’ evokes an image of those
participants in cyberspace who are at ease with information exchanges, are well
connected, and are so effectively networked that they may seize the day. He notes
the capacity of network decisions to radically transform lives and events across
the world in waves of ‘creative destruction’ (to use Schumpeter’s terms).

It must follow, he asserts, that those who make such decisions are a new type
of person, answerable not even to their employers, and always open to those with
the talent to network. It is not surprising, then, that Castells ends in describing this
new state of affairs as being where ‘Schumpeter meets Weber in the cyberspace
of the network enterprise’ (p. 199), names which conjure a heady mix of tumultu-
ous change, creativity and personal drive. Castells’s co-author, Pekka Himanen
(2001), has extended this thesis to suggest that a ‘hacker ethic’ is evident today,
being a combination of adventure and lawlessness in which the motivated work
for the hell of it.

Castells also pays considerable attention to changes in work practices and
employment patterns. The conclusion of a lengthy definitional and statistical tour
is that, in the view of Castells, information work has massively increased through-
out society, that in the round it is more satisfying than the labour that was available
in the past, that it is much more individuated than previously, and that the changed
circumstances of the ‘network society’ mean that people must get used to being
‘flexible’ in what they do and in what they expect to be doing in the future if they
are to survive amid the ‘systemic volatility’ of informational capitalism.

Cultural consequences of informational capitalism

Midway through, The Rise of the Network Society reflects on the cultural conse-
quences of technological change, a subject he gives book-length attention in his
later study Communication Power (2009). In The Information Age trilogy Castells
does not worry much about the content of the emerging network (the usual anxi-
eties about pornography, violent imagery, political extremism, etc.). He detects
deeper consequences of new technologies, tapping the legacy of Marshall
McLuhan for his insight that television announced the end of print and its super-
session by a new cultural form. The argument is that, just as a vital thing about
television in politics today is less the particulars of coverage but that to be a par-
ticipant in politics one must be on the television, so the most pressing thing about
the network society is not what gets said on it, but the fact of having access to the
network itself. If you are not on the network, attests Castells, you will not be able
to play a part in the network society, hence you will be irretrievably marginalized.

Furthermore, computer networks portend the end of the mass communica-
tion system that was television (a centralized production system transmitting to a
homogenized audience). The network society is different because it individuates
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audiences (thereby offering heterogeneity) and allows them to interact with others
who also have access. This latter can empower those formerly denied access to
media, a radical transformation that allows what Castells (2009) has come to call
‘mass self communication’, though without access to the network this prospect is
nugatory and, indeed, to be denied access is to experience an especially severe
form of social exclusion. The cultural effect of most weight, therefore, is the issue
of being networked, so one may be able to access and produce information, inter-
acting with whomsoever, whensoever, one needs. A popular description for this is
the end of the consumer of media and the emergence of the prosumer, who creates
and receives content.

Castells is concerned about some of the technological developments that
have preceded the spread of the internet, since they can increase social fragmen-
tation, something that recurs throughout his work. For instance, cable and satellite
television have developed in ways that target audiences to receive a pre-selected
diet of programmes, dividing those who watch, for instance, Sky Sports from those
drawn to rock music channels. This is why Castells, in an inversion of McLuhan’s
well-known aphorism, refers to such things as the ‘message is the medium’, since
what they transmit is dependent on the perceived requirements of segmented
audiences. This all happens alongside the global concentration of television
resources, dramatically evidenced in Murdoch’s News Corporation, which yet can
supply customized and even diversified programmes and channels to market-
appealing and disparate audiences. Castells is also apprehensive about an increase
in home-centredness that accompanies the introduction of these technologies,
especially where they are driven by entertainment interests. Nevertheless, and
paradoxically, this very spread of consumer (brand) culture alongside corporate
concentration can result in more diversified — if entertainment-led — programming,
since ‘while capital is global; identities are local or national’ (Castells, 2009, p. 72).

However, there are countertrends operating here. To Castells (1996) the inter-
net possesses ‘technologically and culturally embedded properties of interactivity
and individualisation’ (p. 358) that connect rather than divide people and that can
contribute to more diversity of content. Castells even envisages that the ‘Internet
will expand as an electronic agora’ (p. 357) to announce an ‘interactive society’
(p. 358). The consequences of these developments are multilayered, ‘in spite of
the growing concentration of power, capital and production in the global com-
munication system, the actual content and format of communication practices
are increasingly diversified’ (Castells, 2009, p. 136). There is much to play for in
this emergent situation because effects will be varied and even contradictory.

In a second edition of The Rise of the Network Society (2000d) Castells tem-
pered some earlier optimism, acknowledging the ‘mediocre materialisation’ which
opposes the ‘noble goals’ of the new technologies (p. 398). He even acknowledged
‘electronic autism’ as an apt descriptor of much blogging (Castells, 2009, p. 66).
One may use e-mail and the internet routinely, and it is very helpful to contact
people with whom one shares interests, but it is often not much more than a con-
venient and usually abbreviated form of letter writing and a means of locating the
nearest dry-cleaning outlet. Any genuine sense of community, the return of which
courtesy of ICTs is a favoured theme among futurists, cannot be a matter of such
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restricted communication, since it involves connecting with whole people rather
than the specific ‘bits’ which are what constitutes a good deal of virtual relations
(a musician’s bulletin board, a professional listing, a business communication, an
electronic purchase) that can be easily disposed of when interest wanes (Talbott,
1995). Indeed, there is something disturbing about online relationships with others
that can be abandoned at the touch of a keyboard. Such superficial, non-disturbing
and self-centred links scarcely merit the term community, which, if nothing else,
involves encountering others in real places and real times. Real community can of
course confirm one’s opinions and bolster prejudices, but it can also challenge
conduct and convictions without prospect of electronic evasion (Gray, 1997).

One-time enthusiast about the promise of the PC to help expand the horizons
of the self, psychotherapist and scholar Sherry Turkle (2010), after years of reflec-
tion on her clients, is now hesitant. She sees the internet as bringing about a situ-
ation of ‘alone together’, where family members may sit close at mealtimes, but
each is isolated and insulated inside their private electronic networks. They may
be linked in to their virtual friends through Facebook and avidly texting comments
on schoolwork, but oblivious to siblings and parents sitting right by their sides.

Turkle’s description of what she found among her American subjects is pro-
vocative, but her study is considerably more delimited than Castells’s project. It is
likely that he would concede her findings, but remind us too of the multilayered
character of the network society, such that one can have, simultaneously, more
individualization and more diversity of information and more engagement with
others in the virtual realm. The cultural consequences of the internet are multidi-
mensional and complicated and remain uncertain.

Continuing the McLuhanite legacy, Castells argues that ‘the price to pay for
inclusion in the system is to adapt to its logic, to its language, to its points of entry,
to its encoding and decoding’ (Castells, 1996, p. 374). Castells believes that the
cultural effects of ICTs are of utmost consequence. He writes of ‘real virtuality’ to
capture the amalgamation of text, audio and visual forms that multimedia entail
and life in a ‘network society’ means. He suggests that, strung out on the network,
even where we are interactive with others, the media are all the reality we experi-
ence. Thus it is a system in which ‘reality itself . . . is entirely captured, fully
immersed in a virtual image setting, in the world of make believe, in which appear-
ances are not just on the screen through which experience is communicated, but
they become the experience’ (Castells, 1996, p. 373). There is something in this
argument that mediation of life is now pervasive, such that experience is in very
large part through technologies. Our knowledge of places, people and events is
decidedly of this character.

Castells illustrates this novel cultural condition by describing an amalgam of
television soap and political issues with reference to a Dan Quayle experience.
During the 1992 election campaign the then US Vice-President used a character
from a soap opera to illustrate his argument for ‘family values’. After Quayle’s
speech the soap retorted by including an item about his intervention in the next
episode. Fact and fiction seemingly blur here, something that Castells suggests as
an instance of the ‘real virtuality’ that is a product of new media. In my view this
is an unconvincing case for persuading us that a novel situation has come upon us.
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Not far off two hundred years ago Charles Dickens did much the same thing in
serialized stories such as Oliver Twist and the Pickwick Papers, and large parts of
everyday experience involve drawing on fictional characterizations to explore the
real (‘He’s a bit of a Scrooge’, ‘No Podsnappery here’, ‘He’s a real Uriah’). Fiction
supplies us with a good deal of ways of talking about social reality and thereby
may blur apparently sharp distinctions between fact and fable. It has done so for
years, certainly long before the spread of multimedia and even before television.
These new forms of culture offer similar representations that may or may not be
adopted, but we may be confident that most people will not have too much trou-
ble distinguishing the literal from the literary (Slouka, 1995).

The space of flows

Castells’s ideas on ‘the space of flows’ will be familiar to readers of his earlier The
Informational City (1989). In The Information Age he restates his distinction between
the ‘space of places’ and the ‘space of flows’, and puts the emphasis in the network
society on the latter. With information flows becoming central to the organization of
today’s society, disparate and far-flung places can become ‘integrated in international
networks that link up their most dynamic sectors’ (Castells, 1996, p. 381). Castells
emphasizes his argument that regions and localities do matter, but suggests that we
are experiencing now a ‘geographical discontinuity’ (p. 393) which throws estab-
lished relations out of kilter. New ‘milieu of innovation’ will determine how particular
places prosper or decline, but all will be integrated into the ‘network society’.

Cities, especially those which act as ‘nodal points’ of the wider network, take on
an especial importance and manifest particular characteristics. Insisting that the
‘global city is not a place, but a process’ (Castells, 1996, p. 386) through which infor-
mation flows, Castells maintains that megacities (such as Tokyo and Mumbeai) are
‘development engines’ (p. 409) that are at once ‘globally connected and locally dis-
connected, physically and socially’ (p. 404), a feature obvious to any but the most
casual visitor. Castells includes an intriguing discussion of the ‘dominant managerial
elites’ (p. 415) who play a key role in the networks. They are cosmopolitan and yet
must retain local connections to ensure their coherence as a group, a force for serious
psychological tension. These people have global links and lifestyles (similar sorts of
hotels, similar pastimes) and characteristically they separate themselves within the
cities they inhabit, frequently using advanced technological systems to insulate them-
selves from the ‘dangerous classes’ nearby. Despite their elite standing and global
connections, Castells cannot bring himself to describe these people as a class. On the
contrary, he concludes that there is ‘no such thing as a global capitalist class’, though
there is a ‘faceless collective capitalist’ (p. 474), of which more below (pp. 122-3).

Timeless time

When he introduces the concept of ‘timeless time’ Castells takes up arguments
about time-space compression in the modern world to emphasize that the
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network society endeavours to create a ‘forever universe’ in which limits of time
are pushed further and further back. Castells shows that time is constantly man-
ipulated by ‘electronically managed global capital markets’ (1996, p. 437) and,
related, how work time is increasingly acted upon (‘flexitime’) in order to maxi-
mize its most effective use.

In addition, the network society induces a ‘blurring of lifestyles’ (Castells,
1996, p. 445) in which there is a characteristic ‘breaking down of rhythmicity’ (p.
446) such that biological stages of life are manipulated. Thus we have 50-year-old
women bearing children alongside attempts (cryogenics and suchlike) even to
‘erase death from life’ (p. 454), regular assertions that ‘sixty is the new forty’ and
talk of ‘sexy’ eight-year-olds, alongside resistance to ageing through exercise
regimes, drugs and cosmetic surgery. We come here to consideration of genetic
engineering breakthroughs, which Castells links to information and communica-
tion matters: both contribute to the promotion of a culture of timelessness.

Castells identifies ‘instant wars’ as those fought in short decisive bursts by the
powers that command the most advanced technologies, and which are presented
around the world in global media. Most people are aware of the development of
Information War (Tumber and Webster, 2006), certainly after the Iraq assaults in
1991 and 2003, the crushing of Serbia in 1999 by NATO forces, and the speedy
invasion and overthrow of the Taliban theocracy in Afghanistan late in 2001 (the
latter was followed by over a decade of morale-sapping resistance by locals who
were able to inflict casualties on occupying NATO troops with suicide attacks and
roadside bombs, characteristic weapons of the weak in asymmetrical warfare).

However, Castells makes more of the end of conventional war than this. He
reminds us that participation in war, for people in Europe at least, was a rite de
passage for much of history, something he argues provided an unforgettable
reminder of one’s own mortality while serving afterwards always as a point of
reference for those who survived. That has now gone, and bolsters too the cult of
‘timeless time’, leaving us living in a permanent present. In addition, Castells
(1996) discerns in the network society an emphasis on instant communication,
such that we gather information almost immediately from around the globe, which
is presented to us in hypermedia forms that raid history without offering historical
context, so much so that we are exposed to a ‘no-time mental landscape’ (p. 463).
All comes together in a culture of the network society that induces ‘systemic per-
turbation’ (p. 464), a constant instantaneity, lack of continuity, and spontaneity.

Identity and social movements

Volume 2 of The Information Age switches attention away from the construction
of the network society towards a concern for collective identities. How do people
see themselves? How do they mobilize in their perceived interests? How do they
envisage their lives now and in the future? Castells’s focus is with shared identities,
not just an individual’s, since his reasoning is that collective identities continue to
matter enormously. The central subject here is social movements, by which Castells
(1997a) means ‘purposive collective actions [which] transform the values and
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institutions of society’ (p. 3), and which provide people with central elements of
their identity. In other words, this book’s concern is with the politics and sociology
of life in the contemporary world.

The core argument is concerned with how identities are to be made when
traditions are being challenged. Castells suggests, for instance, that nation states
and their associated legitimizing institutions (notably welfare provision such as
health provision and pensions) are being destabilized. He evokes a period during
which some sort of stability was achieved on the basis of a settlement between
various forces inside nation states. Unions struck bargains with employers, gov-
ernments acted with effect on the national economy and, above all, welfare
measures — schools, hospitals, housing, etc. — made more acceptable market rela-
tionships. In this milieu people received and built identities: with the nation, within
the class system, with institutions that reflected ‘our ways of life’.

However, now the globalizing and highly competitive network society upends
much of this. Thus the Welfare State is threatened everywhere by pressures to
reduce public expenditures (and thereby taxation), the national economy is
exceedingly difficult to control in an era of real-time and continuous trading in the
yen, the dollar and the euro, and political democracy itself is denuded by the
growth of ‘informational politics’ which are mediated by information and com-
munications media that are global, irreverent and drawn to focus on scandal. The
labour movement, traditionally concerned with nationally based issues and once
able to negotiate a modus vivendi that made capitalism palatable to the many, finds
itself profoundly weakened in a world of global competition and instant move-
ment of capital. Once cherished benefits such as occupational pensions, job secu-
rity and agreed pay rates now appear fragile and tenuous.

In an interesting aside, Castells suggests that the nation state cannot even
harness the new technologies to effectively monitor and control its populations,
since states are themselves subverted by the emergence of semi-autonomous
regions (and even by cities), citizens connect with others thousands of miles away
with ease, and a global, but differentiated, media is somewhere exposing the
machinations of politicians. Consider, for instance, the rise(s) and fall(s) of Silvio
Berlusconi, Italy’s longest-serving Prime Minister. Berlusconi first became Prime
Minister in 1994 as leader of his conservative party, Forze Italia. Before this — but
continuing through his leadership — he created a large media holding, Mediaset,
that is the largest commercial broadcaster in Italy, with three networks that gave
Berlusconi command over the overwhelming majority of Italian broadcast televi-
sion, which he harnessed (along with his substantial interest in advertising and
PR) to promote his politics. In spite of these formidable resources, Berlusconi has
faced repeated exposures and criminal investigations, ranging from tax evasion
convictions to charges of having sex with under-aged girls, from alleged mafia
connections to bribery of police officers and judges, from money laundering to
soliciting minors for prostitution (the so-called RubyGate affair). His first adminis-
tration was plagued by investigations into accusations of corruption. Despite this
scandal Berlusconi returned as Prime Minister in 2001, 2008 and again in 2011,
latterly with his new party, the People of Freedom. But he has been continually
pursued by investigations into his affairs and disclosures about his flamboyant sex



NETWORK SOCIETY

life which his own media empire can do relatively little to stem. Late in 2012 he
was sentenced to four years imprisonment (later shortened to one year) for tax
evasion (he is appealing); a further twelve months was awarded in 2013 for his
leaking to a newspaper, owned by his brother, the contents of an illegal phone tap
he had arranged concerning a political rival and related to a 2005 banking scan-
dal; and his trial on charges of having sex with a juvenile continues, one that car-
ries a heavy custodial sentence. Outside his native land Mr Berlusconi is widely
regarded as a sex-addicted and corrupt buffoon, in the words of the pro-business
Economist (2011), ‘a disastrous, even malign, failure’. Domestically, he commands
a massive media business, yet still there is opposition. Beyond Italy’s shores, he is
manna to a media industry that thrives on sex and scandal. Those who have fears
about an Orwellian state coming into being with the spread of network technolo-
gies, with developments interpreted as the coming of ‘Big Brother’, might look at
Italy and perhaps fear more Castells’s (1997a) prognosis: ‘Our societies are not
orderly prisons, but disorderly jungles’ (p. 300). This may be a less chilling vista
than one in which citizens are relentlessly ‘watched’, but here we may see that
everything is rootless and uncertain, traditions broken apart, former certainties
lost forever (cf. Lyon, 2007, 2009).

Castells reasons that identities are forged in actions, thus the ‘network soci-
ety’ induces movements of resistance and even of project identities. We are then
launched into an analysis of resistance movements of various kinds (from Mexican
zapatistas to the neo-fascist Patriots in the United States, from Japanese fanatics in
the Aum Shinrikyo to religious fundamentalism in versions of Islam, from ethnic
nationalism in the former Soviet Union to territorial struggles in places like
Catalonia). Castells offers neither approval nor disapproval of these reactive
movements, but sees in them evidence of the formation of collective identities in
face of enormous new and heightened pressures.

[lustratively, Castells details the project-oriented movements of environmen-
talism and feminism, the influence of which has already been enormous, but will
surely continue to tell. Note, too, that these movements cannot be considered
simply as reactions to the stresses and strains of the ‘information age’, since they
all themselves adopt and take advantage of the facilities available in the network
society, to aid organization and the dissemination of their views. They campaign
locally, but such social movements are adept at use of ICTs and transnational in
their outlook, orientation and connections.

Castells’s analysis on feminism demonstrates that patriarchy, for centuries the
norm in human society, is ineluctably on the wane, for at least four reasons. First,
there is the fact of women’s increasing participation in the labour force, something
closely connected to the spread of information work and the emphasis the net-
work society places on ‘flexibility’. Second is the increasing control over their
biologies that is most evident in genetic engineering of one sort or another, free-
ing women from the restrictions of reproduction. Third, of course, is the feminist
movement in all its diverse forms. And fourth is the spread of ICTs which enable
the construction of a ‘hyperquilt of women’s voices throughout most of the planet’
(Castells, 1996, p. 137). Combined, these forces are extraordinary, challenging
sexual norms that have continued for centuries and thereby ‘undermining . . . the
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heterosexual norm’ in intimate as well as in public domains. Castells refers to
‘practical feminists’ (p. 200) around the world who are acting to change their lives,
and in the struggles developing new identities as they bring about the ‘degender-
ing [of] the institutions of society’ (p. 202).

Mediation

120

In his more recent books, Communication Power (2009) and Networks of Outrage
and Hope (2012), Manuel Castells has extended his study of social movements
and moved analysis of mediation more to the centre of his concerns. The latter
book is more closely concerned with resistance movements, focused on the Arab
Spring, the Occupy movements and anti-Austerity protest. It is an analysis pro-
duced at speed, sure to date quickly, yet full of insights that are consonant with his
general approach to the network society.

Communication Power is the more scholarly and ambitious. It takes us into the
burgeoning field of media, where Castells’s scholarship is certain to have a large
influence. The book addresses politics in the present era and, as such, has a good
deal to say about campaigning in general. Its central concern is with power, how
it is developed and effected. Castells observes that there has been a transition
from power enforcement by coercion to implementation by persuasion; hence the
means of persuasion — media broadly conceived — are of pressing importance in
examination of power relations. Communication Power is situated in his general
conception of networks, with full acknowledgement that we now inhabit a medi-
ated world wherein which politics is played out. Baldly, in the network society
‘politics is primarily media politics’ (Castells, 2009, p. 194). Indeed, he reiterates
that politics that is not engaged in the media process is doomed to marginality.
This means, necessarily, that politics and political activity must be thoroughly
symbuolic in this day and age.

For Manuel Castells the central concern is with the dynamics of resistance and
domination, recognizing from the outset that power is not all one way. Nowadays
that means the power of persuasion cannot be taken for granted since it almost
always meets with counter-information and dissent. Stating this, Castells under-
lines his view that, while vertical relations persist (the powers that be can still issue
edicts from on high), more horizontal relations are also in evidence. In the case of
politics this means that, while established corporate and state interests adopt all
manner of ways in which they may professionalize their activities (PR, the judicious
leak, the sound bite, the photo-opportunity, the grooming of candidates . . .) the
better to persuade, there are also counter-forces likely to upset the operation. A
signicant one is an institutionalized media that has an abiding interest in scandal,
not least because it is highly newsworthy and aids sales (Thompson, 2000).

There are at least two factors in play here. The first is that audiences do not
straightforwardly absorb messages. Instead, they interpret them, bringing to them
values and meanings gleaned elsewhere. This is a truism of media research, but
Castells (2009) goes further than endorsing ‘active audience’ theory, to conceive
of a ‘creative audience’ (p. 132) that not only interprets what it receives, but also
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can interact with those messages to challenge, expand, reject or embrace.
Advancing this view, Castells writes extensively on the obstacles faced by those
setting out to persuade audiences. The commonsense notion that an argument is
won by the party that marshals the strongest evidence is deemed false. Facts are
not enough and nor are rhetorical skills, because audiences selectively perceive,
drawing on deeply held emotions that have been established early in life. Castells
suggest that this primacy of feelings among media receivers is the starting point
for any campaigner hoping for success, since trust in candidates and spokespeo-
ple and tapping deeply felt values and beliefs are the most telling factors. Thus
personality, emotions and character are crucial factors, overriding substantive
matters.

The second factor involves the growth and extension of the internet while
also drawing on features of the creative audience. This allows what Castells terms
‘mass self communication’, the ability to send from small groups and even indi-
viduals messages that potentially reach large audiences or combine to constitute
a potent force. Think, for instance, of the April 2013 funeral of Baroness Margaret
Thatcher. On her death, as with most long-term Prime Ministers in Britain, there
was due solemnity and homage given by politicians and media. It is beyond doubt
that Thatcher was a strong and determined leader throughout her Prime
Ministership (1979-91). However, the organization of a ceremonial funeral with
military honours (a de facto state funeral because of the scale of the ceremonial
involved, especially with royal attendance), paid for by the government, appeared
to suggest that as national leader she was a unifying figure. The only Prime
Minister in Britain to have been awarded a state funeral in the twentieth century
was Sir Winston Churchill in early 1965, the uniqueness of the event testimony to
his singular leadership through the Second World War when the fate of the entire
country really was in jeopardy. Very quickly Twitter comments began to question
the appropriateness of a comparable honour for Baroness Thatcher. Negative
comments soon were trending: many observing that the code name “True Blue’
suggested that the funeral would be laden with Conservative Party propaganda,
others criticizing the cost to the taxpayer (estimates of £10 million were sug-
gested), but many more recalled her divisiveness, victims of her policies (notably
the industrial North) and her part in the deregulation of the City of London that
led to the 2008 financial crisis. A Twitter campaign resulted in a song from
the Wizard of Oz, ‘Ding, Dong! The Witch Is Dead’, climbing to number two in the
singles chart for downloads. These misgivings, now in a public domain, were
picked up and acknowledged on the television news and in some newspapers. The
funeral went ahead, with assurances that the Thatcher family would make a con-
tribution to the costs, but it was accompanied by protesters (despite heavy polic-
ing and apprehension among some would-be attendees) and any thought that Mrs
Thatcher and her fierce pro-market policies might be presented as acceptable to
all was dismissed. It is likely that there would have been objections anyway, but
the adroitness of the internet meant that dispersed individuals created a ‘voice’
that rapidly shaped discussion and more mainstream media coverage.

This sort of development, evident in blogs, web sites, email and the like, can
empower what might appear initially to be weak movements since access to the
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symbolic domain is much easier than ever before and once fragmented voices can
come together. In this way the internet enables the emergence of horizontal forms
of power that can respond to messages from more hierarchical institutionalized
forces, and even initiate them. For example, in times of conflict, state institutions
are well practised and prepared for ‘winning the information war’, yet they cannot
guarantee their own messages will persuade, since other institutional outlets may
not be entirely onside (there is characteristically some autonomy of news service,
essential for them to maintain credibility) and we may be sure that anti-war activ-
ists will be ready with their counter-materials to challenge the military perspective
and inject their own stories (Gillan et al., 2008).

New forms of stratification
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Castells suggests that the network society overturns previous forms of stratifica-
tion, bringing in its wake new types of inequality. I have already observed his
arguments about the development of the horizontal corporation that may be bad
news for the bureaucrat, but which empowers those left behind, and his argument
that, on a global scale, the information age brings capitalism that is systemic yet
lacking a guiding capitalist class. It is worth saying more about stratification under
informational capitalism, so profound are its expressions and its consequences.
With the coming of these new forms of stratification come changes in power rela-
tions, the allocation of resources and prospects for the future. Above all, the divide
between labour and capital, the division that underpinned political allegiances
(and much else) until the closing years of the twentieth century, has apparently
been destroyed.

In place of capitalism directed by a ruling class we now have capitalism with-
out a capitalist class. Network-oriented and adept ‘informational labour’ is respon-
sible for running capitalism nowadays. This group has become the key force in
society, responsible for just about everything from designing technology to manag-
ing corporate change and agitating for legislative reform. Conjure, for instances of
this group, the money-exchange dealer in the City of London, the corporate lawyer
ensuring intellectual property rights are duly accorded, the high-level accountant
advising companies how to minimize their tax liabilities, the venture capitalist
ranging far and wide searching for lucrative deals, the research scientist working
with a multinational team on pharmaceutical products, the chief executive whose
qualities of leadership are accrued across countries and employers . . . However
varied in particulars, such characters share elite educational qualifications, excel-
lent networking abilities and proven achievements in a variety of domains.

In turn, manual workers (termed ‘generic labour’ by Castells) are increasingly
redundant and ill at ease in informational capitalism. They are constantly threat-
ened by their own rigidity, which leaves them unable to cope with change, as well
as by informational labour, which, as the innovative and wealth-producing force,
frequently finds itself imposing change on them. This generic labour, typically
male, represents what sociologists (and others) used to refer to as the ‘working
class’, whose days, accordingly, are numbered. Further, a crucial social cleavage
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concerns those pushed to the margins of informational capitalism — the unskilled
and educationally ill prepared. At best, they find low-level and insecure employ-
ment, and at worst they occupy the fringes of organized crime.

As these new divisions develop, established forms of mobilization are under-
mined. With the old stratification system transformed, class politics become out-
dated and are superseded by social movements that are better able to engage with
the changed circumstances of a network society and the lifestyle and identity
politics that characterize the present era. Leaders of these new movements also
possess the media and organizational skills necessary for effective mobilization in
the information age.

Though Manuel Castells is reluctant to present his analysis directly in relation
to other contemporary social thinking (the likes of Anthony Giddens, Ulrich Beck
and Daniel Bell get only passing mention), it is clear that his views are consonant
with a good deal of their writing. More specifically, Castells’s emphasis on a pro-
foundly changed stratification system, especially his concern with the centrality of
well-educated informational labour, and his stress on new forms of political mobi-
lization that transcend former class divisions, encapsulates a spectrum of beliefs
that ‘new times’ are upon us.

The demise of the working class

Castells foresees the end of the traditional working class in two ways. First of all,
this class, once the anchor of all radical political movements, is numerically in
decline and being replaced by a non-manual, increasingly female, workforce.
Second, its contribution to society has been taken away: the labour theory of
value should be replaced with an information (or knowledge) theory of value. In
Castells’s (1997a) words, ‘knowledge and information are the essential materials
of the new production process, and education is the key quality of labour, [so] the
new producers of informational capitalism are those knowledge generators and
information processors whose contribution is most valuable to the . . . economy’
(p. 345).

While in the past the working class was subordinate to the owners of capital,
it was widely accepted that it was still indispensable. After all, miners, factory
operatives and farm workers were needed if coal was to be won, assembly lines to
run and food to be produced. This essential contribution of the working class is
what underlies the labour theory of value and the strong theme of ‘inheritor’ pol-
itics in socialism — the idea that ‘the working class create the wealth and one day
they will reap their just rewards’. Nowadays, however, this is not so. A new class —
informational labour — has emerged which makes the old working class dispos-
able. Informational labour acts on generic labour in ways that make abundantly
clear who is most important to society. It does this in diverse ways, perhaps by
automating generic labour out of existence (by using computerized technologies),
or by transferring production to other parts of the world (readily done by planners
with access to high technology), or by creating a new product towards which
generic labour, being fixed and rigid, is incapable of adjusting.
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In the new world, informational labour is the prime creator of wealth, while the
working class is in terminal decline because it cannot change fast enough to keep
pace. In current parlance, it lacks ‘flexibility’. As a result, politics is shifting away from
class (which was, anyway, hopelessly mired in the nation state, another reason why
the working class is impotent in a globalized world) towards social movements such
as feminism, ethnicity and environmentalism. These movements reach far beyond
traditional class allegiances and appeal to the lifestyles and identities of supporters.
They, too, are noticeably infiltrated by information labour of one sort or another.
Consider, for example, Amnesty International, Greenpeace or Friends of the Earth,
each with global reach, computerized membership lists and extensive networks of
highly educated, scientifically trained and media-conscious staff and supporters.

Further, while Castells emphasizes that informational capitalism is extraordi-
narily powerful and pervasive, especially in the ways in which it inhibits actions that
are inimical to market practices, he is also insistent that there is no longer an iden-
tifiable capitalist class. Since capitalism has gone global, individual states have rad-
ically reduced options for manoeuvre, most obviously in terms of national economic
strategies. This is not to say that government actions are insignificant — actually
quite the reverse, since inappropriate steps bring especially rapid responses from
the world economy. However, we would be mistaken to think that there is a capital-
ist class controlling this world system. There is, states Castells, a ‘faceless collective
capitalist’ (1996, p. 474), but this is something beyond a particular class. What one
imagines by this is that, for example, constant trading on world stock markets or in
foreign currencies means there is scarcely room to opt out of the mainstream of
capitalist enterprise. Yet the functionaries of this system are not propertied capital-
ists; rather, it is informational workers who are the prime players. This scenario
suggests that it is the accountants, systems analysts, financiers, account investors,
advertisers, etc. who run capitalism today. He insists, however, that there are no
‘grand designers’ around, since the system has its own inbuilt momentum, the net-
work being greater than any single or even organized group. Moreover, it must be
stressed that these people are where they are not because they are property owners,
but by virtue of their expertise. They will be diverse, ranging from high-level math-
ematical competences in some to first-class imaginative capabilities in others, from
expert physicists to innovative deal-makers. Nonetheless, all possess demonstrable
and, for the more senior, achieved expertise in their separate fields. They are infor-
mation workers of one sort or another, and as such they announce the end of both
the old-fashioned propertied class and the working class.

Finally, we have the unskilled and/or irrelevant to informational capitalism,
those whom Castells refers to as the ‘fourth world’ and who have no part to play
because they lack resources of capital and/or skills that might make them appeal
to globalized capitalism. Here he writes evocatively about the ghettoized poor in
the United States, those mired in the underclass living cheek by jowl alongside the
informational labour that is so central to the new world system, and often working
in unenviable circumstances as waiters, nannies, janitors and servants of this new
class. Castells notes the fear that generic labour may, in the longer term, sink into
this underclass if its members cannot come to terms with the flexible demands of
the new economy.
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To sum up: Castells considers that the stratification system has been radically
transformed by informational capitalism. Above all, this is manifested in the emer-
gence of the 30 per cent of the occupational structure of OECD countries
accounted for by informational labour. In an argument which echoes a great deal
of current thinking, from the enthusiasm of Robert Reich (1991) for ‘symbolic
analysts’, through Peter Drucker’s (1993) belief that knowledge experts’ are now
the ‘central resource’ of capitalism, to Alvin Toffler’s (1990) identification of the
centrality of the ‘cognitariat’ in the knowledge society’, Castells contends that
informational labour is that range of jobs which generates change, holds together
the new economy, and generally does the thinking, conceiving, planning and oper-
ationalizing required by informational capitalism.

Informational labour is thus the glue bonding informational capitalism
together. As already noted, it has usurped old-style capitalist classes since owner-
ship of capital is no longer sufficient to make headway in today’s world. Those
who run companies must be equipped with the informational skills that allow
them to remain viable in face of enormous uncertainty and constant change.
Sitting on a pile of stock is no longer enough because without the informational
labour to keep pace it will be lost. Accordingly, those information occupations
which manifest abilities to analyse, plot strategy, communicate effectively and
identify opportunities are a priority, and, as such, they move to the core of capital-
ist enterprise.

Specific skills, of course, matter, but they are less important to these people
than the overriding skill of adaptability. That is, they are ‘self-programmable’, able
to train and retrain wherever necessary. This makes them especially suited to sur-
vival in the fast-paced and dauntingly ‘flexible’ world of informational capitalism.
Gone are the days of permanent and secure employment in the large bureaucracy,
this having been replaced by contract work for the duration of the particular pro-
ject. This frightens many, but not informational labour, since it eagerly adapts to
‘portfolio’ careers in which capability is demonstrated by a record of achievement
on a range of jobs (Brown and Scase, 1994). Old values, such as loyalty to a par-
ticular company, are increasingly things of the past. These nomads happily move
to and from projects, drawing on their network contacts rather than the corporate
hierarchy for the next deal. They do not seek security of tenure, but rather the
excitement and challenge of the latest development in their field. Indispensable,
but not especially attached to the company, such workers sign up for a ‘project’,
then happily go their way. Think of the freelance journalist able to turn a hand to
pretty well any piece of reportage; the software engineer who is devoted to the
particular piece of programming he or she is developing and connected to per-
haps a few hundred like-minded people around the globe; or the professor whose
allegiance is to his or her peers rather than any particular institution.

One cannot escape the contrast with generic labour. While the latter is fixed
and rigid, yearning for job security and able to perform the same tasks day after
day that were learned in early training, informational labour is able to navigate,
and is even eager for, change. Informational labour is nowadays the prime source
of wealth, whether busy making tradable services in accountancy, engaged in
‘knowledge-intensive’ businesses such as software engineering and biotechnology,
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designing fashionable clothes, making appealing advertisements or simply con-
ceiving a more cost-effective way of delivering products.

Meritocracy

This promotion of the category informational labour carries with it a strong echo
of the idea of meritocracy, where success hinges not on inherited advantage but
on ability plus effort in the educational system. Informational labour, even if it is
not discipline specific, does seem to require possession of high-level education. In
universities there has been considerable interest in inculcating ‘transferable skills’
in students so that graduates might be able to offer what appeals to employers:
communicative abilities, team working, problem-solving capability, adaptability,
commitment to ‘lifelong learning’ and so forth. It can be no accident that the age
participant ratio in higher education is now in all advanced capitalist countries
around 30 per cent and rising.

Castells’s treatment of the theme of informational labour reminds us of mer-
itocracy because of its insistence that success in the occupational structure
requires not (inherited) economic capital, but informational abilities, most of
which are the sort of things students gain from a university education. In so far as
employees enter the elite arena of informational labour they must have the cre-
dentials that come from a university degree (though, for continued success, they
will need to acquire an impressive track record). Castells endorses a meritocratic
principle in so far as he insists that capitalism today is led by those with informa-
tional capital, while possession of economic capital is no longer sufficient to con-
trol the levers of power. Unavoidably, then, the gates are opened for those who
attain academic credentials, and then continue to build an impressive portfolio.
Conversely, they are closed to those who, no matter how advantaged their origins,
are incapable of achieving the qualifications to be an informational worker.

A correlate of this position is that the stratification system of informational
capitalism is unchallengeable since it is deserved. Reflect on how this contrasts
with the traditional picture of capitalism, where the workers created the wealth,
which was then expropriated by the rich not because of any superior qualities of
the owners, but simply because capital ruled and kept the working class subordi-
nate by economic exigency.

Critique

126

Castells’s argument, whatever its meritocratic implications, presents several diffi-
culties. A major problem is that his emphasis on the transformative capacities and
characteristics of informational labour recalls a host of earlier claims that the
world was changing because of the emergence of ‘experts’ of one sort or another.
André Gorz (1976), Serge Mallet (1975), Kenneth Galbraith (1972), Daniel Bell
(1973) and, to go back even further, Henri Saint-Simon (Taylor 1976) each had
their own emphases when it came to describing the features of the educated in
society. Some stressed their technical skills, others their cognitive capabilities and
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still others their formal education. But at root they present the same argument:
educated elites of one sort or another are the key players in society. Such posi-
tions are unavoidably technocratic to a greater or lesser degree. They hinge on the
presupposition that either or both the division of labour and technology carry
with them an inevitable hierarchy of power and esteem, resulting in a ‘natural’
form of inequality that is supra-social although of inordinate social consequence
(Webster and Robins, 1986, pp. 49-73). Perhaps this is so, but there is much evi-
dence of continued inequality, where those with the most privileged origins con-
tinue to dominate the privileged destinations, so much so that any unqualified
acceptance of meritocratic assertions must be questioned (Heath et al., 2005).

A second difficulty is that Castells’s concept of informational labour is extraor-
dinarily multidimensional. By turns he emphasizes education, communicative
skills, organizational abilities and scientific knowledge, in this way lumping together
a wide range of disparate activities and capacities under one blanket designation.
At times it seems that Castells is saying little more than that dispersed activities
require people with organizational skills or management training to co-ordinate
them, or that organizations tend to be headed by actors who possess communica-
tive abilities. A host of thinkers have long since said much the same thing. Consider
Robert Michels’s (1959 [1915]) classic Political Parties, in which the qualities of
oligarchic leaders appear to be much like those of Castells’s informational labour:
organizational knowledge, media capabilities, communicative skills and the rest.

Castells’s catholic definition of informational labour leaves the term short of
analytic power. At one and the same time he can describe as informational labour
those possessing technical knowledge sufficient to use ICTs with ease; those with
scientific knowledge such that theoretic principles are embodied in the brains of
educated actors; and management as a generic category, embodying those quali-
ties which facilitate organization of institutional matters, writing skills and a capac-
ity for strategic planning. There is surely a host of differences between stockbrokers
working in the City and water engineers maintaining reservoirs in the Home
Counties, yet to Castells they are both informational labour. Similarly, the journalist
on a daily newspaper is to Castells an informational worker in much the same way
as is the surgeon in a hospital. But all that these people may share is a high level of
educational attainment, and no amount of labelling can merge them into a homo-
geneous group. Indeed, one can with just as much credibility argue that the jobbing
carpenter, perhaps self-employed, belongs to the same informational labour cate-
gory as the manager of an import—export business. Both need to communicate
effectively, analyse, calculate and co-ordinate their activities. So elastic is Castells’s
notion of informational labour that it stretches far enough to encompass just about
any group of people in even minor leadership roles, even in relation to classically
‘proletarian’ organizations such as in trade unions and working-class parties.

The historical development of informational labour

Accepting for the moment that there is an increased representation of informa-
tional labour in the workforce, one may ask questions of its novelty, its size and its
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significance. Historian Harold Perkin’s book The Rise of Professional Society (1989)
is an especially useful source, since it maps the rise to prominence of professional
occupations not, as with Castells, in the recent past, but over the past century. The
history of England since at least 1880, argues Perkin, may be understood as the
emergence of ‘professional society’ that claims its ascendancy especially by virtue
of ‘human capital created by education’ (p. 2). Professionals are undoubtedly
‘information workers’, yet they have been on the rise, according to Perkin, for well
over a hundred years. This continuous and long-term growth of informational
labour over the century must lead one to doubt its novelty — and the argument
that places weight on the expansion of the category.

In addition, one might query the novelty of knowledge-intensive industries.
Biotechnology and software engineering may excite commentators today, but
there are equally obvious examples of important knowledge businesses in the
past. Petrochemicals, pharmaceuticals, aerospace, electrical engineering and even
banking are industries with roots in the early decades of the twentieth century,
ones which have made a significant contribution to GNP as well as to employ-
ment. It ought to be remembered that developments such as solid-state physics,
nuclear energy, radar, the jet engine, plastics and television are important industri-
ally (and, indeed, in everyday life), and each has an important knowledge input,
yet all date from at least the inter-war period.

A look around at the turbo-capitalism of today suggests that most informa-
tion workers are subordinate to the marketplace, far removed from the picture of
the powerful brokers envisaged by Castells. They are controlled rather than con-
trollers, eager to find a niche in the market system rather than exercise some
countervailing influence. To be sure, this need not entirely invalidate Castells’s
point that the functionaries of the market system — those battalions of MBAs,
economists and accountancy graduates — are nowadays more central to the oper-
ation of corporate capitalism than an outmoded propertied class. However, we
need to pause before we ascribe special powers to such people. It would seem
often that their actions are in fact tightly circumscribed. Better perhaps to see
them as cogs in a machine, essential to capitalism’s operation yet fixed in a place
that renders them incapable of autonomous action. It is not difficult to conceive
of financial and banking staff, investment analysts and actuarial scientists in this
way, players entirely subordinated to maintaining the market system and their
employers’ position there. For instance, it might seem reasonable to identify uni-
versity vice-chancellors (increasingly termed chief executives) as the epitome and
apex of the ‘information worker’. These are the captains of higher education, at
the helm because of their proven academic achievement, their capacity for strate-
gic thinking and their enviable people management skills. Universities in the UK,
moreover, still benefit from public funding, providing them with autonomy from
market imperatives. Such characteristics and conditions one might expect would
provide considerable influence and independence of the ‘information workers’
steering higher education institutions. Nevertheless, casting an eye over universi-
ties in Britain over the past thirty years, despite rapid growth, it is hard to discern
much action that does not fit into a mould shaped by market imperatives: com-
mercialization, commodification and the spread of instrumentalism towards the
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curriculum are the distinguishing features of today’s ‘business universities’
(cf. Slaughter and Leslie, 1997; Tuchman, 2009). The glaring exceptions are the
most prestigious institutions, Oxford and Cambridge, that occupy such a stellar
position that they may still retain large numbers of Classicists and Philosophers
and even hesitate to admit Business Schools (Oxford hesitated to accept the £23
million donation to build their school from arms dealer and banker Wafic Said).

Moreover, since the mid-1970s there have been assaults on the privileges of
many professions (e.g. teachers, architects, lawyers and librarians), a huge expan-
sion of higher education and a manifest decline in the returns on higher educational
certification. A great deal of this testifies, again, to the power not of ‘informational
labour’ but of the market system, which — whatever the intellectual capacities of the
employee — appears to be the most decisive factor. The rise of informational labour
appears to have done little if anything to limit the determining power of capital.

It is worth commenting here on the rapidity with which commentators move to
assert that greater participation in higher education of itself demonstrates the spread
of information labour. Awkward questions need to be asked as regards changed
standards demanded in an expanded higher education system, as well as regards the
fit between occupations and educational attainment. There are serious questions to
be raised about standards in higher education as participation rates have burgeoned,
and, while these are matters of debate (Phillips, 1996), there can be little doubt that
there has been serious inflation of demand for qualifications from employers even
while occupations themselves have not necessarily been upskilled (and arguably
many have been deskilled [Beaudry et al., 2013]). There are definite signs that a uni-
versity degree is exhibiting the classic symptoms of a positional good: the more
students who achieve a degree, the less valuable a degree becomes in terms of
attaining a prestigious job, and the more valuable becomes the relative exclusivity
of the institution by which the degree was awarded.

This raises the question — especially pertinent given Castells’s emphasis on
merit in the creation of information labour — of access to the most prestigious
universities, entry to which opens the way for careers in the highest-level informa-
tional occupations, those found at the hub of informational capitalism. In Britain
the signs are that the most exclusive universities, Oxford and Cambridge, have
become if anything more closed in recent decades as regards the social origins of
candidates. Thus, while only 7 per cent of the relevant age group benefit from
private education in the UK, half of all students at Oxford and Cambridge come
from such schools (Adonis and Pollard, 1997), whereas this figure stood at one-
third a generation earlier. The association of high reputation universities with dis-
proportionately privileged student origins is hard to miss. In the top ten or so
British universities one finds proportions of the privately educated ranging from
25 to 50 per cent, though they are a much smaller element — less than 10 per cent —
of the age group at school. This is not, moreover, a reflection of prejudice on the
part of universities. Rather, it expresses the capacity of private schools to ensure
their pupils perform disproportionately well in the public examinations that most
influence university entrance. This raises a crucial issue that is underexamined by
Castells: whether avowedly meritocratic social systems may still favour certain
socio-economic groups.
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The persistence of a propertied class
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Though it is undeniable that globalized capitalism is an unsettling and uncertain
phenomenon for all concerned, including capitalist corporations themselves,
there is good evidence to suggest that the main stakeholders are constituted by a
propertied class that enjoys concentrated ownership of corporate stock. The
work of John Scott (1982, 1986, 1991, 1996) is a crucial source in this regard
since, while it does not directly address the question of the significance of infor-
mational labour, it scotches many of the key claims of Castells with the evidence
it presents. For instance, Scott reminds us that an important change in capitalism
has been the shift from personal to impersonal forms of control. That is, outright
individual ownership of firms has declined, to be replaced more commonly by
dispersed share ownership. Thus nowadays various institutions such as banks and
insurance companies typically own corporations, with individual shareholders
usually accounting for small percentages of total shares.

Castells acknowledges this too, but then claims, drawing on a long tradition
of ‘managerial’ sociology, that a ‘managerial class’ runs these corporations and,
there because of its managerial abilities, ‘constitute[s] the heart of capitalism
under informationalism’ (1997a, p. 342). However, Scott demonstrates that the
growth of the joint stock corporation has not meant a loss of control by capitalist
classes, since networks of relationships, based on intertwined shareholdings, link
them together and ensure their position is maintained through a ‘constellation of
interests’ (Scott, 1997, p. 73).

Contrary to Castells, it appears still that there is a capitalist class at the helm
of the capitalist system (Sklair, 2001). It is a good deal less anonymous than he
believes, though this propertied class may not direct capitalism in any straightfor-
ward sense. Castells is surely correct to draw attention to capitalism’s instability
and unpredictability at all times, but perhaps especially today. One need only
reflect on news from the Far East and Latin America or the morass of contempo-
rary Russia to appreciate the volatility, even uncontrollability, of capitalism nowa-
days. Nonetheless, this does not mean that the upper echelons of the system are
not monopolized by a propertied group.

There has undoubtedly been a partial dissociation of ‘mechanisms of capital
reproduction’ and ‘mechanisms of class reproduction’ (Scott, 1997, p. 310). That
is, capitalists are still able to pass on their property to their heirs, but they cannot
guarantee transmission of the associated top management positions. Nevertheless,
this dissociation, which owes a great deal to the demand for educational achieve-
ment, has not extended very far. Indeed, Scott suggests that the propertied class
also ‘forms a pool from which the top corporate managers are recruited’. Moreover,
this propertied class is especially advantaged in the educational system, so much
so that it tends to emerge with the high-level informational skills stressed by
Castells. This is surely a major reason for the exclusivity of entry to Oxford and
Cambridge referred to above. As Scott points out, this propertied capitalist class
has interests throughout the corporate system, and is able to ensure its continuity
over time through its monopolization of the educational system as well as its
monopolization of wealth. It stands at the top of the stratification system, enjoying
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superior life chances to those in the subordinate service class that fill the rungs of
the corporate hierarchies (p. 20).

Doubtless all top corporate managers are informational labour of one sort or
another, but it is a serious mistake to bracket them with the remaining software
engineers, accountants and journalists who also work with symbols. At the hub of
globalized capitalism are indeed informational workers, but for the most part they
are where they are, and able to continue there in large part, by virtue of privileged
origins, cosseted education and the inestimable advantage of inherited wealth. It
is the case that, as capitalism has globalized, so have patterns of capitalist classes
become more variegated. However, even here there may be signs of the dispro-
portionate influence of propertied groups that manifest a striking degree of self-
reproduction (Useem, 1984).

The origins of informational capitalism

[ return now to more conceptual aspects of The Information Age. Castells draws a
distinction between what he terms an informational mode of development and a
capitalist mode of production. The latter derives from Marxist traditions, and refers
to a market economy, production for profit, private ownership and the like.
However, a mode of development refers to the means of producing a given level
of wealth. Industrialism was one mode of development, and now we have entered
a new ‘socio-technical paradigm’, the informational mode of development, which
presents us with a new way of creating wealth. In Castells’s (1996) view the infor-
mational mode of development is where ‘the action of knowledge upon knowl-
edge itself [is] the main source of productivity’ (p. 17). As noted above, in Castells’s
view the historical coincidence of capitalism in trouble in the 1970s and the ‘infor-
mation revolution’ has given birth to the ‘informational capitalism’ of today.

But let us reflect a little on the conceptual apparatus that is being used here.
It involves an insistence that we can examine change on two separate axes, the
one a mode of production and the other a mode of development, one that pro-
vides wealth, the other that arranges and organizes that wealth. It is illuminating
here to evoke the pioneering work of Daniel Bell. It is well known that Bell origi-
nated the concept of ‘post-industrial society’, later terming it the ‘Information
Society’, though he developed his argument from within a resolutely Weberian
framework. Manuel Castells (1996), while he situates himself in a more radical
intellectual tradition than that of Bell, is conscious of his debt to his predecessor,
whom he acknowledges as a ‘forebear . . . of informationalism’ (p. 26). However,
the affinities are more profound than this passing note suggests, and they are ones
which raise major question marks over the approach of Castells.

In this context it is useful to be reminded of Daniel Bell’s theoretical premises
because they reflect so closely those of Castells. It is especially useful in what fol-
lows to hold in mind that Bell's argument originated in an engagement with
Marxism, a starting point congruent with that of Castells. In The Coming of Post-
Industrial Society the thesis of an emerging ‘information age’ revolves around
Bell’s claim that the techniques and technologies of production have become
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more important than the particular social system which is erected on them. That
is, while Marxists might claim that fundamental change is a matter of moving
through slavery, feudalism and capitalism, Bell asserts that the most telling change
is through agriculture, industrialism and post-industrialism, with the latter stage
being characterized as an Information Society. In Bell’s (quasi-Marxist) language,
‘the forces of production [technology] replace social relations [property] as the
major axis of society’ (Bell, 1973, p. 80).

What Bell does here is trump Marx with Weber. The class struggles of the
‘relations of production’ turned out to be of less import than the dull compulsion
of the spread of the ethos of ‘more for less’, the drive of efficiency manifest espe-
cially in technological innovation. Ineluctably, and whatever his avowals to the
contrary, Bell’s argument for change thereby hinges on a technologically deter-
minist principle, since this is what underpins social and political life. True to the
Weberian tradition of American sociology, Bell concludes by stating that the
major historical transitions are marked by the move from pre-industrialism,
through industrialism, to post-industrialism, each fracture being marked by tech-
nical advances that generate enormous increases in productivity.

This is much the same argumentation that we get from Castells. While his ana-
lytical distinction between a mode of production and an informational mode of
development allows him to acknowledge that we are actually in a period of ‘informa-
tional capitalism’, it is clear that the real motor of change is a ‘technological revolu-
tion, centred around information technologies, [which] is reshaping, at accelerated
pace, the material basis of society’ (1996, p. 1). Castells endorses throughout the
principle that it is the ‘information technology revolution’ that is the edifice on which
all else of the ‘network society’ is built. Unavoidably, it means that Castells, his radi-
calism notwithstanding, is committed to a technocratic view of development, just as
much as is Daniel Bell and, indeed, all other theorists of the ‘information age’ (Kumar,
2005). Given the assumption that the network society comes about, if to an unspeci-
fied extent, through changes in the ‘mode of development’, Castells must face the
charge, irrespective of his somewhat different terminology, that he regards change as
developing though a series of tiered stages of the sort familiar to all readers of post-
industrial theory: whether from industrialism to post-industrialism (Bell’s concepts)
or from industrialism to informationalism (Castells’s preferred term), the differences
in substance are hard to see. It follows, as it must, that he argues that a certain tech-
nological foundation is the prerequisite and determinant of social and political life.

Moreover, this is not just a matter of reducing political options (though it
does, indeed, mean just that), since it is also a position which flies in the face of a
good deal of sociological analysis of technological change, notably that which
insists that it is mistaken to imagine technology as an autonomous, asocial phe-
nomenon which yet exercises a decisive impact on society.

Epochal change

At this point it is appropriate to consider further the presumption in Castells that
informational capitalism marks an epochal change. While capitalism remains in
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force, it is clear, too, that he believes — as the title of his trilogy announces — that
we have entered the ‘information age’. I want now to reflect on Castells’s account
of change in terms of the question: just how does one identify epochal transitions?
In doing so, I intend to raise doubts about Castells’s concept of information itself,
which, I shall argue, is eclectic and confusing, albeit central to his depiction of
epochal change.

A moment’s thought makes clear that epochal shifts are not identified straight-
forwardly even by momentous developments. For instance, wars and plagues can
have enormous consequences, as may famine and religious crises, but the promo-
tion of these to the level at which they become signals of epochal transformation
always requires an interpretative frame. This is not to deny the importance of
particular events and processes; it is, rather, to underline how interpretation
remains inescapable. That said, epochal shifts are not all in the eye of the beholder:
the evidence that can be adduced, and the quality of argument, allow some mark-
ers to be accepted more readily than others. I am, in short, sympathetic to the
writing of epochal history and am convinced of its feasibility, even while I con-
cede that epochal shifts are not self-evidently there, whether in the form of politi-
cal trends, economic developments or technological innovations.

Martin Albrow’s (1996) study The Global Age underlines the fact that there are
alternative of ways of identifying major transformations over time. He distin-
guishes three historical epochs, the medieval, the modern and the global, arguing
that the latter age, one into which we have recently entered, is brought about by
an accumulation of factors, but is signalled by the planet becoming the reference
point in economic, political, educational and ecological affairs. Marxists, of course,
have stressed other markers of epochal change: namely, slavery, feudalism and
capitalism. Daniel Bell, to whom I referred above, has a different set of indicators:
pre-industrial, industrial and post-industrial. Manuel Castells, though he does not
explicitly say much about it, unquestionably subscribes to the view that the
Information Age represents an epochal break with what went before.

Castells obviously gives great weight to informational developments signal-
ling this transformation. One recognizes this, yet must query what Castells means
by information in his account of the new age. In his trilogy he adopts a variable
conception, moving from an emphasis on the network society, where it is the
flows of information which are the distinguishing feature, to discussion of the
automation of work processes by a variety of electronic devices, to insistence on
the centrality of informational labour, which possesses essential qualities such as
communicative and analytical skills, to a definition of informationalism as ‘the
action of knowledge upon knowledge as the main source of productivity’ (Castells,
1996, p. 17), then to the claim that an ‘informationalised’ society is one in which
‘information generation, processing, and transmission become the fundamental
sources of productivity and power’. It is pretty easy to recognize that these con-
ceptions of information are by no means the same. For instance, ‘knowledge upon
knowledge’ action cannot be subsumed into an information flow since, for exam-
ple, an industrial designer can add value to products by creative input that has
little need for an information network. Again, informational labour, at least ele-
ments of it, can operate quite effectively without routine use of an information
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network. Furthermore, just what constitutes a network is problematical, since this
might involve two people speaking on the telephone together or else the exchange
of prodigious amounts of electronic information between computer terminals.

It is not unreasonable to ask of Castells: which particular definition of infor-
mation is most germane for marking the new age? I have already said that he
reverts, as a rule, to the familiar ground of technology, especially towards ICTs
that appear to define the ‘informational mode of development’, though this sits
somewhat uneasily with his focus elsewhere on the centrality of informational
labour. In truth, of course, Castells lumps together a variety of notions of informa-
tion, presumably on the grounds that, to grasp the big picture, it is the fact of the
increased import of information, and especially of information movements
between actors and sites, which distinguishes the new age that he refers to as the
‘network society’.

Nonetheless, this process of homogenization is not sufficient, since one is left
with the crucial question: what is it about information that identifies the new era?
A reply, tacit in Castells, that it is pretty well everything about information, just
will not do since we must search to distinguish the more from the less consequen-
tial. We may understand more of this objection if we reflect, if only for heuristic
purposes, on an alternative conception of information. Drawing loosely on the
work of Desmond Bernal (1954) and, more recently, that of Nico Stehr (1994), one
may divide history into epochs in terms of the role of theoretical knowledge,
which we may define as information that is abstract, generalizable and codified in
texts of one sort or another.

Bernal divided history into different periods’ use of theoretical knowledge. Thus
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the period of the Scientific Revolution, are
identified by advances in theoretical knowledge with little if any practical conse-
quence (this is the age of Copernicus, Kepler, Galileo, Newton and others whose
advances in knowledge of planetary motion, gravitational force and so forth were
enlightening but not utilizable). Bernal’s second epoch is the Industrial Revolution,
stretching from the mid-eighteenth through the nineteenth centuries, which was char-
acterized by profound practical change, though the people who created the changes
were, on the whole, ignorant of theoretical knowledge. On the contrary, individuals
such as George Stephenson responded to practical demands to develop technologies
such as the railway engine and the steam engine. The third, and final, epoch is what
Bernal terms the Scientific-Technological Revolution, the period of the twentieth cen-
tury, when theoretical knowledge came tied to practical activities. Examples would
range from aerospace to radar development, textiles to plastics, the key theme being
that theoretical knowledge plays a central role in the production of technologies.
Historian Eric Hobsbawm (1994) confirmed this theme in writing that during the
twentieth century ‘the theorists [were] in the driving seat . . . telling the practitioners
what they were to look for and should find in the light of their theories’ (pp. 534-5).

My point here is not to persuade readers that theoretical knowledge distin-
guishes different epochs (though I do think it has much to commend it as a way of
seeing). Rather, it is that, in considering an alternative outline of different epochs,
we may query the appropriateness of Castells’s signalling of the ‘information age’.
Theoretical knowledge does not appear in Castells’s scenario, yet a case can be
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made for it playing a key role in the contemporary world. Moreover, what this
alternative conceptualization allows us to do is to better appreciate the vagueness
of Castells’s own definition of information.

Conclusion

It would be wrong to end a discussion of Manuel Castells on a discordant or over-
sceptical note. His early book The Informational City (1989) set out a case for paying
close attention to information that was pioneering, innovative and compelling. His
later trilogy is a tour de force, one that deservedly vaulted its author into the position
of leading commentator on the Information Age. His more recent Communication
Power (2009) is an essential read for anyone setting out to understand the role of
mediation in the world today. As an analysis of the direction and dynamics of con-
temporary capitalism his work is unsurpassed. It is an extraordinary achievement
to produce such an encompassing oeuvre that is at once steeped in empirical evi-
dence and conceptually rich. When one considers that so much of it was produced
while Castells was battling with a life-threatening condition, it is all the more stellar
an achievement. The Information Age is also enormously scholarly yet pulsating
with passion and engagement with the world. Above all, it demonstrates how infor-
mation flows, and the networks which these use, are central to how we live today.
Castells has come to refer to the ‘network society’ as the most accurate conceptu-
alization of the present epoch and it is hard to disagree with his appellation.

For well over a generation now Manuel Castells has occupied a position as a
leading analyst of social movements. His The City and the Grassroots (1983) is now
a classic account of an urban social movement. In my view Castells’s continued
examination of social movements, set in a context of network relationships and
flows, represents his most important contribution to thinking about information
today. Volume 2 of The Information Age, The Power of Identity (1997), puts social
movements centre stage. The author’s grasp of detail, along with a capacity to
piece together a big picture of the direction of change, makes this study vital for
students of contemporary society. Moreover, Castells has gone on to situate
today’s social movements in a context of the centrality of mediation to political
and social mobilization, hence his concern for what might be thought of as sym-
bolic politics in Communication Power and in his accounts of ‘social movements in
the internet age’. Were I to be asked where to begin reading Manuel Castells, it is
in these up-to-the-minute, bold and empirically rich studies of social movements.

There remain difficulties with Castells’s account, ranging from substantive
matters such as his underestimation of the salience of class inequalities, the rela-
tion between continuity and change in his argument, and ambiguities as to what
he understands by information, to a lingering technological determinism at the
heart of his thesis. No analyst of information nowadays can fail to start with the
work of Manuel Castells. But nor can accounts stop with The Information Age.
Castells for one would not want this. Indeed, Chapter 7, concerned as it is with
mobilities today, may be read as an extension of concerns set out in his studies of
social movements.
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In a 2005 interview Castells clarified thus: ‘T actually ceased to be a Marxist when
I was politically most active, between 1975 and 1979, and involved in the Spanish
political transition . . . I ceased to be a Marxist when I realised that most of the ques-
tions I was interested in could not be understood by using Marxism as I could not
understand, for example, gender, urban social movements . . . I became more politi-
cal when I left Marxism. I left the Parisian salons with wonderful categories that had
nothing to do with reality and started relying more on my own observations . .. I grew
out of Marxism. [ am not a Marxist any more. For me class is the least fruitful way to
look at social change nowadays’ (Castells, 2005, p. 137).



CHAPTER SEVEN

Mobilities

The subject of Chapter 6, Manuel Castells’s concept of the network society,
attends to the flows of information and their significance in the world today.
Thinking about ways in which information moves helps us appreciate, for instance,
novel features of the urban environment (that stem from cities forming informa-
tion nodes in a connected world) as well as recompositions of social inequality (as
information labour emerges as a key category of employment). This chapter’s
subject, mobilities, extends Castells’s thought to a more ambitious plane. The
concept argues that we should conceive of relations nowadays in terms of
mobilities, not just of information flows, but about pretty much everything.

The suggestion is that nowadays mobilities are a central feature of our world
(Urry, 2000, 2007). Clearly, information and communications are central to this,
and I shall have more to say about this in what follows, but mobilities thinkers
draw attention to a wide range of issues that are illuminated by the approach.
Thus they stress that mobilities are a helpful way of seeing production itself,
where goods are fabricated in various locations, distributed from others and often
marketed globally. Think, for example, of the PC or laptop, designed in one or
more places, manufactured in several and sold everywhere, and the picture comes
clear: products are mobile now in ways that are unprecedented. Apple’s iPhone
and iPod manifest these traits: they are designed and marketed chiefly from Apple
Inc. headquarters in Cupertino, California, but manufacture takes place in
Guangdong, China, under the auspices of the Hongfujin Company, itself owned
by a Taiwanese corporation, Foxconn, that operates under the name of Hon Hai
Precision Industry Co. If we conceive of products as increasingly mobile, so too
might we reflect on the mobility of the processes involved in their creation. These
call for speedy, robust and reliable communications technologies that enable
command and control to work effectively, placing a premium on an ICT
infrastructure.

The mobilities paradigm includes more than products, processes and infor-
mation movement. It can also incorporate ideas and identities, turning attention
thereby to ways in which opinions, values and even politics entail important
dimensions of mobility. Of course, there has always been an element of mobility
about such matters, but today, in a globalized world of encompassing media, one
may better understand ideas and identities by taking into account ways in which
they are transmitted and exchanged across groups and distance.
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Finally, the mobilities approach places emphasis on the mobilities of people.
This is an enormous topic, but it is vital to appreciating the world today. People
move across space, physically as well as imaginatively, in unprecedented ways.
Whether it is the mundane matter of commuting to and from one’s place of work
or taking off for a weekend break, or whether it is visiting Spain for an annual
holiday or migrating to take up another post, the mobilities of people are a distin-
guishing feature of how we live now. Necessarily, this connects with the mobilities
of information since people carry with them ideas, identities and cultures (from
clothing to cuisine, language to music) that come into contact with different
groups. These mobilities also rely on — and stimulate — modes of transport, from
cars and trains to aeroplanes. Imaginative mobility is integrally connected; we
have access to so much in this manner, from television shows to virtual reality
constructions of locations we ‘know’ but may be unlikely ever to visit physically
(the Gobi Desert, the depths of the Atlantic Ocean, the streets of Tijuana. . .).

Technological determinism
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The central point is that mobilities thinkers argue that the movement of peoples,
products and information has expanded and accelerated to become a defining
feature of life today, with major consequences. Information and communications
technologies are important to this, but they should not be thought the determining
factor. I have made this point elsewhere, but it is worth repeating that we need to
resist technological determinism since it is at once oversimplistic and simultane-
ously relegates the role of people in shaping relationships. Let me give an example
from a mobilities perspective. Computer dating is a fascinating and increasingly
familiar phenomenon in advanced societies. Though it began in the 1960s, even
twenty years ago computer dating was marginal and even regarded as a resource
of the desperate, yet today the US industry leader, eHarmony, can make a claim
to account for almost one in five marriage introductions (Clark, 2010), though the
company was founded as recently as 2000.

Computerized technologies are a vital part of the success of these organiza-
tions, but dating agencies are not a consequence of the availability of ICTs. To
understand the development of computer dating one needs to take into account
araft of factors: the instability of relations (divorcees need to have ways of finding
partners and many people may be seeking only transitory relationships), the
increased stress on one’s personal responsibility — and right — to find one’s part-
ners (parents and elders are increasingly marginal), the delay of marriage that has
undermined previous ways of meeting such as college and local clubs and, per-
haps most important, the increase in geographical mobility that plunges many
into a world of strangers due to job relocations (how might 35-year old singletons
meet new partners when they move from New Orleans to New York?). Computer
dating, one may confidently assert, will be familiar to a good many of the readers
of this book since it has rapidly become a part of the dating scene. It is easy to join
and people are filtered and connected to others on a variety of criteria — from
income and occupation, age, status, physical appearance, likes and dislikes, sexual
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preferences, to lifestyle and location. The systems are increasingly sophisticated
such that users can segment readily to suit tastes and expectations, as they can
transcend nations — noticeably a feature of users who seek partners of similar
background, religion and ethnicity. Predictably, advisory guides to using online
dating systems have emerged to help the novitiate (Leung, 2013) not with the
technology, but with the complex human conditions with which they engage.

Computer dating is widespread and expanding, especially in urban spheres
where people congregate and the experience of living among strangers is most
evident. A few moments’ reflection persuades that this is not an outcome of tech-
nological innovation, but of a cluster of socio-economic factors. However tempt-
ing it is to argue that technological innovation is a silver bullet that impacts on
society, instances such as the spread of computer dating demonstrate that change
is much more complicated and multifaceted than it might at first appear. While
computer dating is a manifestation of a more mobile way of life, we should not
make the mistake of thinking it stems from technology. In this light we would do
well to ponder the words of the Apple founder, the late Steve Jobs, when asked
to explain his approach to technological innovation. Jobs thought that ‘you’ve got
to start with the customer experience and work backwards to the technology. You
can’t start with the technology and try to figure out where you are going to sell it’
(quoted in Schofield, 2011). It is worth noting that Jobs here is urging that even
with hard technologies one needs to start with human factors, so that these social
elements are constituted within the product, whether a phone, computer or music
storage machine. Today we are in a milieu where, when we speak about technolo-
gies, software is of more import than the hardware used. In such cases successful
software construction takes even more account of social factors since this is
essential to its appeal (it must code with an eye for practicality and appeal to the
requirements of users). And with this point we may return to the spread of com-
puter dating systems to stress that enterprising people are also essential for its
success, since they must have an awareness of the opportunities available that
require complex social trends to be brought into new sorts of organizations and
computerized systems to meet changing social needs. Dating agencies predate
computerization, but digital technologies, guided by knowledgeable and innova-
tive entrepreneurs, have been harnessed and programmed to vastly improve the
sophistication and versatility of what can be offered.

Time-space compression and co-ordination

At the core of mobilities is recognition that time and space are connectable and
subject to rearrangement. Space is a physical feature that cannot be done away
with, but it can be ‘shrunk’ by the spread and adroit use of technologies. Consider
in this respect the spread of air transportation: it is now routine to catch a plane
for a holiday that a few decades ago would be a major journey; to go to a confer-
ence in Chicago for a few days, which a century ago would be the trip of a life
time; to fly from Manchester to Madrid to catch a football game in the Champions
League, which would have been unconscionable. Aeroplanes are at one level, but
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the automobile has also been enormously important in shrinking distance (how-
ever problematic traffic jams have become). That we talk routinely of places being
‘x minutes away’ rather than estimate in terms of distance testifies to ways in
which spatial limits can be managed and manipulated. In England in 1960 car
ownership was restricted to about 10 per cent of households, while today over 80
per cent have access to a vehicle. This, along with the railway, which was hugely
significant historically not least in bringing about unified time (‘London time’, as
train operators soon insisted upon in their schedules [McKenna, 1980, p.246]),
enables people to commute lengthy distances to and from work and most people
to consider travelling extensive distances to see family, friends and places as noth-
ing exceptional. These technologies help overcome the barriers of space, but they
also affect time since they allow co-ordination and are co-ordinated by organiza-
tion of precise clock time. Greenwich Mean Time (GMT) was established as
recently as the late nineteenth century, but the co-ordination of time and space
has developed apace since, so much so that timetables enable people, with confi-
dence, to make complex journeys go smoothly.

These instances tell us a good deal about time—space compression and co-
ordination that takes us towards a 24/7 ‘anywhere, any time’ way of life. Manuel
Castells has been pre-eminent in writing about this tendency that leads us towards
a goal of action on a global scale in real time: the live coverage of a sports event
thousands of miles distant; the arrangement of production supply across conti-
nents from a central locale; the transfer of funds across national frontiers at the
touch of akeyboard. .. It is this that allows our mobile lives, while it also expresses
them. A key element, necessary but not sufficient, is an infrastructure that allows
the flows of information (of transport schedules, of media content, of business
data . . .) to operate, without which major obstacles would be manifest, though for
the most part we take it for granted, and of which we become aware when there
is a major computer crash, a power collapse and the like.

Important manifestations are an acceleration of affairs, something that culti-
vates a ‘condition of immediacy’ (Tomlinson, 2007) and has even led to a conten-
tion that we must now live with a ‘logic of speed’ (to adopt the terminology of its
chief proponent, Paul Virilio, dromology). Virilio (1986) refers to ‘dromocratic con-
sciousness’ to conjure this sense of endless acceleration of life and the sense that
one is living on an unending race track (Armitage, 2000). One wants food available
whenever the need takes, hence the capacity to ‘graze’ throughout the day or night
at ubiquitous outlets; one wants to shop, so retailers open now seven days a week
for long hours, and even if they close one goes online to make purchases; the
mobile phone means one is always in touch and always contactable. In the business
realm this is the ‘just-in-time’ ethos, but in the wider society it is said to encourage
an ‘I want it now’ mentality as well as a refusal to bend to the constraints of time,
place and even the physical body. If one feels confined by one’s local circum-
stances, it is much easier now to leave on a bus, train or plane, to join those mobile
folk, the migrants, to another town, another country or even another continent.

John Tomlinson (2001) creates the term ‘proximity politics’ to capture the
sense that news reporting can cover now what is happening in any given place since
news can be brought live to audiences far away. This encourages a sense of being
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close up while far away, following in real time the unfolding of events in a distant
country that can have profound effects on viewers. This can have powerful effects on
audiences, who can more easily get taken up with the unfolding of events. A related
consequence is that one can become an instant ‘expert’ on places and issues when,
sparked by a dramatic incident or crisis, one experiences a media storm through
which one acquires the ability to identify locations that were once beyond one’s ken,
to discourse on ethnic divisions in a region, to pontificate on the history of a place
about which, but weeks before, one had only the haziest knowledge.

Manuel Castells (1989) documents how time—space compression promotes
particular locations, notably global cities, which are essential switching points for
the information flows that generate and manage our age. Such places are nodes
on a global information network that come to feature distinct patterns: the occu-
pational structure transforms into one in which a numerically large and culturally
dominant information class is visible; they have a cosmopolitan outlook and high-
level skills, are able to work comfortably with different people and ideas, with their
advanced education and cognitive and symbolic capabilities; the established
working classes are denuded, their jobs reduced and/or repositioned outside the
metropolitan centre. Meanwhile, low-level workers find employment —if at all —in
servicing the needs of the professional information workers, staffing restaurants,
baby-caring and being employed in janitorial roles. Often living proximately to
those on whom they are reliant for work, these groups are socially far distant.

Flows and scapes

John Urry’s writing has expanded ideas found in the work of Castells. His conten-
tion is that mobilities provide an apposite metaphor for how we live now, indeed
that we now inhabit a mobile world. He suggests we may conceive of mobilities of
people, products and information flowing along various scapes such as roads,
planes and telecommunications systems. Such a conception has an appeal for
students of the internet and contemporary communications, since it draws atten-
tion to the ease with which the cybernaut can manage to draw upon and transmit
vast amounts of information that connect with others far away. Urry emphasizes
the fluidity of contemporary life with his concern for mobilities, stressing ways in
which people may move to and from, within and beyond places and relations. His
writing is also helpful in that it refuses to embrace a naive view of information
networks that might suggest one connects on virtual scapes in ways that require
little direct human interaction.

Urry (2002) points to ‘corporeal travel’ that is about moving in order to come
together with others. One e-mails and sends SMS messages to organize the con-
ference meeting before and after the event; one plans extensively for the annual
vacation, all online, but the intention is to physically meet with like-minded folk on
a beach or by the pool; one exchanges messages on the internet with work col-
leagues so that physical meetings can be maximally fruitful; one spends an age
researching medical treatments and the credentials of doctors on the internet so
that one may get to them personally and be treated most effectively . . .
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This is a reminder of what Deidre Boden and Harvey Mollotch (1994) termed
the ‘compulsion to proximity’, drawing attention to the impulse within humans to
meet up, to experience ‘copresence’, however extensive are the virtual connec-
tions. We are reminded here of the pertinence of the microsociologist Erving
Goffman, who stressed the importance of daily interactions that require face-to-
face exchanges to be effectively sustained. They are also informationally intense
in ways that text and even video find hard to match: tone of voice, turn taking, eye
contact, body language, unguarded glances, facial shifts, touch and hand gestures
communicate just as much as what is explicitly stated. Added to which is the key
factor of context that supplies so much meaning in direct communication. Virtual
relations will not displace interpersonal connection any time soon. Moreover, the
vitality of copresence reminds us to retain scepticism towards commentators who
enthuse about ‘virtual communities’ that might be established through social
media such as Facebook. To be sure, one can ‘meet up’ online, one might even
exchange intimate messages every day with one’s virtual ‘friends’, but unless they
involve physically meeting (which ones that last generally do) there will always be
a thin and ersatz quality to these communities. Goffman (1967) observes that in
interpersonal contact ‘unique informational conditions prevail’ (p. 33) and these
cannot be readily substituted by a digital connection. This is another reason, inci-
dentally, why predictions of the ‘end of commuting’ through electronic terminals
allowing people to undertake their work without leaving home are premature.

Urry’s work also reminds us not to neglect the significance of the vastly
increased movement of people over recent decades. Migration is often considered a
thing of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, an easy association being
with the Irish poor fleeing the Potato Famine to the United States, Italian peasants
escaping destitution in the south of their country and Jews running from pogroms in
Tsarist Russia. Against this, it is important to observe that the scale of migration
since the 1980s is far in excess of these earlier times (Castles and Miller, 2009).
During the Famine of the 1840s and up to 1860 about 1.5 million Irish left for the
USA. By comparison, in Britain from 1997 to 2011 over 4 million migrants entered
the country and over 1 in 8 people declared they were born abroad in the 2011
Census. These cluster in urban centres, but their effects are palpable, from Polish
stores that have opened to the plurality of religions that have developed in the UK.

We ought also to maintain a catholic conception of what migration means: it
involves the movements of peoples, for long and short spells, for economic pur-
poses as well as for purposes of pleasure, whether it is voluntary or imposed upon
people and whether it is internal to a nation (e.g. from the South to the North and
West of the USA, from the North East of England to London) or beyond borders.
In a book such as this, where the informational dimensions are to the fore, we
need to recall that migration identifies the movement of folk, so it includes holiday
makers, international students, business people posted abroad as well as asylum
seekers. All are characterized by their mobility and the signs and symbols they
bring with them and experience on their journeys. One needs also to be alert to
the markedly different experiences undergone, from the business traveller, who
goes in comfort, cushioned by credit cards, expense accounts and welcoming
hotels, to the illegal migrant, who is penniless and condemned to occupy the
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lowest and most precarious of positions. Zygmunt Bauman (1998) distinguishes
these as tourists and vagabonds: they share the same activity, but their reception
and circumstances are far distant from one another, so much so that Bauman sees
the vagabond as the alter ego of the tourist.

It is difficult to measure the consequences of such movements, but it is
undoubted that they are informationally saturated. Holidays abroad typically may
be within a tourist bubble, but still they bring visitors into contact with other people
and places (Urry and Larson, 2011); regular business trips might have been among
somewhat familiar surroundings in terms of hotels and airports, but still one encoun-
ters a different language (or, for English speakers, one’s mother tongue spoken by
others) and significantly different behaviours; in global cities such as London it is
impossible to avoid the variety of ethnicities and languages in one’s daily movement
when one in three is born outside the UK and one-quarter are non-British nationals.
Over time migration engenders cultural changes, in matters ranging from fashion to
cooking, speech to music, forms of payment (the ubiquitous credit card) to choice
of intimate partners. It is also, of course, often an exceedingly fraught matter, par-
ticularly in times of recession and noticeably where host communities focus on
poorer and most strikingly different migrant groups (Goodhart, 2013).

Networked individualization

One of the most helpful accounts of contemporary life, not least because his
theorizing is grounded in a great deal of empirical evidence, comes from the
Canadian/American sociologist Barry Wellman (born 1942). His work bears
directly on concerns of mobilities thinkers since he sets out to examine the net-
works that are in play and what they amount to. Wellman (2001) coins the term
‘networked individualization’ to capture what he regards as the emergence of a
situation in which people can use today’s mobilities (of transport as well as com-
munications technologies) to have contact with those with whom they choose to
have relations.

To advance his argument Wellman (2001) enters the long-standing debate
over the character and resilience of ‘community’, refusing to agree that it has
diminished. He conceives community as ‘networks of interpersonal ties that pro-
vide sociability, support, information, a sense of belonging and social identity’ to
the individual (p. 228). In these terms he distinguishes three broad types of com-
munity that have a rough chronology. The first fits the usual image of the settled
community: ways of life were fixed, relations were with close neighbours and one
lived and worked in a given place. In such locations Wellman identifies people as
having ‘door-to-door connectivity’ (p. 232) and a way of life in which conformity
was obligatory. The second type Wellman terms ‘place-to-place’ to identify a shift
in which people have relatively few connections with their immediate neighbour-
hood, but maintain ties with family and friends elsewhere by travelling, usually by
car, to visit places where their kith and kin remain. At this stage the family and
home are central and one leaves chiefly to maintain connections, but one’s imme-
diate neighbourhood has lost its monopoly on social connectivity.

143



MOBILITIES

The third stage takes us to the present ‘networked individualization’.
Wellman sees this as highly personalized, allowing the individual to decide upon
whom they will network with and where. Thus ‘person-to-person’ connections
strike the keynote. ICTs enable people to nurture and nourish relations with
individuals from afar (though this does not discount meet-ups) with hitherto
unthinkable versatility, so much so that one can readily enjoy many facets of
one’s life. That is, one might have a network of golf friends, of work colleagues,
of college members, of jazz fans and of political allies who do not necessarily
come into contact with one another, because the connection is with the indi-
vidual, who chooses them for his or her personal reasons (cf. Baym, 2010). There
are decided echoes here of Anthony Giddens’s theorization of empowered indi-
viduals who are free to choose how they conduct their lives. As Lee Rainie and
Barry Wellman (2012) put it, people ‘have become increasingly networked as
individuals, rather than embedded in groups. In the world of networked indi-
viduals, it is the person who is the focus: not the family, not the work unit, not
the neighborhood, and not the social group’ (p. 6). Campbell and Park (2008) call
this a ‘personal communication society’, emphasizing that relations revolve
round individual preferences. Connections nowadays might be much more
extensive geographically, but in Wellman’s view these — even if ‘weak’ in the
sense of not necessarily sustained on a day-to-day basis — offer considerable
levels of satisfaction to the individual (Granovetter, 1973). What we have, in
effect, is mobile relationships mediated and maintained by computer communi-
cations technologies.

Mobilization
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[ return to this issue below, but for now underline that Wellman offers a positive
interpretation of the spread of networked individualization. His notion that indi-
viduals, through networks, now have more options than previously may usefully
be connected to a topic that has achieved much attention in recent years: how
might new media affect political mobilization? It is consonant with networked
individualization that people may now be stimulated to engage with politics via
appropriate social media that allow them to choose freely which affiliations, for
how long and with what degree of commitment, they may make. Where once
political activism favoured the congregation of like-minded participants in spe-
cific places, now the suggestion has been made that large numbers of individuals,
spread far and wide, might be able to come together through and on the web. That
is, large numbers may be brought together, but the individuals can remain dis-
persed and disconnected save for a virtual tie.

Moreover, to take the personalization still further, it may also be the case that
people may no longer have to commit allegiance to an entire political programme.
Instead, they may — in line with the expansion of issue-based social and political
movements — be able to support different groups on different issues without fear
of feeling they are compromising their integrity and perhaps being taken to task
and made to feel uncomfortable for apparent inconsistency by fellow supporters
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of a group. In these terms one might embrace blood sports and remain comfort-
ably a feminist, or oppose coal-fired power stations while supporting trade union-
ists in a strike, or support gender equality measures while being anti-abortion . . .
What one sees here is that the proposition that traditional political engagement,
with its implications of physically combining and acting and even thinking as a
mass, is becoming outdated as networked individuals can align virtually where
they choose.

This argument, that politics now has shifted towards matters of identity and
more specific lifestyle issues with which new media networks can closely accord,
has gained significant support. It is the argument of Lance Bennett and
Alexandra Segerberg (2011), who refer to the ‘personalization of collective
behaviour’ (p. 776), and also endorsed by Manuel Castells (2009), who identifies
the spread of a cultural shift that stresses personal choice, but believes that the
risk of self-centredness may be countered because individualization ‘inspires
project-oriented social movements that build on the sharing of new values
among individuals who want to change their lives and need each other to fulfill
their goals’ (p. 362).

There is general acceptance that there has been a shift towards greater indi-
vidualism over recent decades and that part of this is probably manifested in a
decline in adherence to established political parties. However, to see in the
spread of issue politics and personalized engagement a countervailing pressure
towards declining allegiance to established political organizations is problemati-
cal. It is so easy to sign up to a virtual protest or to receive electronic newsletters
that the epithet ‘slacktivism’ must often be merited. If people are not motivated
sufficiently to leave their front doors to express a view, then we can reasonably
suspect that they do not feel especially strongly about the matter. To be sure,
e-campaigns can and do emerge very quickly and can even create a frisson, but
unless this translates into practical action (demonstrations, strikes, boycotts,
meetings with MPs . . ) it is likely to have little consequence. It is difficult to see
personalized involvement translating into significant action. Indeed, in research
(Gillan et al., 2008) on the anti-war movement, we found that people mobilized
more effectively and determinedly when friends and colleagues with whom they
physically interacted were involved and personally persuaded one another to get
involved by discussion, argument and cajolement. Moreover, while people might
agree on an issue such as Stop the War (an important focus and rallying call of
the anti-war movement in Britain in recent years), there was a singular lack of
dialogue among the diverse allies simply because discussion would threaten
unity on the issue. Muslims avoided conversations with feminists, leftists with the
religious, patriarchs with punks . . . It is hard to interpret this as other than a
fragile form of politics, unlikely to effect other than a transitory influence.
Paradoxically too, virtual networks may also polarize thought because people
select only those sites where they find agreement, ignoring others where perhaps
debate and discussion are more sorely needed (Sunstein, 2009). I return to these
matters in later chapters of this book, but stress here that personalized politics
mediated by digital connections are likely to be weakly held, superficial and
unlikely to effect change.
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The concept of mobilities is a helpful way of thinking about how we live now. We
are familiar with the notion of information flows from the work of Manuel Castells,
but mobilities take this further to attend to the dynamism and fluidity of much
wider aspects of life today. The mobility of information remains vital, but we can
think also of the mobility of products and people as closely connected elements
of life today. The notion of mobilities does not propose that we inhabit an
Information Society, but it is evident that it relies on the availability and circulation
of much greater volumes and velocity of information than hitherto and in this way
is germane to the concerns of this book. Moreover, it is complemented by the
notion of there having been a transition to the networked individualism that Barry
Wellman conceives, not least since the personalization of life he describes is
something that hinges on and encourages the mobility of people and information
networks that facilitate such movement.

As a description of how we live now, mobilities are heuristically useful.
However, in the foregoing there are several difficulties that might be outlined.

The first is that mobilities as a concept might help us to think, but it has little
explanatory power. It is interesting to observe that life is more fluid than before
and that we get insight from tracing the movement of products, people and infor-
mation, but the approach fails to offer us reasons why this happens. Without
explanation we fall short of an adequate understanding of the dynamics of change
and, by extension, are rendered incapable of directing the course of future devel-
opments. If we are a ‘mobile society’, we can detail its constituents, but unless we
know why this is the case it is exceedingly hard to envisage how we might be able
to shape it in ways that we choose.

A second criticism is that one might insist that immobilities be studied. This is
just what Bryan Turner (2007) proposed in an insightful critique that identifies the
presence of an ‘enclave society’ that restricts the mobilities of groups. He instances
the growth of gated communities and border controls that allow free movement
and peace of mind to those with the right possessions (wealth, appropriate pass-
ports), but this is at the price of excluding others (the world’s poor, the lower
classes). One might add the immobilities of those within de-industrialized parts of
advanced countries: those with few educational qualifications, little or no resource
and puny prospects of work now that the factories and mines have gone. Their
lives are condemned to immobility, where there is little room for choice and where
opportunities for networked individualization are few.

Moreover, agencies can take aboard the latest computer technologies the
better to control and keep in their restricted place those who are to be rendered
immobile. Hence biometric measures, CCTV and dossiers of suspects’ move-
ments and circumstances are constructed and drawn upon to ensure that the
acceptable are provided maximum freedom while those outside are turned away.
Didier Bigo (2012) reminds us that surveillance is intimately connected to security
services that work to ensure the dangerous have restricted mobility by tracking
potentially everything that moves, whether products, capital, people or informa-
tion. When we read of the emergence of a mobile society and think of our own
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part therein the idea will appeal to many readers of books such as this, chiefly
people of privilege: it is much easier to move than hitherto so long as one has
credentials, contacts and capital. However, we might usefully reflect on those
ushered or pushed outside, whether it is those propelled from London through
the inexorable spread of gentrification or the desperately poor from Africa and
beyond stalled in their ambitions by the technologies that protect Fortress
Europe.

A third issue arises from this issue of immobilities. It is that the notion of
networked individualization which brings more personal choices to those partici-
pating is presented as if it is a positive way to advance community. Barry Wellman,
one may be reminded, defines community as those networks that ‘provide socia-
bility, support, information, a sense of belonging and social identity’, and he sug-
gests that more individualization allows people to personally nurture their own
community relations. However, this is to adopt a particular, individually centred,
concept of community that veers towards self-centredness.

We get a better appreciation of this by contrasting Rainie and Wellman’s
(2012) book with that of Sherry Turkle (2010) that gets short shrift from these
two authors. Turkle’s study Alone Together bemoans the fact that she finds family
members sitting round the dinner table together, yet not conversing, meanwhile
individually texting and e-mailing their networked friends. Her abiding concern
is that social media technology is being used by people to shut off from face-to-
face interaction, while virtual ‘friends’ are maintained. In Wellman’s terms, this
appears a positive thing, since it maintains the individual’s community relations
(and, indeed, Rainie and Wellman [2012, p. 119] directly reject Turkle’s con-
cern). However, a different interpretation is that Turkle is working with a defini-
tion of community — in this case family — that rejects the idea that individuals
should do just what they like. Turkle refers to people using ICTs to ‘navigate
intimacy by skirting it’ (p. 10) and this seems to be what happens when they are
used to prioritize self-satisfaction. Community, family, kin and even neighbour-
hood ought not to be reduced to matters of personal satisfaction as they are
with Wellman. Sometimes community means not doing your own thing,
but deferring to the group and even facing objections to one’s behaviour from
that group.

Further, this may return us to the point about gated communities, though we
might adopt the concept as a metaphor to include the cut-off and cloistered
moving beyond their immediate homes. Christopher Lasch (1995) wrote scath-
ingly about the shallow notion of community that joins those in Manhattan, New
York, with those in South Kensington, London, and those in the 7th Arrondissement
of Paris. This is a shared milieu of cosmopolitanism, affluence and freedom to go
where one will, the epitome of the mobile life. It is a ‘migratory way of life’ (p. 5)
that allows a ‘tourist’s view of the world’ (p. 6), but it is premised on exclusion of
and non-engagement with the immobile people who are shut outside, even if
close physical neighbours. Lasch presents this as a threat to democracy itself,
since it is a retreat from community, which entails engagement, debate and often
objection to what one personally desires. What a paradox: here we have the most
mobile of social groups, the international elites of business and the professions,
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those who are most able to nurture the networks in order to have the personally
satisfying ‘community’ that Barry Wellman envisages, but they do not connect
with those groups — their fellow citizens — that are physically proximate. To do so
would perhaps be to challenge their own positions, to confront them with remind-
ers of the immobilities of fellow citizens, though it may well stimulate the
discussion and disagreement that is a core constituent of democracy.



CHAPTER EIGHT

Information and the market system:
Herbert Schiller

The tremendous increase in information and attendant technologies over recent
years must be acknowledged. It is evident, even to those taking only a cursory
look, that there are many more images than ever before and, of course, there is a
large range of new media technologies transmitting them. It is also obvious that
information networks now cover the globe, operating in real time and handling
volumes of information with an unprecedented volume and velocity, making the
telegram and POTs (plain old telephony) of the 1970s appear way out of date. The
remarkable growth of the internet and World Wide Web, from virtually zero in
1995 to majority access across Europe within a decade, is well known. By 2012 73
per cent of individuals in the European Union (Eurostat, 2012) used the internet
(and 30 per cent gained access with mobile devices away from home or work).
There is, of course, variation across nations, with such as Romania and Bulgaria
having less digital penetration than Nordic countries. Nonetheless, the trend is
unmistakable: for rapid adoption, with over 80 per cent of households in the likes
of Germany, Britain, France and the Netherlands. Figures are if anything higher
for the United States (Center for the Digital Future, 2012), where social media are
being rapidly taken up (Pew, 2012). It is impossible to ignore the routine use of
computerized work stations in offices, to be ignorant of rolling news and digital
television channels, to be unaware of the pervasive spread and sophistication of
computer games, to be blind to the expansion of advertising and its metamorpho-
sis into forms such as sports sponsorship, direct mail and corporate image promo-
tion (or to miss its insinuation in e-mail and on YouTube and Facebook). In short,
the ‘information explosion’ is an unmistakable feature of contemporary life and
any social analyst who ignores it risks not being taken seriously.

As we have seen, there are thinkers, most prominently Daniel Bell, who
believe that this is indicative of a new Information Society emerging. For such
people novelty and change are the keynotes to be struck and announced as breaks
with the past. Against these interpretations, in this chapter I want to focus on
Marxist (perhaps more appropriately Marxian)! analyses of the ‘information age’,
centring on one thinker, the late Herbert Schiller, who acknowledged the increased
importance of information in the current era, but also stressed its centrality to
ongoing developments, arguing that information and communications are founda-
tional elements of established and familiar capitalist endeavour.
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There is a widespread belief that Marxists hold to and propagate an outdated
creed. This is surely the case when it comes to politics proper, notably the advo-
cacy of Communism. The disasters that have resulted whenever Marxists have
taken power — in terms of democracy, the diminishment of economic efficiency
and the sheer waste of human life — are more than enough to quash the commit-
ment of any but the most blinkered. Marxist politics, to paraphrase Karl Marx, are
indubitably a ‘dead dog’. However, dismissal of Marxist politics is one thing; to
reject the contribution of Marxism to our understanding of the workings of the
world is another matter.

There is another point to add. Marxists do insist on the continuing contribu-
tion of capitalist principles in shaping how we live, but it is folly to deduce from
this that they contend that little has changed this past century. Readers stuck with
the supposition that Marxists believe things are much the same as in 1900 will be
surprised to find in Herbert Schiller a Marxist thinker who conceded, even
stressed, that we are living in an era in which ‘the production and dissemination
of ... “information” become major and indispensable activities, by any measure,
in the overall system’ (Schiller, 1976, p. 3).

Perhaps this presumption tells us only that there is a good deal of misunder-
standing about Marxian scholarship. To be sure, such thinkers do insist on the
resonance of familiar themes in social analysis, but there is among them a group
of commentators deeply aware of trends in the information domain. Led by
Herbert Schiller (who himself followed in the footsteps of Canadian Dallas Smythe
[1907-92]), thinkers such as Peter Golding, Graham Murdock and Nicholas
Garnham in Britain, Cees Hamelink in the Netherlands, Armand Mattelart in
France, Christian Fuchs from Austria, Kaarle Nordenstreng in Finland, and Robert
McChesney, Doug Kellner, Vincent Mosco, Gerald Sussman and Stuart Ewen in
North America, offer systematic and coherent analyses of advanced capitalism’s
reliance on and promotion of information and information technologies. As such,
these Marxist-informed accounts achieve more than enough credibility to merit
serious attention.

Herbert I. Schiller (1919-2000) was the most prominent figure among a group
of Critical Theorists (something of a euphemism for Marxist-influenced scholar-
ship in North America, but also a sign of dissociation from what most of them
regarded as the abhorrent politics of Communism) commenting on trends in the
information domain during the late twentieth century. Like Daniel Bell, Schiller
was a New York-raised intellectual who came of age in the 1930s. However, unlike
so many of his contemporaries from that city and its educational forcing house
City College (CCNY), Schiller did not mellow politically as he aged (Bloom, 1986).
He was radicalized by the slump of the inter-war years, during which his father, a
jeweller, was unemployed for a decade, and by experiences with the military in
North Africa and Europe between 1943 and 1948. Though he had been raised in a
one-bedroom apartment, Schiller was deeply shocked by the acute deprivation he
saw in Morocco and Algeria, while in Germany he — a secular American Jew —had
been repelled to see US and British officials excuse and often reinstate Nazis to
positions of power as anti-Communist sentiment grew and the promise to punish
miscreants took a back seat to containing the Soviet threat from the East. Herbert
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Schiller remained a man of the Left in his adult life. Throughout he kept a keen eye
out for conditions in what came to be called the “Third World’, those places where
the majority of humanity live out their lives, generally in or close to poverty, and
his experiences in Berlin left him sceptical of US governments’ repeated claims to
be acting honourably at home and abroad (Maxwell, 2003).

Schiller was teaching at the Pratt Institute during the 1950s while studying for
his doctorate, which he completed only in 1960 when he was almost forty years of
age. At this time he had a young family and McCarthyism was raging, so a low pro-
file was essential if he wanted to keep working. However, though he published his
first book as late as 1969 and began to teach in the information and communica-
tions field only a couple of years earlier, he has had a marked effect on perceptions
of the ‘information age’. Not least, this has come about from his conscientious
attendance at conferences and meetings around the world, where his memorable
oratorical and debating skills were shown on a wide stage. Tall and angular, Schiller’s
sardonic wit and fluency, delivered in an unmistakable New York accent, impressed
many who saw and heard him. His influence also stemmed from a regular output of
books and articles, among the most important of which are Mass Communications
and American Empire (1969), The Mind Managers (1973), Who Knows? (1981),
Information and the Crisis Economy (1984) and Culture Inc. (1989). In addition, much
of his impact must be a consequence of the fact that he highlighted in his work
issues that Information Society enthusiasts tend to overlook or understate — the
poor, disadvantaged locations outside Europe and North America, and the powerful
in society and the ways in which they operate to continue in their privileges.

Political economy

Herbert Schiller was trained as an economist, though he became a Professor of
Communications at the University of California, San Diego (UCSD) in 1970, where
he remained until his death almost thirty years later. He had moved to the University
of Illinois Urbana for a short while in the late 1960s, but the then newly established
UCSD attracted him (UCSD is now ranked among the top world universities). It
had promise of boldness and several notable faculties, which included the exiled
German philosopher Herbert Marcuse, one of the few Frankfurt School thinkers
who, having been driven abroad by Hitler’s Nazis in the 1930s, did not choose to
return to Germany after the war. This background and interest, combined with his
own radical dispositions, are reflected in Schiller’s central role in developing what
has come to be known as the ‘political economy’ approach to communications and
information issues. This has a number of key characteristics (cf. Golding and
Murdock, 1991), three of which seem to me to be of special significance.

First, there is an insistence on looking behind information, say in the form of
newspaper stories or television scripts, to the structural features that lie behind
these media messages. Typically these are economic characteristics such as
patterns of ownership, sources of advertising revenue and audiences’ spending
capacities. In the view of political economists these structural elements profoundly
constrain, say, the content of television news or the type of computer
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programmes that are created. Put bluntly, if one wants to understand why news-
papers and television produce particular content, the advice of Schiller is that one
ought not to start with an analysis of journalists, editors or scriptwriters. Better far
to ask: who owns the operation? What are the priorities of the business? Where
does it make its money?

Second, ‘political economy’ approaches argue for a systemic analysis of infor-
mation/communications. That is, they are at pains to locate particular phenomena,
say a cable television station or a software company, within the context of the func-
tioning of an entire socio-economic system. As we shall see, this is capitalism, and
political economists start from, and recurrently return to, the operation of the capi-
talist system to assess the significance and likely trajectory of developments in the
information realm. Another way of putting this is to say that the approach stresses
the importance of holistic analysis, but, to pre-empt critics charging that this is a
closed approach where, since everything operates in ways subordinate to the over-
all ‘system’, nothing much can change, a third major feature comes to the fore. This
is the emphasis on history, on the periodization of trends and developments. Thus
political economists draw attention to the import of different epochs of capitalist
development and the particular constraints and opportunities they evidence.

This latter is manifest in the work of Schiller, who is especially concerned
with contemporary trends in communications. His starting point is that, in the
current epoch of capitalism, information and communication have a pronounced
significance as regards the stability and health of the economic system. Indeed,
echoing a seminal essay of Hans Magnus Enzensberger published in the early
1960s, Schiller and like-minded thinkers regard ‘the mind industry’ as in many
ways ‘the key industry of the twentieth century’ (Enzensberger, 1976, p. 10). This
is a point that Herbert Schiller frequently affirmed, for example:

There is no doubt that more information is being generated now than ever
before. There is no doubt also that the machinery to generate this informa-
tion, to store, retrieve, process and disseminate it, is of a quality and charac-
ter never before available. The actual infrastructure of information creating,
storage and dissemination is remarkable.

(Schiller, 1983a, p. 18)

Of course, this is also a starting point of other commentators, most of whom see
it as the signal for a new sort of society. Schiller, however, will have none of this.
With all the additional information and its virtuoso technologies, capitalism’s pri-
orities and pressures remain the same. Thus:

contrary to the notion that capitalism has been transcended, long prevailing

imperatives of a market economy remain as determining as ever in the trans-

formations occurring in the technological and informational spheres.
(Schiller, 1981, p. xii)

It is crucial to appreciate this emphasis of Marxian analysis: yes, there have been
changes, many of them awesome, but capitalism and its concerns remain constant



INFORMATION AND THE MARKET SYSTEM

and primary. For instance, Douglas Kellner (1989b) acknowledges that ‘there have
been fundamental, dramatic changes in contemporary capitalism’ (p. 171). He
favours the term ‘techno-capitalism’ as a description of the period when ‘new
technologies, electronics and computerisation came to displace machines and
mechanisation, while information and knowledge came to play increasingly
important roles in the production process, the organisation of society and every-
day life’ (p. 180). However, these novel developments neither outdate central con-
cepts of Critical Theory nor displace established capitalist priorities. Indeed,
continues Kellner, the system remains fundamentally intact, and, as such, terms
used by an earlier generation of Marxist scholars (class, capital, commodification
and profit) are still salient (Kellner, 1999). In fact, they are arguably of greater
value since at the present time information and communications developments
are so frequently interpreted, as we have seen, as representing a break with previ-
ous societies. Contesting writers whose concern is to identify a ‘post-modern’,
‘post-industrial’ or ‘post-Fordist’ society in the making, thinkers such as Kellner
find the contribution of long-held Marxist concepts particularly helpful as ‘an
alternative to all post-capitalist social theories’ (1999, p. 177).

An integral element of Marxian concern with the significance of capitalism’s
imperatives for the information domain is the role of power, control and interest. In
the mid-1970s Herbert Schiller insisted that the ‘central questions concerning the
character of, and prospects for, the new information technology are our familiar
criteria: for whose benefit and under whose control will it be implemented?’ (Schiller,
1973, p. 175). These remain central concerns for like-minded scholars, and char-
acteristically they highlight issues which recurrently return us to established cir-
cumstances to explain the novel and, as we shall see, to emphasize the continuities
of relationships which new technologies support. For instance, typically Schillerish
questions are: who initiates, develops and applies innovative information tech-
nologies? What opportunities do particular people have — and have not — to access
and apply them? For what reasons and with what interests are changes advo-
cated? To what end and with what consequences for others is the information
domain expanding? These may not appear especially unsettling questions, but
when we see them attached to other elements of Critical Theorists’ analysis we
can much better appreciate their force.

Key elements of argument

In the writing of Herbert Schiller there are at least four arguments that are given
special emphasis. I signal them here and expand on them later in this chapter. The
first draws attention to the pertinence of market criteria in informational develop-
ments. In this view it is essential to recognize that the market pressures of buying,
selling and trading in order to make a profit decisively influence information and
communications innovations. To Schiller (and also to his wife of more than fifty
years, Anita, a research librarian who examines informational trends) the central-
ity of market principles is a powerful impulse towards a second major concern,
the commodification of information, which means that it is, increasingly, made
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available only on condition that it is saleable. In this respect it is being treated like
other things in a capitalist society: ‘Information today is being treated as a com-
modity. It is something which, like toothpaste, breakfast cereals and automobiles,
is increasingly bought and sold’ (Schiller and Schiller, 1982, p. 461).

The third argument insists that class inequalities are a major factor in the dis-
tribution of, access to and capacity to generate information. Bluntly, class shapes
who gets what information and what kind of information they may get. Thereby,
depending on one’s location in the stratification hierarchy, one may be a benefi-
ciary or a loser in the ‘information revolution’.

The fourth key contention of Herbert Schiller is that the society that is under-
going such momentous changes in the information and communications areas is
one of corporate capitalism. That is, contemporary capitalism is one dominated by
institutions that have particular characteristics. Nowadays these are concentrated,
chiefly oligopolistic — rarely monopolistic — organizations that command a national
and frequently international reach. If one wishes to picture this, one has but to
imagine, say, the clutch of oil companies which dominate our energy supply:
Shell, BP, Exxon, Texaco and a few others are huge, centralized enterprises, though
they also have enormous geographical spread, linking across continents while
also reaching deep into every small town and sizeable village in the advanced
nations. Much the same goes for computers, finance, retail, airlines . . .

To the Critical Theorist, modern-day capitalism is of this kind: wherever one
cares to look, corporations dominate the scene with but a few hundred command-
ing the heights of the economy (Trachtenberg, 1982; Barnet and Miiller, 1975).
For this reason, in Herbert Schiller’s view, corporate capitalism’s priorities are
especially telling in the informational realm. At the top of its list of priorities is the
principle that information and ICTs will be developed for private rather than for
public ends. As such it will bear the impress of corporate capitalism more than of
any other potential constituency in contemporary society.

Clearly these are established features of capitalism. Market criteria and class
inequalities have been important elements of capitalism since its early days, and
even corporate capitalism has a history extending well over a century (cf. Chandler,
1977), though many of its most distinctive forms appeared in the late twentieth
century. But to Herbert Schiller this is precisely the point: the capitalist system’s
long-established features, its structural constituents and the imperatives on which
it operates are the defining elements of the so-called Information Society. From
this perspective those who consider that informational trends signify a break with
the past are incredible, since, asks Schiller, how can one expect the very forces that
have generated information and ICTs to be superseded by what they have cre-
ated? Far more likely to anticipate that the ‘information revolution’ does what its
designers intended — consolidates and extends capitalist relations.

What we have here is a two-sided insistence: the Information Society reflects
capitalist imperatives —i.e. corporate, class concerns and market priorities are the
decisive influences on the new computer communications facilities — and, simul-
taneously, these informational developments sustain and support capitalism. In
this way Schiller accounts for the importance of information and ICTs in ways
which at once identify how the history of capitalist development has affected the
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informational domain and, at the same time, how information has become an
essential foundation of that historical development.

Transnational empire

We may get a better idea of how Schiller saw things if we take time to review his
views on the development of capitalism during the twentieth century. He was par-
ticularly alert to the fact that as corporate capitalism has grown in size and scope,
so too has it created what might be called a transnational empire. That term may
appear too strong because of its imperial connotations, yet it is surely unarguable
that during the twentieth century we witnessed the construction of a global mar-
ketplace and, with this, the worldwide expansion of especially US corporations (but
also, of course, European and Japanese). A moment’s thought makes this evident
enough: the automobile industry is today a global activity in which the likes of Ford,
General Motors and Nissan are prominent; computers mean IBM and a cluster of
smaller (but still huge) companies like Digital Equipment, Dell and Apple; telecom-
munications mean AT&T, ITT and similarly positioned and privileged giants.

Information and its enabling technologies have been promoted by, and are
essential to sustain, these developments in several ways. One stems from the fact
that corporations that roam the globe in pursuit of their business require a sophis-
ticated computer communications infrastructure for their daily activities. It is
unthinkable that a company with headquarters, say, in New York could co-ordinate
and control activities in perhaps fifty or sixty other countries (as well as diverse
sites inside the United States) without a reliable and sophisticated information
network. Indeed, transnational corporations route hundreds of thousands of
telecommunications data and text messages every day in their routine operations.
Further, information networks are crucial not only within particular corporations,
but also to knit together the business services that are essential for the operation
of a world market. Not surprisingly, international financial networks are to the
fore in the informational realm (Hamelink, 1982).

To Herbert Schiller this indicates ways in which information is subordinated to
corporate needs, but a less committed observer might argue that the ‘IT revolution’
took place and just happened to suit corporate concerns, albeit that over the years
there has come about a corporate dependence on information networks. However,
there are two objections to this line of reasoning. The first, as we shall see below,
is that the information flowing within and between sites is of a particular kind, one
that overwhelmingly expresses corporate priorities. The second, and this is related
to the first, comes from his elder son, Dan Schiller (1982, 1999), when he argues
that the genesis of the computer communications network — its locations, technical
standards, pricing practices, access policies — characteristically have prioritized
business over public interest criteria. In other words, Dan Schiller’s accounts of the
history of information networks reveal that corporate concerns have shaped its
evolution, while establishing it as a focal point of capitalist operations. Information
was thus developed to suit corporate interests, though in the process corporations
have become reliant on information flows.
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It is worthwhile sketching Dan Schiller’s thesis since it underlines this mutual-
ity of information and corporate activities. He describes the expansion of telemat-
ics (computer and communications facilities) in three realms: within the domestic
American market, for transnational communications and in areas in which the US
government has played a leading role. Schiller traces the growth of telematics on
a template of the expansion and dispersal of US business. It was, he contends,
unthinkable that information networks would not be created because corporate
aggrandizement had such a pressing need for them. As corporations grew in size,
and as they advanced their subsidiaries within, and later without, the United
States, ‘only telematics could control and unify the complex industrial and com-
mercial operations thereby engendered under centralized corporate demand’
(Dan Schiller, 1982, p. 4). From the early days communications facilities were
guided in favoured directions by corporate interests that assiduously lobbied to
ensure services developed in forms which were most beneficial to themselves.
Thus, argues Schiller, ‘business users demanding advanced telematics services
have mustered policymakers’ support effectually, so as to enhance their private
control over not merely information technology — but our economy and society as
a whole’ (p. xv). For instance, Schiller demonstrates that the most intense pressure
to break up the ‘natural monopoly’ over domestic telecommunications in the
United States held for generations by AT&T (the Bell system), and with it to end
the ‘universal service’ ideal that accompanied the granting from government of its
monopoly privileges and which was pursued by cross-subsidization of services,
emanated from corporate users demanding enhanced communications services
(especially to handle data and text) at least cost to themselves. In this way Schiller
discerns the reshaping of US domestic communications as one taking a form
favoured by private corporations whose ‘struggle for command over the evolving
direction and shape of the national telecommunications infrastructure’ (p. 61)
almost entirely excluded consideration of public needs.

Comparable processes are evident on the international front. Transnational
corporations must have information networks and they will insist that these are
designed to and operate on corporate specifications. Hence private corporations,
led by American concerns, have lobbied in Europe to supply a communications
network that can supply the enhanced services they require — on their terms.
A difficulty here has been the long-established European habit of publicly owned
and monopolistic communications systems. Against this, no groups have pres-
sured so hard for liberalization, deregulation and privatization as have large trans-
national corporations. They have been rewarded by the increasingly open and
business-oriented services that have come on stream.

Another way in which the information arena has been developed to further
the goals and interests of transnational capitalist enterprise, while it has in turn
become essential to sustain capitalism’s health, is as a mechanism for selling.
Herbert Schiller attests that the vast bulk of media imagery produced is made
available only on market terms and is simultaneously intended to assist in
the marketing of, primarily, American products. Thus the television productions,
Hollywood movies, popular music — the entertainment industry fout court in
which the United States plays the leading part (Tunstall, 1977) — is organized on a
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commercial basis and functions to facilitate the marketing of goods and services.
On the one hand, this is manifested in the construction of channels only where
there is a viable commercial opportunity and in the supply of programming on the
basis of commercial criteria — most commonly a sufficiency of advertising rev-
enue. This leaves its impress on content, resulting in a preponderance of sensa-
tionalist and action-packed adventures, soaps and serializations, sports and more
sports, intellectually undemanding and politically unthreatening programming, all
of which is aimed to command the largest possible audience ratings of the sort
that most appeals to advertisers and corporate sponsors.

On the other hand, the global marketing of, say, Levi Jeans, Coca-Cola drinks,
Carlsberg beer, Ford cars or Tommy Hilfiger fashions would be hard to imagine with-
out the informational support of the mass media system (Janus, 1984). As far as
Herbert Schiller is concerned this is of the deepest consequence. Indeed, it is the
starting point of any serious understanding that American media, themselves a part
of the spread of corporate capitalism, should be expected to laud the capitalist way
of life — hence the beautiful homes depicted in so many programmes, the plethora of
celebrities, the desirable clothing, drinks, leisure pursuits, the enviable lifestyles and
opportunities. To be sure, some popular programming does suggest a seamier side
to contemporary America (e.g. in lauded series such as The Wire and Homeland), but
still they appear to retain a glamour and excitement that demonstrates something
profoundly admirable to watchers in Seoul, Manila or Sao Paulo. That is, a primary
aim of US media is not to educate the Indonesian, Italian or Indian in the mysteries
of Dallas, ER, The Sopranos, Bonanza or Friends; rather, it is ‘to open up markets and
to get as large a chunk of the world market as possible’ (Schiller, 1992, p. 1).

From this point of view, the question ought not to be the lament, ‘Why can't all
television programming reach the standard of, say, the splendid documentaries on the
Vietnam War or the legacies of slavery we have seen?” The central issue is, rather,
that, given the imperatives — preordained by structural features of contemporary
capitalism — to sell and assist in selling, we are only to expect the sort of infotainment
that predominates in the mass media. Indeed, given the role of mass media to extend
and perpetuate the market system, a key question might be: why is any programming
of minority interest, of intellectual difficulty or of challenging critique made available?

Herbert Schiller has been dead for over a decade so he is not in a position to
comment on more recent trends. However, he would not have been surprised by
the spread of ways to increase selling during the twenty-first century. These
extend, with the aid of new media, market practices, extensively (across borders
into disparate regions) and intensively (deeper into private domains, especially the
home). Critical Theorists such as Robert McChesney (2013) have underscored
how this growth of selling is accompanied by the priorities of private and corpo-
rate interests. In a forceful article, John Bellamy Foster and McChesney (2011)
challenge this spread on grounds of efficiency, arguing that public wealth can be
reduced by an overemphasis on private benefit. They observe the internet started
out with funding from the state, notably the US National Science Foundation, and
that it was from the outset a non-commercial venture. However, seeing commercial
possibilities, in the late 1990s private corporations entered the area and shifted the
direction of the internet’s development.
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Foster and McChesney’s view that this leads to inefficiencies gains support
from what they refer to as the Lauderdale Paradox. This has it that, when certain
resources are made available strictly on market terms (ability to pay profit-seeking
organizations) some sections of society are excluded because they cannot afford
the product and thereby collective efficiency (public wealth) is eroded. Earl
Lauderdale (1758-1839) had formulated this idea in the early nineteenth century
with reference to essentials such as water and roads. The core notion is that if
such are arranged as private businesses owners seek to maximize returns on their
investment, which in turn means that pricing marginalizes some people. However,
in endeavouring to maximize their private assets, purveyors of potable water may
inadvertently damage public wealth, since those excluded by price may then use
alternative sources of poor quality water. An unfortunate consequence is that ill-
ness is likely to arise and spread (dysentery is no respecter of money) from drink-
ing polluted water, which then means some people are incapacitated, unable to
work and often a cost to others, and this leads to reductions in overall public
wealth. The logical conclusion is that sanitary water might best be supplied to
everyone from the exchequer as a right so that society might overall thrive.
A similar point might be made with regard to road transport. As private assets,
tolls of some sort will be charged for their use, which will be to the advantage of
the holder of that asset, but public wealth may be less optimal when those unable
or unwilling to pay the requisite fees either neglect or do not use the roads.
Materials and people then become delayed and inconvenienced, and, as a whole,
public wealth is reduced. In short, the making available to all of potable water and
good quality transit through public ownership can increase public wealth.

Foster and McChesney (2011) apply this logic to the internet. As a private
asset from which owners seek to benefit personally, prices for access will be set at
a level that allows them to maximize returns on their asset. Suppliers of intercon-
nections will set prices at a level that optimizes returns, web-based services will
do the same and so on. That is what commerce does: endeavours to set a price
that benefits the owner and appeals to the customer. Too cheap a price and cus-
tomers are happy but the owner is under-utilizing his resource; too high a price
and lots of customers are unable to afford it. Whatever the price, Foster and
McChesney contend that some people will be excluded from adopting the internet
if it is left to commerce. For many this will be a choice, but for others it will be that
they lack the ability to pay the market rate. This being so, runs the argument, the
excluded minority present obstacles to a smooth-running society that relies
heavily — and will do so increasingly — on information networks to do work, bank-
ing, education and even democratic participation. In a wired society, the internet
is an essential as much as potable water, garbage collection and transit. The best
solution, opine Foster and McChesney, is to provide free universal access to the
internet as a right of citizenship, not least because public wealth will be increased
by enabling people to get on with a full range of activities that are now reliant on
there being available ubiquitous digital connectivity.

Unfortunately, in the view of Foster and McChesney, commercialization of
the internet is continuing apace and making this prospect unlikely. Certainly it is
hard to ignore ways in which the internet has become a vehicle for better marketing
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to customers as corporate interests protrude. The endless advertisements, insist-
ent emails, special offers . . . To be sure, there are spaces on the internet where
public access and public information is unrestricted (though users still require a
PC and/or smart phone and a service provider, each of which is made available
on payment of a fee to private suppliers). However, commerce has undoubtedly
been the major force behind the internet’s development this century.

The remarkable exception to this, illuminating in its singularity, is the making
available of the World Wide Web (www) by its inventor, Tim Berners-Lee, without
a demand for royalties on his creation. Berners-Lee’s commitment to ‘connectivity
without strings’ via www’s hyperlinks is at odds with the dominant presence of
commercial principles and stands in marked contrast to most other computer
communications innovators (e.g. Bill Gates of Microsoft, Mark Zuckerberg of
Facebook, and Larry Page and Sergey Brin of Google), who have been eager to
maximize returns to their corporations. To comprehend the issue, because so
often commercial practices appear to be a given, something that naturally goes
with the territory, imagine that every time one entered a www prefix users were
liable to a charge that would go to Sir Tim’s private account.

More and more, the internet is being used to gain leverage over users the
better to sell. It is of course acknowledged that services such as Facebook are
offered free to users. However, this is because with these services the user is the
vendible product, subject to be tracked, profiled and sold on to the advertiser or
corporations on the basis that the information so collected presents marketing
opportunities (Pariser, 2011). Every click made on the internet leaves a trace (time
spent on sites, purchases made, the searches one undertakes, web sites visited)
and ‘cookies’ are there to ensure that every piece of information is aggregated,
the better to ensure that users can be scrutinized and categorized and sold on as
potential customers. Think, in this respect, of Amazon’s suggestions made to
users that are composed on the basis of previous searches and purchases, of the
targeted messages one receives from retailers having bought products through the
net or of the personalized advertisements that pop up on one’s e-mail account
each time one opens it. The New York Times reported (10 March 2008) that the
five largest web operators (Google, Yahoo, MySpace, AOL and Microsoft) record
at least 336 billion transmission events in a month. This scale of aggregation and
the scope for data mining is hard to grasp and has major consequences for privacy,
though here I stress how it extends market practices in the development of the
internet. For sure, much of social media is presented as a free good as software
packages, and entry is free on registration of personal details. However, there
must be no doubt that users pay for these facilities by being transformed into
products. They must be so because the corporations behind the products have to
monetize their investment.

These are instances of the spread of marketing into once private spheres.
Adopters of social media, loyalty cards or simply users of a search engine, pleased
to get a free application or credit points or a presence on a social media site,
become either the vendible subject or the customer to be targeted more assidu-
ously than before, or both. Of course the companies involved provide assurances
of privacy and enter the realm proclaiming that they do so only to achieve ‘better
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communications with customers’. Nonetheless, anxieties about intrusions into
personal lives and the harvesting of information on a mammoth scale remain.
Many fear the state for its surveillance systems, but commercial organizations
also hold prodigious amounts of personal information that are used for purposes
of squeezing more return from investment. Moreover, commercialization extends
surveillance beyond prospective and actual customers to monitoring of its own
operatives. Each keyboard struck, each online order processed, the time each
worker takes to complete a given task, all this becomes subject to scrutiny and
analysis courtesy of the same computer communications systems that track the
wider public.

Herbert Schiller emphasized associated ways in which informational trends
both reflect the priorities of capitalism and support its continuation in that they
provide ideological expression of the values and worldview of the core capitalist
nation, the United States. Of course this is a close cousin to the function of selling.
In so far as the images the media produce act as stimulants to buy the things cor-
porations manufacture, to a very large degree they will give succour to the capital-
ist system as a whole. Celebration of the lifestyle of consumerism also provides
broad ideological support for the capitalist nations.

However, Herbert Schiller (2000), while certainly not ignoring this contribution
of mass communications to American ideological domination, also highlights some
rather more direct ways in which mass media, overwhelmingly emanating from the
United States, give ideological support to its transnational empire. One key way
stems from the prominent position enjoyed globally by the United States in the pro-
duction and distribution of news. Being the major source of news reporting, it is
perhaps not surprising that American media (followed by the British and one or two
other nations which share its patterns of economic organization and political out-
look) reflect the concerns of the home nation. The upshot is that ‘free enterprise’,
‘free trade’ and ‘private ownership’ are phrases widely used and conditions fre-
quently advocated in the news services. Similarly, ‘economic health’ and ‘industrial
success’ are defined by the terms and conditions prevailing in the capitalist economy —
thus ‘competition’, ‘markets’ and ‘business confidence’ are terms unproblematically
adopted to depict what are presumed to be the normal and desirable condition.

More important, perhaps, world events and trends are covered from a distinc-
tively metropolitan — usually American — perspective. Nations are examined in the
news only to the degree to which events there have some observed consequence
for the United States — unless a disaster is of such proportions that it commands
the news by virtue of its drama. For example, late in 1993 Somalia — a country in
the Horn of Africa that few Americans would be able to locate readily on a map —
was prominent in US media because several American troops had been killed
there by local militia. Similarly, Middle East affairs receive coverage chiefly when
there is a crisis with major implications for the United States and its allies.

Meanwhile, locations such as India, Africa and China (home to over half the
world’s people) command coverage most often because of traumatic events, typi-
cally earthquakes, floods and famines that bring about thousands of casualties
and are often occasions for mobilization of international aid. What alters this
framework is when something happens with major implications for the United
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States, as, for instance, early in 2001 when the Chinese grounded a US spy plane.
The ‘Hainan Island Incident’ involved a mid-air collision between a US Navy intel-
ligence aircraft with twenty-four crew aboard and a Chinese fighter jet. The naval
plane was forced down by Chinese jets, but in the process a People’s Republic pilot
was killed when his plane was disabled. When this occurred China was headline
news for several days that month of April as efforts were made to refute the charge
that they were spies and negotiate the safe return of the American servicemen.
Coverage of the Iraq invasion in early 2003 and the subsequent occupation dis-
play similar features. Despite overwhelming opposition around the globe that was
reflected in a range of media, US news coverage was noticeably supportive and
uncritical of the American-led war (Tumber and Webster, 2006, ch. 4), rarely pro-
viding space to the widespread dissent evident worldwide (Massing, 2003, 2004a,
2004b; Gillan et al., 2008; Arsenault and Castells, 2006).

Connectedly, 90 per cent of international news published by the world’s press
comes from but four western news agencies, two of which are American (United
Press International [UPI] and Associated Press), one British (Reuters) and the
other French (Agence France Presse). These reflect their bases’ concerns: for
instance, UPI devotes over two-thirds of its coverage to the United States but
under 2 per cent to Africa. With such an imbalance of coverage, America (and the
Western nations more generally) does not need messages such as ‘West is best’,
‘the American Way’ or ‘support capitalist enterprise’ for this to be functional. It is
enough that the media provide an overwhelmingly Western viewpoint on events,
an agenda of items which is metropolitan in focus, with the rest of the world cov-
ered primarily as a location of ‘trouble’ (mainly when that has implications for the
dominant nations) such as ‘war’, ‘coup d’état’, ‘disaster’, ‘drought’ and so on.
Hitting the news of the world as ‘problems’, they readily come to be presented
both as dismayingly unreliable and prone to dramatic acts of violence or as sub-
jects to be pitied when hit by yet another cyclone, volcanic eruption or crop fail-
ure. Far too often they appear, in the words of John Pilger, which echo the
sentiments of Herbert Schiller, as ‘merely mute and incompetent stick figures that
flit across the television screen. They do not argue or fight back. They are not
brave. They do not have a vision’ (Pilger, 1991b, p. 10). In sum, they do not seem
‘real people’, at least not ‘people like us’, an appearance useful to sustain the belief
that the advanced capitalist societies (with 25 per cent of world population and
around 80 per cent of total wealth) are the really ‘normal’.

In addition, while this refers to Western, especially American, news media’s
world dominance, we ought not to forget the technological superiority it also
enjoys (in satellites, telecommunications, computers, etc.), which provides an
insuperable advantage in supporting its perspectives. This combines with
American primacy in the entire range of entertainment: the movies are American,
the television is American and so too is much of the music business. It is the
Western capitalist societies that have the finance for the films, the resources for
putting together a global marketing campaign, the capability to create, store and
distribute hours of soap operas. It can be conceded that the ideology of messages
in this area is frequently unclear, occasionally nuanced and at times even contrary
to the espoused aims of private capital.
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Nonetheless, what is surely hard to dispute is that, in the round, the messages of
American entertainment, whether it be Little House on the Prairie, I Love Lucy or
Friends, are supportive of the United States’ self-perception as a desirable, indeed
enviable, society which other nations would do well to emulate. Examples abound:
take, for instance, the movie Argo, released late in 2012 and winner of Best Picture
Oscar in 2013. Directed by actor Ben Affleck, it tells the story of the rescue of six
American diplomats who were missed when Iranian revolutionaries stormed the US
Embassy in 1979. It is a classic tale of deception and bluff, in which a CIA operative
poses as a movie producer to effect the escape. Argo is well made and gripping, with
lots of action and psycho-drama. It is fast-paced and edgy, and at its centre is an
established ‘star’, Ben Affleck himself. However, it is cavalier with historical circum-
stances (the Canadian role is understated, while that of the CIA is overplayed and
British assistance is overlooked) and stereotypes Iranians as irrational, slow witted
and impulsive. Conversely, the Americans are ingenious, bold and good hearted, and
calm under pressure. Such is a mix that appeals to American sentiments that are
deeply suspicious of Iran, its people and its role in the Middle East. Another lauded
2012 US movie, Zero Dark Thirty, directed by Kathryn Bigelow, is a thriller ‘based on
a true story’, the hunt for and eventual killing of Osama bin Laden in May 2011. It is
an action adventure film, framed in terms of just revenge for the instigator of 9/11,
with the CIA operatives presented as heroes. It contains terrific camerawork, an
array of high technology equipment and uses dramatic licence that blurs fact and
fiction to apparently condone torture of prisoners (since the ‘water boarding’ torture
yields vital information on bin Laden’s whereabouts). It never deviates from US-centric
concerns that flatter the American military, and justifies extra-territorial execution.

This was the perception of Herbert Schiller, a man fiercely critical of American
power and one who was among the most determined advocates of a new world
information order. From the premise that underlying the media representations lie
unequal structural relationships which divide the world’s populations, Schiller’s
position logically follows. Speaking in France in May 1992, he called attention to
‘the continuing growth in the gap between the rich and the poor countries’. In his
view this ‘issue of global disparity’ stems from the domination of the world’s
economies by Western capitalism, and he is convinced that the Western media aid
this domination by supplying supportive ideas and images (Schiller, 1992, p. 2).

To Schiller a requisite of giving voice to the poorer nations’ struggles to
improve their lot is to challenge ‘information imperialism’. The world’s informa-
tion environment overwhelmingly emanates from the Western nations, especially
the United States (McPhail, 1987). News, movies, music, education and book pub-
lishing are criticized as a ‘one-way street’ (Varis, 1986; Nordenstreng and Varis,
1974). Even non-radical analysts accept that there is a ‘media dependency’ (Smith,
1980) on the West, and there are also a good many non-Marxian thinkers who are
concerned about this situation and its possible consequences. In France, for
instance, there is a long tradition which protests about the threat to cultural integ-
rity from a preponderance of American-made media produce (Servan-Schreiber,
1968). And this is not exceptional since, as Dyson and Humphries (1990) observe,
there are ‘many Western European broadcasters and policy-makers [who
have] feared the loss of European cultural identity by “wall-to-wall Dallas™ (p. 19).
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To Herbert Schiller all this constitutes ‘cultural imperialism’, an informational
means of sustaining Western dominance especially in economic and political
affairs (Tomlinson, 2002). He advocated a challenge to this ‘imperialism’ on all
fronts — hence the call for a ‘new world information order’ (NWIO), which has had
a marked effect in UNESCO (Nordenstreng, 1984) and which led to the United
States’ withdrawal from that organization when it leaned towards support for such
a policy (Preston et al, 1989). Looking back from 1989 on the debates within
UNESCO, Schiller (1989b) reviewed the history of the movement for a new world
information order and in doing so made clear his own perspective on the present
information environment. The NWIO, he said, was

an effort . . . to gain some control over the information directed at their [Third
World] countries and to regain control of their national cultures. They wanted
to define their own questions and present for themselves a different image of
their lives. All of that has been totally distorted in the West. The demand for
a new international information order was presented in the West exclusively
as an effort by third world dictators to enslave their peoples by suppressing all
free-flowing Western ‘enlightenment’. Clearly there were some authoritarians
at work in some of these countries, but to place the entire movement in that
category is just a blatant distortion. At the moment this call for a new infor-
mation order is very much in eclipse. But we do have a new order all the same —
the transnational information order.

(Schiller, 1989b: 16)

Media corporations

It will be evident that this Marxian account from Herbert Schiller gives much
weight to the influence of the spread of corporate capitalism on the informational
environment, domestically and internationally. However, it should be emphasized
that we are not simply identifying here a pressure from without which bears down
on the information domain. Quite the contrary, the maturation of corporate capi-
talism has been a process of which the information industry has been an integral
and active part. Hence the history of the spread of corporate capitalism has also
been a history of the spread of media corporations. And, just like corporate capi-
talism as a whole, media corporations have expanded in size, concentrated in
numbers, frequently diversified their interests and moved decisively on to an
international stage.

Thus, on a global as well as a national stage, a few giant corporations form a
dominant if competing oligopoly across television, newspapers, film, publishing
and, increasingly, internet-based platforms. Prominent players are the Walt Disney
Corporation, Viacom, Bertelsmann, Times Warner and News Corporation. Taking
the latter as an example, this Murdoch family-owned company manifests traits
characteristic of the rest. In terms of size it is second in terms of revenue only to
Disney worldwide and is far and away the biggest media presence in Britain after
the publicly owned BBC (an organization News Corporation leaders loathe).
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Its 2012 revenues totalled $34 billion and its locus is in the US, UK and Australia,
but it has large and expanding interests in India and the Far East.

News Corporation is vertically and horizontally integrated, able to create and
distribute news, books, film, cable and television entertainment and more through
its subsidiaries such as 20th Century Fox, Fox News and Sky. In newsprint it owns
titles ranging from the tabloid Sun and New York Post to the London Times and
Wall Street Journal. However, print is a small and declining percentage of its rev-
enue and there are signs that News Corporation was preparing to switch pre-
dominantly to digital from late 2012. This will follow a restructuring that will allow
Fox Group to manage entertainment interests and leave the smaller News Corp.
in charge of news. Octogenarian Rupert Murdoch, who built the company from
the foundation of his father’s modest media interests, will remain chief executive
of the Fox Group.

The Murdoch family owns a 30 per cent controlling interest of the current
News Corporation. Rupert is Australian by birth and schooling (though his degree
is from Ozxford), but he took American citizenship in 1985 to further the compa-
ny’s interest (only US citizens are permitted to own American television stations).
Several of his children, notably James, are key players in the company and are set
to inherit powerful positions. Much comment about News Corporation worries
about its biases in news, to which the company responds by lauding the contribu-
tion of Sky News, its rolling news outlet that began in 1989 and has a credible
reputation for impartiality and works within UK broadcasting regulations requir-
ing neutrality (the press are not so constrained and all his major titles are highly
conservative).

It is important to emphasize that the chief goal of News Corporation is profit,
hence the 2012 proposed reorganization that will make Fox Group the most
important element of the group. The company’s growth has been dependent on
entertainment, especially its television coverage of sport, particularly soccer,
where BSkyB has been enormously influential. The strategy of switching to digital
will be built on its entertainment foundations, since here lies the key to continuing
financial success. However, as Schiller would undoubtedly have observed, enter-
tainment is not entirely separated from politics. Tabloid media, for instance, with
the stress on celebrity, sex and scandal, often allies this coverage with populist
and conservative politics.

Certainly the Murdochs are vigorously pro-market, anti-regulation and in
favour of free trade. While the stress is generally on ‘business first’, there are well-
attested statements of support for Margaret Thatcher’s militant pro-capitalism
over the years, and on her death Rupert Murdoch (2013) wrote in the Times that
she had been ‘an inspiration in my business life’. The distinguished former editor
of the Times and before that the Sunday Times, Harold Evans (1984), recollected
that Murdoch created ‘an aura of “bleak hostility” towards opponents of Margaret
Thatcher by persistent derision of them at our meetings and on the telephone,
by sending me articles . . . which espoused right-wing views supportive of
Mrs Thatcher’ (p. 296). More recently, Evans (2011) recalled that, when he was
the Times’s editor, ‘my principal difficulty with Murdoch was my refusal to turn the
paper into an organ of Thatcherism’.
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Perhaps James Murdoch made most clear the ideological outlook of this
organization in his 2009 MacTaggart lecture in Edinburgh. In front of an audience
of senior television movers and shakers he presented a polemical attack on the
BBC - an undoubted hindrance to New Corp.’s interests and ambitions — as a
state-sponsored behemoth that posed a threat to liberty. He complained that BBC
news was a barrier to the creation of alternative news outlets since it came with-
out a price tag and was free on digital outlets. Few people were prepared to pay
when the BBC offered free news, hence to Murdoch it was a blockage to innova-
tion and the pluralism of information this would bring. The BBC thus shackles
journalism since state-sponsored news makes it difficult to flourish, especially on
the internet. Murdoch, noting that broadcasting was merging into a ‘single all-
media market’, draws a contrast between ‘authoritarianism: endless intervention,
regulation and control’ and ‘the free part of the market where success has been
achieved by a determined resistance to the constant efforts of the authorities to
interfere’. His ‘inescapable conclusion’ followed: ‘The only reliable, durable, and
perpetual guarantor of independence is profit’ (Murdoch, 2009). In spite of his
avowal that profit is unrelated to politics, James Murdoch’s lecture underlined that
profit to such as he requires a release of state controls (deregulation) and a reduc-
tion of public support to media groups (liberalization).

Within these ground rules, News Corporation — as with many other media
companies — is prepared to allow some leeway. Hence Rupert Murdoch’s support
for Tony Blair during his time as Prime Minister (1997-2007). Murdoch may not
have liked some of Blair’s social democratic policies (Blair, 2010, p.98), but he
quickly saw that Blair was warm towards the market system and eager to continue
with key parts of Margaret Thatcher’s policies as regards the economy.

Moreover, while they represent a relatively diminishing source of revenue,
News Corp. is unlikely to abandon its news making and delivery outlets, for the
obvious — if often unstated — reason that they can bring prestige and leverage over
politics and public policy that can be exercised to further the corporate interest.
Most sizeable corporations lobby politicians, but media groups like News
Corporation have something lobbyists can only dream of — a direct means of com-
municating their favoured messages. As Rupert Murdoch told the Leveson
Committee ‘if any politician wanted my opinions on major matters, they only had to
read the editorials in the Sun’ (Leveson, 2012, vol. 1, para. 2.49). Mr Murdoch testi-
fied in 2012 that he had never asked a favour of a Prime Minister, which one may
accept at face value. However, as Geoffrey Wheatcroft (2012) pointed out, ‘Murdoch
did not have to beseech politicians, they came to him, desperate for his support.’

In recent years News International (the publishing arm of News Corp.) has
been under pressure from questions regarding media malpractices, notably the
illegal hacking of telephones of celebrities, politicians, crime victims, members of
the royal family, even relatives of dead British soldiers (Watson and Hickman,
2012). Part of this pressure came from a House of Commons Select Committee
investigation that declared ‘Rupert Murdoch is not a fit person to exercise stew-
ardship of a major international company’ (House of Commons Culture, Media
and Sport Committee, 2012). This led to a public inquiry headed by a senior judge,
Lord Leveson.
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During and without this inquiry it was revealed that a former editor and chief
executive of News International, Rebekah Brooks, had close personal ties with the
Prime Minister David Cameron and the inquiry investigated the appropriateness
of the employment of Andy Coulson, a former Murdoch employee, as Mr
Cameron’s Director of Communications in 10 Downing Street between 2007 and
2010, a position Doug Kellner (2012) characterizes as the ‘Murdoch fox’ entering
the government ‘henhouse’ (p. 1175). It also emerged that News International had
close relationships with senior police officers, including those charged to investi-
gate alleged malpractices (the head of London’s Metropolitan Police Service, Sir
Paul Stephenson, resigned over the matter and with him went Britain’s former
counter-terrorism chief, John Yates). Both Brooks and Coulson are currently
under criminal charges of conspiracy to pervert the course of justice, which if
they are found guilty usually bring custodial sentences.

From this one might assume Murdoch’s influence has waned, but this may
only be a temporary setback. Justice Leveson (2012) pinpointed Rupert Murdoch’s
power when he wrote that this was of a higher order than one which has to request
favours directly from prime ministers. As Leveson put it:

It is the ‘without having to ask’ which is especially important . . . Sometimes
the very greatest power is exercised without having to ask, because to ask
would be to state the blindingly obvious and thereby diminish the very power
which is being displayed. Just as Mr Murdoch’s editors knew the basic ground-
rules, so did politicians . . . In the discussion with him, politicians knew that the
prize was personal and political support in his mass circulation newspapers.
(Leveson, 2012, vol. 3, para. 2.9)

It followed that politicians would be wary of promoting regulation of the press or
anything related that might damage Mr Murdoch’s commercial interest, since the
consequence would be sustained obloquy directed at them and their party. It fol-
lowed that ‘politicians’ interests . . . would find themselves highly aligned with Mr
Murdoch’s’ (para. 2.11). Herbert Schiller, were he alive today, would undoubtedly
have acknowledged this, insisting that acceptance of the primary importance of
corporate interest is the sine qua non of any relationships between media mag-
nates and politicians.

Examination of the Walt Disney Corporation, Bertelsmann (Germany’s big-
gest media group) or Gruppo Mediaset (Italy’s biggest group, owned by one-time
Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi) would reveal several similar features to those of
News Corporation (one trusts that Disney is not so closely associated with illegal-
ity as Murdoch and Berlusconi). All are major corporations, part of a privileged
oligopoly of information businesses, whose goals are profit, growth and market
advantage. As Herbert Schiller would emphasize, these private companies, situated
at the heart of corporate capitalism, embrace — with only small degrees of differ-
ence — the core values of that system. They recommend the minimal state, urge
low taxation, advocate reduced public expenditure (especially on welfare) and
insist on the free movement of capital. Of course they adopt computer communi-
cations technologies that are requisites of all corporations today. The difference
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is that their business is information itself. However, what they generate and dis-
tribute is, by and large, at one with the requirements of market society, hence it
provides support and succour to arrangements that suit them as well as other
corporate players.

Market principles and practices

Thus it is Herbert Schiller’s view that the contemporary information environment
is expressive of the interests and priorities of corporate capitalism as it has devel-
oped over time and an essential component in sustaining the international capital-
ist economy. The corporate realm ensures that its interests are best served by the
information and associated technologies they require to manage and make accept-
able their affairs, while core information businesses such as News Corporation
have grown in tandem with the aggrandizement of corporate capitalism. Not sur-
prisingly, these latter eagerly embrace and serve to perpetuate the beliefs and
practices of that domain. However, there is a good deal more to the Marxian
approach to information than this. We will be better able to appreciate the contri-
bution of Critical Theorists if we elaborate on and exemplify ways in which central
capitalist concerns make their influence felt on the ‘informatization’ of society.

It is useful to begin with that key concern of capitalism — the market. Schiller’s
claim is that market principles, most emphatically the search for profit maximiza-
tion, are quite as telling in the informational realm as they are throughout capitalist
society. As a rule, information will therefore be produced and made available only
where it has the prospect of being sold at a profit, and it will be produced most
copiously and/or with greatest quality where the best opportunities for gain are
evident. It follows that market pressures are decisive when it comes to determin-
ing what sort of information is to be produced, for whom and on what conditions.

This pressure is felt even with regard to the pioneering of new technologies.
To fully understand the weight of this claim we need to be reminded how common
it is for Information Society theorists to argue that innovations in the technological
realm herald the ‘information age’. From this perspective it is implicit that tech-
nologies just ‘arrive’, having been ‘invented’ in some unexamined and unproblem-
atic way, and that once inside the social realm they can then be used in either
positive or negative ways. Information technologies, from this point of view, are at
once decisive in bringing about the Information Society, and simultaneously they
are neutral, free from the influence of any human value or sectional interest.
Against this, those who contend that the market is the decisive force in capitalist
societies insist that the products that become available themselves bear the
impress of market values. A startling example of this was provided by the
Chairman of Thorn-EMI, then a major British communications and information
supplier, when he announced that his company’s ‘decision to withdraw from med-
ical electronics was [because] there appeared little likelihood of achieving profits
in the foreseeable future’ (Thorn-EMI, 1980). The company had been a pioneer in
CT (computer tomography), producing an EMI-Scanner and funding research on
the back of unexpectedly high royalties from pop music in the 1960s. In this
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instance the operative value was that Thorn-EMI perceived its interests to be best
served by following a strategy whereby it concentrated around consumer enter-
tainment products. Medical electronics were not felt to be supportive of the search
for maximum profitability, whereas television, video and other leisure products
were — and action was taken by Thorn-EMI to meet the goal of market success.

The corporations that dominate the information industry operate unabash-
edly on market principles, and to this end they tailor their production to those areas
that hold out the prospects of greatest reward. This point — scarcely a contentious
one — must, however, confound those who believe that, in the ‘information age’,
either information technologies are aloof from social influence, at least in terms of
their hardware (after all, goes the refrain, as a PC can be used to write sermons or
show pornography, in itself it is neither good nor bad since it is above social value),
or more information is intrinsically a good thing (it does appear to be a deep-seated
presumption that in and of itself more information is beneficial), or both.

It must be disconcerting because this Critical Theory maxim looks, for ex-
ample, behind the finished products that reach the market and asks: what were the
priorities of the corporate suppliers at the research and development stages?
R&D (research and development) budgets, nowadays multi-billion dollar annual
commitments from players such as IBM, AT&T and Siemens, are committed to
creating the next generation of technologies, but they are not given an open com-
mitment by their paymasters. British Telecom (BT), for instance, spends annually
hundreds of millions of pounds on R&D, but this is a carefully targeted invest-
ment. Two Financial Times journalists, observing that ‘the days of research for its
own sake are over’, explained that they are ‘a luxury that a commercially-oriented,
competitive BT cannot afford’ (Bradshaw and Taylor, 1993).

Former editor of Computing magazine Richard Sharpe has noted one para-
doxical consequence of this prioritization. It is his estimation that most ‘new’ tech-
nology is, in fact, characteristically ‘old’ in that it complements existing products
that have already proven their marketability. In this way the computer industry,
Sharpe argues, offers a ‘public mask of progress and the private face of conserva-
tism’ (Sharpe, n.d., p. 111). For example, it is striking that most informational prod-
ucts for the home are actually enhancements of the television set. Video equipment,
cable, computer games and suchlike are all founded on what has been a remark-
ably successful commercial technology — the television. A range of new technolo-
gies and services for the home are converging in the ‘home entertainment centre’,
a digitalized console that incorporates e-mail, games, computing and internet
facilities, but is built around entertainment. We cannot be surprised that the form
(the ‘box in the corner’) and the content (entertainment) of almost all the new
‘home information systems’ are decidedly familiar. Why offer anything different
when television has shown itself as the public’s favourite leisure technology?

Those who feel that such an outcome is an inevitability driven by a self-pro-
pelling logic of technological innovation need to exercise some imagination here.
There is no compelling technical reason either why home ICTs should be built
around the television set (just as there was no technical imperative that led
to television technology being created to fit into the living room [Williams, 1974,
p. 26]) or why that programming should be so emphatically entertainment
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oriented. The most telling pressure was that this was where and how the most
lucrative sales would be made; accordingly, domestic information technology was
pushed and pulled in directions dictated by the market. Predictably, then, this
results in familiar products and programming. As Sharpe comments:

Alternative uses of technology are sought out by alternative groups. But they
are few and far between. They mostly fail because the technology is not
aimed at alternative uses, it is not developed to engender real change: for
better or worse, it is developed to preserve.

(Sharpe, n.d., p. 4)

Relatedly, when one comes to examine more closely the actual information that
has increased in such quantity in recent years, one can easily enough fail to recog-
nize the impress of market criteria. Since it is popular to presume that more infor-
mation is in itself advantageous, one rarely asks about the role of the market and
some of the negative consequences of this pressure. But it is useful to reflect
critically on the nostrum that all information is enlightening, in some way an
advance on a less ‘informed’, thereby more ignorant, previous condition.
Scepticism about the value of ever more television programming of an escapist
kind readily springs to mind here and one supposes this is something about which
many readers might concur. One might also look sceptically at much of the infor-
mation made available on the internet.

To be sure, this is enormous, and enormously varied. A good deal of informa-
tion on the internet is of high quality, especially that coming from public organiza-
tions such as universities and government departments (I discuss this further in
Chapter 9). But who can doubt that a very great deal of the information from the
internet is of dubious value at best, is but an extension of selling, whether emanat-
ing from a corporation endeavouring to present an appealing image or from one
trying to persuade others to buy its products? It is surely possible to envisage a
situation in which, to adopt the title of Danny Schechter’s (1997) book, the ‘more
you watch, the less you know’, a milieu in which there may be more information,
but where people are less informed than ever. Susan Jacoby’s (2008) complaint
that the internet is becoming a ‘highway’ for ‘junk thought’ (p. 308) might be baldly
stated, but her argument merits at least reflection and some soul-searching. We
raised this issue in Chapter 3 and it continues to matter.

The late George Gerbner’s (1998) finding that heavy television viewers are
less aware of what is happening in the world outside their doors than are light
viewers should encourage us to hesitate when asked to endorse the view that
more information is of itself beneficial. Late in November 2003 a poll of British
16- to 24-year-olds found that 42 per cent could not name a single Cabinet
Minister, yet half could list five characters from the television soap EastEnders.
Knowledge of celebrities, of the shows and magazines in which they appear, is
prodigious, but it stands in sharp contrast to widespread ignorance of the main-
springs of social and political life (Ezard, 2003). The 2003 type of poll can
be repeated any time to reveal dismaying public ignorance about social and
political affairs, disturbing inabilities to appreciate reasoned and evidence-based
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debate, alongside often extensive knowledge of the lives and foibles of television
personalities and sporting ‘greats’. Market hype and hucksterism have some
responsibilities here.

Rather than commentators expressing awe at the growth of databases
nowadays available in real time from any terminal, one might ask hard ques-
tions about the criteria which shaped their construction and the bases on which
they are made available. Doing so, one readily becomes aware that the design-
ers of most online information services have endeavoured to appeal to corpo-
rate clients since these have an identifiable need for real-time business
information and, tellingly, they have the ability to pay the premium rates that
have fuelled the rapid rise of ‘information factories’ like Experian and Dow
Jones. Experian, founded in 2006, gathers data on credit ratings, marketing and
consumer behaviour, selling this to companies, on which basis it generated rev-
enue of $4.5 billion in 2012. Dow Jones, a much older organization (though in
2007 it was bought by News Corporation for $5.6 billion), serves corporate and
financial markets with dedicated information products and services to aid
investors and traders make more money, for which it earns in excess of $2 bil-
lion per annum.

In this context, Herbert Schiller’'s comment is to the point:

In a market economy, the questions of costs and prices inevitably play the
most important . . . roles in what kind of base will be constructed and the
category of uses the base is intended to service (and by which it is to be paid
for). The selection of material that goes into a database is closely linked to the
need for, and the marketability of, the information service.

(Schiller, 1981, p. 35)

It is this that led Professor Schiller to ask exasperatedly:

What kind of information today is being produced at incredible levels of
sophistication? Stock market prices, commodity prices, currency informa-
tion. You have big private data producers, all kinds of brokers . . . who have
their video monitors and are plugged into information systems which give
them incredible arrays of highly specific information, but this is all related to
how you can make more money in the stock market . . . how you can shift
funds in and out of the country . . . that’s where most of this information is
going and who is receiving it.

(Schiller, 1990b, p. 3)

David Dickson (1984) extends this argument in his history of science and technol-
ogy — key knowledge realms — since the Second World War. Here he identifies two
elements, namely the corporate sector and the military, as the critical determi-
nants of innovation. To Herbert Schiller (1984b) these are reducible to one, since
it is his conviction that the military’s responsibility is to protect and preserve the
capitalist system and its market ethos. Thus he writes:
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The military’s preoccupation with communication and computers and satel-
lites . . . is not some generalized interest in advanced technology. The mission
of the USA’'s Armed Forces is to serve and protect a world system of economic
organisation, directed by and of benefit to powerful private aggregations of
capital.

(Schiller, 1984b, p. 382)

The military might make enormous demands on information, but since this is to
bolster the capitalist empire worldwide, the fundamental shaper of the informa-
tional domain is the market imperative at the heart of capitalist enterprise to
which the military dedicates itself. It is in this light that we can better appreciate
Schiller’s (1981) summary judgement of the Information Society. Far from being a
beneficent development, it is expressive of capital’s commitment to the commer-
cial ethic. Hence:

What is called the ‘Information Society’ is, in fact, the production, processing,
and transmission of a very large amount of data about all sorts of matters —
individual and national, social and commercial, economic and military. Most
of the data are produced to meet very specific needs of super-corporations,
national government bureaucracies, and the military establishments of the
advanced industrial state.

(Schiller, 1981, p. 25)

Dickson extends this theme when he identifies three main phases of the United
States’ science policy. The first, in the immediate post-war years, was dominated
by the priority of gearing scientific endeavour to the needs of military and nuclear
power. During the 1960s and 1970s there was a discernible switch, with social
criteria playing a more central role and health and environmental concerns making
a significant input to science policy. The third — and continuing — phase began in
the late 1970s and reveals an emphasis on meeting economic and military require-
ments. By the early 1980s the guiding principle was decidedly ‘the contribution of
science to the competitive strength of American industry and to military tech-
nology’ (Dickson, 1984, p. 17). This has resulted in science increasingly being
regarded as ‘an economic commodity’ (p. 33) and the language of the boardroom
and corporate planning intruding into the heart of scientific activity. Today, attests
Dickson, innovation is guided by the principle that one will produce only that
which will contribute to profit. Hence routine reference is made to ‘knowledge
capital’, suggesting in no uncertain terms that scientists and technologists are
regarded as factors of investment from which capital expects an appropriate
return. From this perspective even scientists employed in academe come to be
regarded as ‘entrepreneurs’ and are encouraged to co-operate closely with busi-
ness people to create commercially viable products.

Dickson insists that this emphasis on the goal of success in the market directs
scientific and technological knowledge away from alternative guiding goals such
as public health, service to the local community, improving the quality of work
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experiences or supporting the environment. The consequence is that universities,
institutions at one time committed, at least in part, to wider community needs as
well as the pursuit of knowledge for its own sake, have radically changed direc-
tion, dedicating themselves to research aimed at improving the commercial com-
petitiveness of industry, thereby assuming that the marketplace is the appropriate
arbiter of technological change (Slaughter and Leslie, 1997).

Political programmes that have sought the privatization of once publicly
owned utilities and the deregulation of one-time state-directed organizations have
had a marked effect on the information domain. They have been openly trum-
peted as the application of market practices by their advocates, simultaneously as
the most appropriate way to encourage efficiency and effectiveness (private own-
ership promising a personal stake in resources and improved responsiveness to
customers) and as a means of introducing competition (and hence improved ser-
vices) into previously monopolistic realms. Across Europe, the United States and
the Far East, with variations resulting from local circumstances and histories,
strategies for making the informational realm responsive to and dependent on
market criteria were put in place between the early 1980s and mid-1990s (Nguyen,
1985), with this twin element at their foundation. These have continued unabated.

Vincent Mosco’s (1989) belief that it ‘represents an abdication of policy in
favour of the marketplace’ (p. 201) is correct in so far as it emphasizes the prior-
itization of the market, though this signals no rejection of policy. On the contrary,
privatization and deregulation have been conscious and actively pursued policies,
put in place to ensure that ICTs and information are developed in particular ways.
Major effects have been evident, especially in the vital information industry, tele-
communications. In the UK, for instance, BT has operated on distinctively com-
mercial lines, prioritizing customers with the deepest purses (i.e. corporate and
large government sectors) in its development of new and existing services and in
taking measures aimed at ensuring its success as a capitalist enterprise.

In the days preceding privatization, telecommunications in Britain operated
with what may be called a loose ‘public service’ ethos. There was never a telecom-
munications business in the UK that was subsequently taken over by the state
(nationalized). The telephone network was part of the state-owned Post Office
from the outset, a monopoly service charged to deliver mail as well as telephony.
The remit of public service guided the provision of services, aiming for universal
geographical availability, non-discriminatory access and a pricing policy that
aspired towards ‘reasonable costs or affordability’ (OECD, 1991, p. 26) that was
achieved by a complex system of cross-subsidy of discrete points on the network
from lucrative urban and international links. The telecommunications monopoly
also played an important role in supporting the British electronics industry by
purchasing over 80 per cent of its equipment from these domestic sources, thereby
acting to all intents and purposes as an arm of government economic strategy.

However, the market-oriented policies introduced by the Thatcher adminis-
tration (1979-91) encouraged deregulation and took away the ‘natural monopoly’
of BT to allow competitors to enter the field. BT was separated from the Post
Office in 1981 and with this shed the encumbrances of mail delivery so it would
be better able to meet competitive challenges. In response, Mercury came into
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existence from private capital — with a mission not to supply an alternative tele-
phone service, but rather to win business traffic, easily telecommunications’ major
market. Since Mercury had but little market share (less than 10 per cent), its chief
significance was not primarily as a competitor to BT, but more as an indication of
new priorities prevailing in telecommunications (by the mid-1990s, Mercury was
merged with several other operators by its parent Cable and Wireless, and later
took the latter’s name).

BT’s subsequent privatization in 1984 (at the time the biggest sale of state
assets in the world) announced a renewed commercial emphasis in the organiza-
tion, one it marked with a decisive orientation towards the business market and
business practices. This was expressed in various ways.

First, responding to Mercury’s attempt to cream off major corporate custom-
ers, BT reduced its prices in those areas. The company was quick to complain that
it was ‘making losses on local access’, which it had once supported by charging
over the odds to business users. This had not, of course, been a problem before, but
by 1990 Mercury, free from the burden of offering a universal service, was attack-
ing the corporate market, gaining almost 30 per cent of the national call revenue
from customers with 100 or more lines. Now BT complained that ‘high usage cus-
tomers (i.e. corporations) pay too much for their telephone services’, while BT
itself ‘fails to make an adequate return from about 80% of customers (i.e. domestic
users)’ (British Telecom, 1990). The consequence of such a diagnosis was predict-
able: though following privatization some regulatory influence remained, setting a
formula to restrict BT’s price rises, this was only an average ceiling. In practice
domestic users’ costs rose ahead of those charged to businesses.

Second, BT, now a private corporation aiming to maximize profit, made
moves to enter the global telecommunications market. It purchased manufactur-
ing facilities in North America and became less interested in buying equipment
from British suppliers. During the early 1990s BT took a 20 per cent stake in MCI
(Microwave Communications Inc.), the second largest US long-distance telecom-
munications company, and later entered into an agreement with North American
giant AT&T to pool cross-border assets. The motive behind these actions was to
advance a market-oriented strategy which recognized, first, that the fastest growth
area of the market was increasingly international and, second, that the really crit-
ical international market was that made up of corporate traffic. Concert
Communications Services, the joint venture between BT and AT&T which began
in 2000, targeted ‘multinational business customers’. BT was clear-minded about
this, recognizing that ‘[t]he largest customers . . . are typically multinational com-
panies with branches throughout the developed world’ (British Telecom, 1990,
p. 6). Accordingly, BT had a ‘highly-focussed strategy of supplying networks and
network-based services to multinational companies’ (British Telecom, 1993, p.
25). The stake in MCI, the alliance with AT&T and a cluster of partnerships with
European corporations were intended to enable BT to become a global leader in
the provision of corporate network services. That these ambitious ventures failed
(Concert was closed in 2001 and merger with MCI stalled) takes nothing from the
major issue: there was no comparable push to improve services to everyday
domestic users. The aim of the investment was to provide a global network for the
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25,000-o0dd transnational corporations that offered them the enhanced voice and
data services essential for their effective operation. Since 2002 BT Global Services
has been the division dedicated to advancing its parent’s ambition to win the larg-
est possible share of network business from transnational corporations and gov-
ernment. BT has moved away from unreliable alliances, attempting to go it alone
in this area as much as it possibly can. BT Global Services accounted for 40 per
cent of revenue by 2012, a sign of changing concerns for what was once largely a
domestic supplier.

BT feels no embarrassment by its prioritization of the business market since
it reasons this ‘will be the source of the improvements in service and in techniques
which will subsequently feed down to the residential market’ (British Telecom,
1990, p. 6). This is, of course, the ‘trickle-down’ theory of economics applied to
the ‘information revolution’: prioritize the better off and later on the poorer will
get an improved service.

Third, BT has reduced its staffing while increasing its revenues: from a peak
workforce of about 250,000 in 1989, it dropped to 150,000 by the end of 1993,
and to 89,000 by 2012.

None of this should be read as a complaint against BT. Rather, it should be
seen as exemplification of the primary role in developments in the information
domain of market principles and priorities. Now largely freed from restrictions
stemming from its days as a publicly owned monopoly, BT acts much like any
other private venture with global interests. Its aim is to succeed in the market and
its services and practices are tailored to that end. If that means price rises over the
odds for ordinary householders, labour lay-offs, and targeting of the wealthiest
clients for new information services, then so be it. That is the logic of the market
and the reasonable response of an entrepreneurial management. Now BT execu-
tives unabashedly extol the ‘free market’, urging that regulation be removed wher-
ever it hinders the company’s efforts. Thus chairman Sir Michael Rake tells
investors that ‘internationally we continue to press for policy and regulatory
change . . . —in particular, open and fair wholesale access to communications net-
works’, adding, in tribute to changes already implemented in Britain, ‘we only seek
across the world similar conditions to those in the UK’ (British Telecom, 2012).

Finally, however, we draw particular attention to the constraints this market
milieu imposes on participants. It might be believed that the adoption of market
practices is a matter of choice for companies such as BT, but this is far from the
case. Indeed, there are massive pressures disposing them towards certain policies.
An imperative is that the provision and servicing of information networks, while
crucial for corporations in their everyday operations, is an intensively competitive
market which impels players to act in given ways. As BT noted, while a ‘world-
wide telecommunications industrial structure can be expected’ to emerge, it will
be one established and operated by ‘perhaps [only] four or five large providers
competing in the global market place at the cutting edge of the industry’ (British
Telecom, 1990, p. 6). BT has ambitions to be among that elite, but there it will
confront much bigger entities than even itself (despite its £20 billion annual rev-
enues), and ones equally determined to capture a large part of a huge global net-
work market. All this for a reason equally obvious to BT (and major American,
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Japanese and European telecommunications organizations): the readily perceived
market opportunities in international business customers that have the biggest
budgets and largest demand for sophisticated telecommunications services. The
appeal may be obvious of the potential rewards from success in this market.
Equally obvious, however, is the realization that to fail in, or even to fail to enter,
the global telecommunications market with the right products and services is
unthinkable for the major suppliers. Thus they too are pressured into a race over
which they have little control. A predictable consequence has been a bewildering
series of often failed alliances, mergers and restructuring, with the aim of gaining
strategic advantage in a market restricted to giant players.

The primacy of market criteria in the information domain has had other con-
sequences. An important effect has been that the promotion of the marketplace
has led to a decrease in support for information institutions that for long have
been dependent on public finance. I discuss this more in Chapter 9, so here simply
telegraph the theme. Institutions such as museums and art galleries, libraries, gov-
ernment statistical services, the BBC and the education system itself have all
encountered, in face of the ‘information explosion’, cuts and redirections in fund-
ing as a result of preference for market-oriented policies.

It has been government policy in Britain since the mid-1970s that the most
effective way to encourage the ‘information revolution’ is to make it into a business
(Information Technology Advisory Panel (ITAP), 1983). To this end, public subsi-
dies have been reduced and commercial values prioritized across a range of infor-
mation institutions. For Herbert Schiller, witnessing a cognate development in the
United States, this represented an ‘effort to extend the commercialisation of infor-
mation into every existing space of the social sphere’ (Schiller, 1987, p. 25).
Familiar stories of restrictions on library opening hours, shortages of funds to buy
books, closure of non-viable courses in universities (e.g. Philosophy is at risk of
disappearing outside the most prestigious British institutions) and a decisive shift
towards full payment of tuition fees by student ‘customers’ are results of this pri-
oritization of the market in once protected realms.

According to Schiller (1989b), this represents ‘the progressive impoverish-
ment of social and public space’, with serious consequences for the generation
and availability of information. In his view what we are witnessing is ‘a silent
struggle being waged between those who wish to appropriate the country’s infor-
mation resources for private gain and those who favour the fullest availability’ —
and in this struggle the ‘latter have been in steady retreat’ (Schiller, 1985c, p. 708).

It is difficult to dissent from the view that, as public subsidy is replaced by
private interests (or not replaced at all) that seek to develop information for the
market, or, less dramatically, where public funds are so reduced that the institu-
tions themselves are driven towards private sources of funds to remain viable,
there are major effects on what information is created and on what terms it is
made available. It tends to lead to price increases for access and the favouring of
exhibitions and programming which can either enjoy popular appeal (sufficient to
induce a wide public to pay admission prices) or attract sponsors (generally from
the corporate sector). It beggars belief to be told that this does not influence
either access to information or what gets produced in the first place. Where people
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have to pay for admission to an art gallery the upshot is that, minimally, certain
sectors of the public are discouraged from attendance and, in turn, the institutions
themselves must respond by making their exhibits appealing to paying customers.
Of course, one may argue that this is no bad thing, leading as it does to visitors
better appreciating that which they pay for and to exhibits being responsive to the
public. This does not, however, negate the fact that the information access and
supply are shaped in particular directions. Further, while market practices may
also encourage imagination and innovation, the emphasis on attractive cafés,
museum shops and exotic displays scarcely improves or deepens the quality of
information made available. And where sponsors enter the situation — as they do
increasingly in universities, libraries, theatres and television — there clearly are
consequences simply because, however enlightened the paymasters, sponsors are
generally not involved for charitable purposes, but to further their own agendas
and interests. As such, it is unlikely to mean support for the imaginative and chal-
lenging in, for example, art (Agatha Christie yes, but Dario Fo no) and education
(Business Management yes, Race Relations no).

Graham Murdock (1990), endorsing Schiller’s interpretation, contends that
the consequences of this market-orientation are especially serious in view of the
concentration of most mass communications in large corporate hands. In his view
the ‘public cultural institutions’ such as the BBC and libraries had a ‘countervailing
power’ that balanced the likes of the tabloid press and ratings-dominated com-
mercial television. Indeed, ‘at their best’ these institutions ‘embod[y] a genuine
commitment to diversity and open argument, and at their minimum they filled a
number of important gaps in commercially organised provision’ (Murdock, 1990,
pp. 6-7). I consider these issues at length in Chapter 9. Here, however, it is enough
to say that changes in the organization and funding of ‘cultural institutions’ in
favour of the market do have manifest consequences for the information that is
developed and how it is made available.

Commodification
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A recurrent concern of Herbert Schiller and thinkers like him is that information
is increasingly being commodified. Because it is developed and made available in
a market society, so must it be treated like most other things within a capitalist
order. As such, it is regarded as vendible, subject to the price mechanism, hence a
commodity to be bought and sold by one party or another. It is reasonable to ask
why this should matter since no one, certainly not Herbert Schiller, suggests that
information, still less computer communications technologies, come free of cost.

Much of the objection to commodification comes down to what Oscar Wilde
disparagingly termed knowing ‘the price of everything and the value of nothing’.
There is a lengthy tradition of thought, by no means all radical, that voices this
concern about the limits of the price mechanism. For instance, in the early 1990s
a feisty Conservative Cabinet Minister, David Mellor, warned against too strong
an imposition of commercial practices on the arts when he advised his audience
that they would do well to remember that in ‘the long run a society is judged not
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so much by its economic achievements, but by its cultural ones’. This is a reminder
that we recollect the nineteenth century less for its cotton and coal barons, though
they were supreme in their day, than for its artists and architects. Mellor’s was a
speech delivered during a period of enthusiastic and determined advancement of
capitalist principles, when entrepreneurs and private enterprise were much
praised, yet still a Cabinet member could warn of its limitations.

Nonetheless, in recent decades we have witnessed an accelerated commodifi-
cation of the informational realm. More of this will be considered in Chapter 9 —
and it is especially evident in the realm of television, so we discuss that there — but
at this point we may also instance the heightened price valuation of ‘brands’ (de
Chernatony and McDonald, 2003). Products still matter, of course, but the value
of a brand, from the Nike swooshes to the Virgin label, has developed an increased
significance in recent years. It has even been argued that we inhabit a ‘brand soci-
ety’, many navigating their way through life by using and knowing the language of
the brand (Kornberger, 2010). Even British universities now assiduously market
their brand, eager to recruit students from abroad since they can be charged more
than domestic ones and the fees are lucrative. The process has extended even to
the commodification of a name, famously so in the case of footballer David
Beckham, whose transfer to Real Madrid from Manchester United in 2003 owed
much to the selling power of his name in the Far East, which promised increased
merchandizing opportunities. It is striking that nowadays such intangibles as a
‘name’ carry economic weight beyond the actual capabilities of the player.

Intellectual property

Accompanying this has been a heightened concern for intellectual property and its
protection by way of copyright and patenting, processes that Lawrence Lessig
(2000) regards as a form of enclosure (Boyle, 2002), meaning drawing into market
relationships arrangements that may once have been excluded. These are dedi-
cated to ensuring that the correct proprietor is identified and the price of the
information maximized. Consider, for example, the complaint of John Sutherland
regarding the digitalization of reviews and articles he has written in the Times
Literary Supplement and the Times Higher Education Supplement over many years.
Previously, the pieces were hard-copy published, Sutherland received a fee for the
job and that was the end of the matter. If readers wanted to consult his writings,
they either bought or borrowed the original periodical or, if after an old edition,
consulted it in an academic library where bound copies (or possibly microfilms)
were stored. Digitalization, however, makes the backlist readily accessible from
anywhere to those with a subscription and communications facilities. Consultation
of Sutherland’s oeuvre is now much simpler with word search systems. By the
same token it is a source of income to the publishers, who are determined to
exploit that income stream. But Sutherland objects that all this has been done
without his permission and without return to him, though he is the author. The
pressure comes from the publishers, who are endeavouring to use digitalization to
maximize the return on their investment.
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A connected, but much more important, issue concerns the realm of scien-
tific knowledge, publication of scientific research and the pressures towards com-
modification. On one side are those who argue that scientific knowledge should be
freely available. This taps a ‘Communist’ spirit among many scientists that encour-
ages them to make available their findings for the general good. So long as their
peers acknowledge them, many scientists appear committed to their research
findings being open to anyone who wishes to consult them. Such a position waives
proprietary claims over the science and is sympathetic to ‘open source’ publica-
tion that ensures results of research are posted on the web free of charge.
However, opposing this is the view that regards scientific knowledge as proprie-
tary, as subject to ownership, so that those who wish to consult such knowledge
should pay a fee whenever they do so. One might imagine Einstein claiming pro-
prietary rights over his Laws of Thermodynamics, due a fee every time his equa-
tions were drawn upon. The situation is further complicated by the presence of
publishers of scientific research. They have long had a presence in this field, pub-
lishing hard-copy journals as commercial activities. However, the spread of the
internet potentially puts them out of business, since scientists can now, in prin-
ciple at least, bypass the publisher by putting findings directly on to the web.
Publishers, who are rapidly digitalizing their journals and records of previous pub-
lications (which considerably eases access for users, so long as they have
subscription rights), insist that the status quo on publication should remain. These
journals are often extremely expensive and are lucrative sources of revenue to
publishers. From another side, some universities — who employ many scientists —
are also developing policies that encourage researchers to self-archive their work,
putting their publications on to university web sites, where they may be consulted
free of charge. The argument here is that these are staff of the university, they
undertake research as part of their duties, so their research might well be put out
on the university web site. Obviously publishers are resisting this since it threatens
their business.

The situation here is complex and fluid, but no one believes that the tradi-
tional ways of behaving can continue indefinitely. Pressures to commodify scien-
tific knowledge, to make it available on market terms, are being felt at precisely
the same time as some scientists urge that open source publishing develops,
something that threatens established commercial interests.

It needs to be appreciated how vital and controversial such matters are for
the Information Society. It should surprise no one to learn that copyright, origi-
nally introduced to balance rights of authors and inventors with the wider public
good, has had its period of enforcement raised from fourteen years in the late
eighteenth century to, in 1998, seventy years after the death of an author and
ninety-five years for corporations after publication. It may seem trivial to learn
that copyright can now be extended to scents and smells, but reflection on the
struggles surrounding the discovery of the genetic code highlights the enormous
stakes involved. Early this century new sciences (geneomics and proteomics) were
founded because the DNA structure has been finally identified by some two bil-
lion letters. This will radically change medical science, since knowledge of genetic
codes presages an end to the development of drugs through trial and error.



INFORMATION AND THE MARKET SYSTEM

This research has been made freely available by its developers at the Wellcome
Trust Sanger Institute. However, there was a race to define the code that involved
a commercial organization that aimed to charge for every consultation. When one
considers that professionals from over 135 countries look at data from the Sanger
Institute at least one million times per week (Guardian, 3 November 2003, p. 1),
the implications of commodifying this knowledge can be better appreciated.
Almost as profound are struggles over the programs that allow the internet to run.
Microsoft is the major, proprietorial, player, but open source code — developed as
a service that is freely available, by such as Linux and Apache — presents a chal-
lenge to Bill Gates’s model (Weber, 2004).

The direction of commodification of information, facilitated by ICTs, is
‘towards a society in which much of the cultural activity that we currently take for
granted . . . reading an encyclopaedia in a public library, selling a geometry text-
book to a friend, copying a song for a sibling — will be routed through a system of
micro payments in return for which the rights to ever smaller pieces of our culture
are doled out’ (Boynton, 2004). Schiller deplored such a tendency, holding firm to
the notion that information should be a public good, not something to be bought
on sold on the market (Rikowski, 2005).

Class inequalities

The pivotal role of the market in the informational realm means that information
and information technologies are made available to those best able to pay for
them. This does not mean, of course, that they are totally exclusive. Clearly, virtu-
ally all members of society have some access to information products and ser-
vices, television, radio and newspapers being obvious examples. Indeed, since the
market is open to all consumers, most of what is offered is, in principle, available
to anyone — at least to anyone with the wherewithal to pay for it. However, the fact
that the market is the allocative mechanism means that it is responsive to a soci-
ety differentiated by income and wealth. In other words, class inequalities —
broadly, the hierarchical divisions of society — exercise a central pull in the
‘information age’.

One popular way of presenting this has been to suggest that it evidences a
‘digital divide’. There has been considerable concern expressed about this in
recent years, especially with regard to adoption of the internet. There is abundant
evidence that the better off are quickest to get ‘wired’. While Schiller would have
acknowledged the empirical reality of these divisions, it is doubtful that he would
have endorsed the technology-led thinking that permeates most digital divide
concern. The presumption in general is that digital divides are regrettable, even
reprehensible, because they exclude the unfortunate from full participation in
society (cf. Foster and McChesney, 2011). A policy of maximizing access to the
internet duly f