The Internet

Introduction

I have been e-mailed by a number of students who have asked me to get this article up and running. It seems the Internet has rapidly become a major topic in communication and media studies courses and I apologize to those students who have come here hoping to find enlightenment, largely because I really haven't much of a clue what to write. If it's any help, I have covered the regulation of the Internet, and have also made passing mention of the Internet in the articles on technological determinism, information society and fourth estate. 

In this article, I shall give no more than a brief overview of some of what appear to me to be the more salient issues. I have had considerable difficulty organizing this section, so apologize for the disorganization also. If you wish to research the issue further, virtually any search engine will turn up the articles you need. I would, however, particularly recommend the sites listed at the bottom of this article. Please note that I do not deal here with the technology, nor with the history and development of the Internet. If you are researching that topic, you will find many relevant sites; for a short, easily readable and thought-provoking overview of Internet development, see chapter 3 of Howard Rheingold's on-line book,  Virtual Communities. 

So in this section, I begin with a quick summary of the problems you are likely to face in researching the Internet, including 

*
the problem of determining effects 

*
the problem of prediction 

*
the problem of definition 

If you want to jump straight to the main content of this section, please do so.

The problem of determining 'effects'

Judging by the requests I have received, students are being asked to comment on the effects which the Internet has had on communication and society so far and also to predict the effects which it is likely to have in the future. As to the former of these tasks, I am inclined to side with Chairman Mao, who, when asked to comment on the effects of the French Revolution, allegedly replied, 'it's too early to tell'. It's as well to remember that the Internet is predicted to be available to only 490 million people around the world by 2002,, that is 79.4 per 1,000 people worldwide. (source:  Computer Industry Almanach, 2000) It is still very much an élite medium - the top 15 countries account for 82% of users and nearly 43% of all users are in the USA. Although usage of the Net by those who earn under $25,000 has grown nearly 50 percent, outpacing the growth of total Internet users, they still only represent 9.7 percent of the overall online population, according to a study by  Media Metrix (source:  CyberAtlas, 2000). Worldwide, huge numbers of people don't even have access to a telephone, let alone the Internet. So, even assuming that we can determine the effects of this global medium so far (and bear in mind that there's still considerable disagreement about even TV's effects and that's been around for fifty years), we would in fact be determining its effects on only a tiny proportion of the global population. However, I should add that the Web is currently growing by 1.5 million pages daily and doubling in size every eight months (source:  Alexa Internet, August 1998) and new subscribers are coming on-line constantly, the 'Internet universe' growing by 2.7% per month, according to CyberAtlas. So Internet demographics are constantly evolving and in all likelihood democratizing. For example, although the USA accounts for the great mass of users now,  Jupiter Research predicts that they will be eclipsed by the Asia-Pacific region by 2005.  The technology is evolving rapidly too. It almost seems that by the time you have the details of a research project worked out the very nature of the Internet is likely to have changed so much that you end up researching something quite different from what you intended. 

The problem of prediction

As far as prediction is concerned, remember that the chairman of IBM predicted in the fifties that the world would need a maximum of around half a dozen computers, that the British Department for Education seemed to think in the eighties that we would all need to be able to code in BASIC and that in the nineties Microsoft failed to foresee the rapid growth of the Internet. Who could have predicted that one major effect of the automobile would be to bankrupt small shops across the nation? Could the early developers of the telephone have foreseen its development as a medium for person-to-person communication, rather than as a form of broadcasting medium? We all, including the 'experts', seem to be peculiarly inept at predicting the likely development of our technologies, even as far as the next year. We can, of course, try to extrapolate from experience of previous technologies, as I do below by comparing the technology of the Internet with the development of other information and communication technologies and by examining the earlier development of radio and print. But how justified I might be in doing so remains an open question. You might conceivably find the history of the British and French videotex systems, Prestel and Minitel, instructive. However, I am not entirely convinced that they are very relevant, nor do I know where you can find information about them on-line, so, rather than take up space here, I've briefly described them in a separate article. 

As an example, many major companies have thrown themselves into e-commerce with the expectation of making megabucks, not an unreasonable expectation given that ActiveMedia predicted in 1996 global on-line sales of $46 billion by 1998 and Internet Digest $150 billion by 2000. So far (August 1998), a full 40% of the major international corporations contributing to the closed forum at Cambridge Information Network have not received any revenue from their e-commerce operations. However, already, a matter of a few weeks since I wrote the last couple of sentences about on-line shopping, more optimistic reports are appearing in the specialist press - according to figures released in August 1998 by the research firm  NetSmart, 43 million surfers made on-line purchases in 1997. This figure represents 70% of users, as against a mere 25% in 1995. Alarmist reports are beginning to appear in the British quality press about the impending collapse of employment in retail as e-commerce takes off, alarm which may be supported by NetSmart's finding that a rapidly increasing number of women are making purchases on-line and that, in the USA at least, it is women who control the budget in most households. So, is e-commerce a dead duck or is it a money-spinner? Frankly, I haven't a clue. For every prediction about the future of the Internet, you can find its opposite; for every utopian vision, you will find a dystopian vision. And reading this paragraph now, you'll be aware of just how wide of the mark that rosy future for etail companies turned out to be, with the collapse of Nasdaq prices and the failure of hundreds of dotcoms during 2000. On-line bookstore Amazon continues in many ways to be the model e-tailer. The site downloads fast, it's easy to use, the search engine is fast and reliable, there are plenty of good deals and lots of added value in the on-line reviews and links to similar books that might be of interest. What's more, it shifts huge quantities of product. But it's never actually made a profit. 

Karl Popper argued that the course of history is influenced by advances in science and technology and therefore, since advances in science and technology cannot be predicted, the course of history cannot be predicted. But go ahead and predict if you like - keep your essay and in ten years it'll give you a good laugh. On the other hand, in all probability, almost all of your predictions will have come true, if only for a couple of days. (If you'd like to see why, check out Michael Wolff's  Burn Rate) 

The problem of definition

Finally, I have to say that asking a student to comment in a couple of thousand words on the likely impact of 'the Internet' is just plain daft (except perhaps insofar as it may be said to 'exercise the mind', which is always considered a good thing for students, if not necessarily for teachers), not only because of the factors I've outlined above, but also because it could take a couple of thousand words just to outline the various uses of the Internet, if the essay is to cover e-mail, teleworking, Internet telephony, Internet Relay Chat, e-commerce, Web browsing, MUDs, message forums, on-line hypertext novels, USENET, telnet, mailing lists......... you name it. As a user of the Internet, you're likely to reach conclusions about it which are just as justifiable as any I might reach. In fact, if you're a student and therefore probably a great deal younger than I, you might well have far greater knowledge and experience of the Internet than I, partly because you're ready to be more adventurous and partly because you're probably not paying the 'phone bill and are therefore probably already using it in the more leisurely, unhurried way in which it may well come to be generally used in the future. It seems to me that, as a student, necessarily limited in resources, your own experience is likely to be about as valid as anyone else's reports. So, in what follows, all I shall attempt to do is to indicate what seem to me to be some of the main questions which are being asked about the Internet. Any possible hints at answers that I might tentatively sketch out are no more valid and no better informed than any you might yourself come up with.

'We know very little,' said Castells. 'We are changing our world at full speed - completely blind.' (Castells (2001)) If Castells 'knows very little', then what I know can hardly be worth knowing. In any case, what I know or don't know is probably neither here nor there. What is media theory supposed to achieve? If, in the optimism of its heyday it might have been expected to permit direct intervention into media use, shaping the way that audiences critically use the media and the way that government policy shapes regulation, it's been a signal failure. The media corporations just went ahead and did it and audiences just went ahead and made up their own minds. Media theory may even have been a total failure in its pretentions to afford us some insight into the effects the media have, researchers being generally unable even to agree on whether effects have been determined or not. Commercial research might actually have done a better job. At the very least commercial researchers do a better job than academics of convincing their customers that their research reveals something worth knowing. 

------------------------------------------------------------------------

Related Articles:

  Understanding and Using the Internet - links to statistics on web usage and user demographics, internet jargon, internet history, guides and what's new. A useful place to start your exploration. 

  Center for Democracy and Technology - "The Center For Democracy and Technology is a non-profit public interest organization based in Washington, DC. CDT works for public policies that advance civil liberties and democratic values in new computer and communications technologies". Lively, up-to-the-minute site with plenty of informed discussion of the latest issues and legislation. 

  Computer-mediated Communication Magazine - some insightful stuff here, some of the essays pushing hypertext to the limit. 

  CTHEORY Arthur and Marie-Louise Kroker's site. Arthur was described by the BBC as the 'McLuhan of the 90s', so this must be essential reading, especially on the relationship between technology and the body 

                                        CyberAtlas for thorough and current statistics on just about every aspect of the Net. 

  John December's links to Internet Resources on Computer-Mediated Communication - a comprehensive list of a range of different sites; the focus is not primarily on 'theory', but you'll probably find it useful to scrutinize the practice. 

  Elektronische Texte zum Thema computervermittelte Kommunikation - list of links to on-line texts on computer-mediated communication, many in English, many available as .zip files 

  History of Modern Communications (Arthur C Clarke Foundation) - beautifully crafted site with timeline of the development of communication media to the present day. Not specifically Internet-oriented; very useful general resource 

  Hobbes' Internet Timeline - succinct and readable summary of Internet development. 

  Hotwired - on-line version of Wired Magazine: quite a few reflections and interviews on information technology and its effects. Sometimes insightful, sometimes loopily enthusiastic. 

  Hypermedia Research Centre, University of Westminster - an excellent collection of thought-provoking articles by both lecturers and students at the centre, adopting a refreshingly skeptical attitude towards 'cyberbollocks' 

  Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication Annenberg School for Communication University of Southern California 

  Mark Poster's Home: essential reading 

  Wendy Robinson's notes for the Duke University course on Ethics and the Internet, which includes exhaustive lists of links to informative and provocative articles 

  Wendy Robinson's Internet History page with short biographies of all the major pioneers. 

  Technorealism Manifesto: this should perhaps be your first port of call in following up all the issues discussed in this article. I got a little irritated by it at times because of the sometimes rather patronising attitudes of these critics towards the people who are actually making the whole show work, but I often feel like that about the whole content of my website. nad I have to recognize that there are many 'doers' contributing to this project. Go here and follow up the links and you'll find articles on just about everything you need. 

  Polly Woolley's Home Page - some fascinating and thought-provoking work here on: 

*
Metaphors and computer interfaces 

*
Electronic libraries 

*
Strategies for developing the use of the Internet within education 

  The Writings of Professor Robert M. Young, Centre for Psychotherapeutic Studies, Sheffield University: 'Science, Ideology and Donna Haraway' - a lengthy, thorough, thoughtful and thought-provoking paper, easily downloadable, but you should be aware that it's not about the Internet in general terms and is really a must only if you have a particular interest in Haraway.
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Information Society
This section is concerned primarily with the notion of the 'information society', rather than with information technology as such. There are separate sections on technological determinism, the Internet and artificial intelligence. 

------------------------------------------------------------------------
There is a popular view that we now live in a society, or at least are rapidly entering into a form of society, that is radically different from any which preceded it. It's hard to imagine, though, that this is not an impression many have had since at least the late eighteenth century when the American, French and industrial revolutions had their impact. For that matter the Copernican, Galilean and Newtonian revolutions of earlier periods must have had a similar impact. Lest anyone object that it would have been only intellectuals and the powerful who were affected by such events, then I would say that my grandparents must surely have felt, with their experiences of the two world wars, rapidly changing moral standards in the twenties, mass unemployment in the thirties and so on, that they certainly did live in an unstable and rapidly changing world. Indeed, as Karl Marx pointed out, radical change is in the very nature of capitalism, under the influence of which 'all that is solid melts into air', or perhaps Bruce Sterling's words are more pertinent:
We live in the Information Age now, but there are people walking around in this city who have lived through the Aviation Age, the Radio Age, the Thousand-Year Reich, the Atomic Age, the Space Age, the New Age, the Aquarian Age, not to mention the sexual revolution and the epoch of New Soviet Man. And trust me, a lot of these geezers and geezerettes are going to outlive the Information Age as well. 
Sterling
Amongst the experts in the field, there are those who would support the view that we are living in a society of a wholly unprecedented type, whilst others would maintain there is little that is radically different, except perhaps for the technology. Equally, there are those who celebrate the new technologies and there are those who are highly suspicious of them. In what follows I do not intend to come down on one side or the other, if for no other reason than that I have no expert knowledge myself; rather, my intention is to try to set out some of the arguments from each side.
Post-industrial/information society?
Commonly, the supposedly new form of society is referred to as a post-industrial society or an information society. The claim that we are living in a 'post-industrial society' is associated with Professor Daniel Bell (1973), who cited in favour of his claim figures showing that in 1947 over half the US workforce was employed in goods-producing sectors and just under a half in the service sector. By 1980, he predicted, the share of the workforce employed in the manufacturing sector would fall to 32%. This prediction has certainly been borne out by developments in all developed industrial nations. In Glasgow, for example, one of the new 'post-industrial' cities, employment in the service sector now accounts for 84% of jobs, up from 60% in the eighties (source: The Observer Feb. 11 2001). In fact, taken over a longer period, the most striking change in employment patterns has been a shift from the agricultural to the service sector and the decline of employment in the manufacturing sector is a more recent phenomenon. Recent though it may be, that collapse of employment in manufacturing has been remarkably swift and dramatic, as illustrated in the graphics below: 

Source Employment Department Edition: 25 Published 1995 Crown Copyright - Social Trends 1995
Source Employment Department Edition: 25 Published 1995 Crown Copyright - Social Trends 1995
Like all statistics, the figures are inevitably difficult to interpret. Would the carpenter who builds the new computer desks in my college be counted as employed in the secondary or tertiary sector? Has the college's accountant, who previously worked for a mining company, transferred from the primary sector to the tertiary? Theorists of the information society often look back to Fritz Machlup's 1962 book The Production and Distribution of Knowledge in the United States, in which he claimed that the 'knowledge industry' represented 29% of the US gross national product. But what are we to make of a definition of this supposed knowledge industry that includes the distribution of typewriters and stationery? In any case, the figures for the growth of the knowledge industry show (when converted into current dollar values) hardly any change at all over the period 1958 (28.6%) to 1980 (34.3%) (Rubin and Taylor (1986) quoted in Webster (1995). Furthermore, as Manuel Castells points out(1989), the notion of post-industrial society is a purely negative one, referring to the fact that manufacturing is no longer at the centre of the economy, in itself a questionable claim. Castells points out that the rise in importance of services cannot be directly correlated with the decline of manufacturing, since the rise in service jobs has been as the result of transfers from the agricultural sector, as well as of the entry into the labour market of new kinds of workers, especially women, who filled 85% of the new service jobs created between 1975 and 1985. In fact, Castells argues that the division of the economy into primary, secondary and tertiary sectors is simplistic and misleading, the so-called 'service sector' being composed of such a wide diversity of types of jobs that it is meaningless to lump them all together into a single 'sector'. He concludes that: 

... there is not a service sector .... A substantial part of employment in services, particularly in social services and personal services, is in fact a way of absorbing the surplus population generated by increased productivity in agriculture and industry, in a society that still requires salaried work to survive, even if we could achieve greater collective output with less collective work. 
(1989: 130)
Nevertheless, popular gurus like Alvin Toffler (1981) cite Machlup as the prophet of what Toffler refers to as the 'third wave', the first two being the invention of agriculture and industry. 
Similarly Peter Drucker, who, long before computers arrived on every desktop, predicted that the major changes in society would be brought about by information, argues that

Knowledge has become the central, key resource that knows no geography. It underlies the most significant and unprecedented social phenomenon of this century. No class in history has ever risen as fast as the blue-collar worker and no class has ever fallen as fast. All within less than a century. 
Peter Drucker (1993)
Drucker points to the rapid decline in the steel-manufacturing workforce in the US, from 120,000 people in 1980 to a mere 20,000 now, producing the same tonnage. Agricultural workers have dwindled to a negligible number in most developed countries and blue collar workers, who actually represented the majority of all workers in 1950s Britain, are predicted by Drucker to fall to one eighth by the year 2000. According to Drucker, the largest single group will become what he refers to as knowledge workers, whose defining characteristic is the level of their formal education. Thus formal education, though not necessarily carried out in schools, will become the central concern in knowledge societies.
It is worth noting that such claims as we have just read about the effects of information technologies on employment patterns come from the USA and the statistics shown above are from the UK. One may take from some of these claims and from the statistics that the changes in employment patterns are fully determined by the introduction of new technologies, in other words that they are the inevitable and irresistible result of introducing information technology. However, Noam Chomsky quotes a study by Mishel and Bernstein which finds little, if any, impact of new technology on wage and employment structure. The changes that have occurred are primarily the results of 'a severe drop in the minimum wage and deunionisation, rapid expansion of low paid service jobs (80 percent of new jobs created were in the lowest paying service sector industries), and privatisation of the economy.' (1996 : 128). Such changes have been greatly influenced by the state and not left solely to the 'invisible hand' of the supposed 'free' market and such state intervention has, according to Chomsky, been consistently to the advantage of the 'minority of the opulent'. The two countries where there has been the greatest increase in wage disparities are the USA and the UK, the two countries which have moved fastest in the direction of deregulation of labour markets. Thus it is not technology which brings about greater unemployment, higher job insecurity and greater income disparity, but the deliberate policies of Reaganite and Thatcherite governments, which are determined to shift power from the masses to the privileged few. (study quoted: Mishel L & Bernstein J The State of Working America 1994-95 (M.E. Sharpe 1994)) Garnham argues that, far from seeing the predicted rise of a new class of information workers (more recently referred to as symbolic analysts), with the concomitant increase in flexible and liberating types of work and an accompanying demand for greater social and cultural autonomy, what we are in fact witnessing is Marx's predicted general proletarianization. In support of this thesis, Garnham quotes the following statistics: 

*
an 18% fall in real terms in the average weekly earnings of the lower 80% of working Americans between 1973 and 1995
*
a 19% (66% after tax) increase in the real annual pay of US corporate chief executives between 1979 and 1989
*
in the UK a drop in real terms of 18% for the lowest decile of income groups between 1979 and 1992
*
in the UK a rise in real terms of 61% for the wealthiest decile of income groups between 1979 and 1992
Garnham (1997 : 63)
Garnham further points to the steady decline in UK weekly working hours from 57 hours in 1860 to a low in 1975, which, had it continued, would have lead to an average working week of 35 hours by now, whereas, in fact, over a quarter of the workforce work over 45 hours per week.
Characteristics of the information society
Some characteristics of the modern information society would include: 

*
the development of information as a central strategic resource in industrial and economic development (hence the centrality of Drucker's 'knowledge workers') on the management and application of which individual units (companies, nations, geographical regions) are increasingly dependent for their competitiveness; of course, all technological changes have always been dependent on information, but 'what differentiates the current process of technological change is that its raw material itself is information, and so is its outcome' (Castells (1989)) or, again, 'what is specific to the informational mode of development is the action of knowledge upon knowledge itself as the main source of productivity' (1996 : 17)
*
the very rapid growth in informatization of the economy which allows closer links between regional, national and international economies, as well as breaking down the conventional barriers between financial sectors as all work, including manufacturing, becomes increasingly a matter of the transmission of information
*
the development of global information networks on which what Castells refers to as the 'network society' is based (1996) and without which the rapid rise of transnational corporations (TNCs) would have been impossible; there are now only around a couple of dozen national economies bigger than the economies of the major TNCs
*
the globalization of capitalism which is facilitated by and is dependent upon those networks, permitting economic decision-making on a world scale in real time; the term globalization does not refer simply to improved ease of communication and interaction between nation states, nor is it purely limited to the economic and business spheres; certainly, globalization does refer to such developments, but refers also to significant cultural changes, including for example greater migration, more international tourism, the development of 'world music', greater international co-operation in political, economic and ecological matters; a minor, but none the less telling, example of this cultural change can be found in the international advertising of certain consumer goods such as jeans, where advertisers often no longer see any necessity to provide different ads for different national markets; it is important, too, to consider the detachment from local constraints, which is afforded by internationalization of the economy, leading to 'a trend that we would call "bureaucratrization" in the Weberian sense, that is the predominance of the rationality of means over the rationality of goals .... the interests of a local business élite, or of a local resident working class, or of a local market, will be constantly subordinated to the need for the organization to be connected simultaneously with the financial markets, the pool of professional labour, the necessary technology...' (Castells (1989: 170))
*
the reduction in the constraints of space, whereby Silicon Valley, for example, becomes just another node in the network society, its actual geographical location being largely irrelevant in an economy which has passed, in Negroponte's terms, from shifting around atoms to shifting around bits:

The industrial age, very much an age of atoms, gave us the concept of mass production, with the economies that come from manufacturing with uniform and repetitious methods in any one given space and time. The information age, the age of computers, showed us the same economies of scale, but with less regard for space and time. The manufacturing of bits could happen anywhere, at any time, and, for example, move among the stock markets of New York, London, and Tokyo as if they were three adjacent machine tools. Nevertheless, this freedom from the constraints of space still remains something of a myth so far. Castells points out, for example, that something as simple as the radial construction of the electrical grid in the USA can act as a brake on decentralization simply because areas outside major urban centres are more likely to suffer power cuts. 
Negroponte
Post-Fordism
The term post-Fordism is also used to refer to the new information age. The term derives from Henry Ford's use of 'scientific management' in his car plants, a method of rationalization of all processes of management. The production process was broken down into its smallest component processes, each of which was performed by a single worker, who thus repeated the same series of actions within the same space throughout the working day, the rhythm of his work being determined by the speed of the production line. Ford offered his workers the then extraordinary sum of $5 per hour to put up with the alienating practices in his plants, $5 which was meant not only to stimulate production but also to stimulate consumption, hopefully of Ford cars. Post-Fordism is seen as having the following characteristics, in addition to those enumerated above: 

a shift to the new "information technologies;" more flexible, decentralized forms of labour process and work organization; decline of the old manufacturing base and the growth of the "sunrise," computer-based industries; the hiving off or contracting out of functions and services; a greater emphasis on choice and product differentiation, on marketing, packaging, and design, on the "targeting" of consumers by lifestyle, taste and culture rather than by categories of social class; a decline in the proportion of the skilled, male, manual working class, the rise of the service and white-collar classes and the "feminization" of the work force; an economy dominated by the multinationals, with their new international division of labor and their greater autonomy from nation-state control; and the "globalization" of the new financial markets, linked by the communications revolution 
Hall (1991b)
Perhaps the key word in that quotation, certainly for anyone who has been at the sharp end of modern employment practices, is flexibility, which is always enumerated as one of the defining characteristics of post-Fordism. Frank Webster (1995) suggests that the term covers the following three types of flexibility:
  

*
flexibility of employees: 
 
  
  

no employee can look forward to a lifetime of employment any more and certainly not necessarily in the same profession; we are, to use the current clichés, in a learning society in which lifetime training and multi-skilling are the norm; wages are flexible, since local pay bargaining has been forced on most employees; in Great Britain, since wages councils were disbanded and unions neutered, the only inflexibility left seems to be that employees' pay always moves downwards and bosses' pay always upwards; 
Source Employment Department Edition: 25 Published 1995 Crown Copyright - Social Trends 1995 

figures in thousands; full or part-time is based on the respondents' own assessment; the figures shown are determined at Spring each year and include employees, self-employed, those on government training schemes and unpaid family workers 
time flexibility is widespread - employees are appointed on fixed term contracts, some even on a series of weekly contracts, which means that employers have no responsibility for sick pay, holiday pay and other benefits; increasingly employees' hours are not fixed, except within a very broad framework and weekend working or working on public holidays no longer attracts overtime payments; indeed in Britain, were it not for limitations imposed by the European Union, employees would have no upper limit to their working week; the 'feminization' of the workforce proceeds apace as women seem more willing to take short-term, part-time work - in part because it suits their family commitments (still generally seen as a woman's responsibility), in part because it is the kind of work women more traditionally accept - and because of that employers are more likely to appoint women to such jobs. It is predicted that if current trends continue in Britain there will be more women than men in employment by the year 2010. Many of those employees will form part of the 'contingency workforce' hired and fired at will by employers who retain only a small core of permanent employees. As Castells sees it, a 'core/periphery' model of the labour force is developing, with ever greater concentration of employment on the 'knowledge élite' and the increasing automation of skilled manual and office jobs pushing those outside that élite into 'flexible', temporary and haphazard work, into what Gorz refers to as the 'servile class'. This servile class is to be found in even the most successful sectors. In Silicon Valley, between 27% and 40% of employees are 'contingency employees' and the rate of workers employed by temp agencies is three times higher than the US average. Microsoft's famous blue and orange badge scheme may represent the future of work for many of us. The blue badge holders are Castells's 'core' and between 4,000 and 5,000 orange badge holders make up the 'periphery' of temporary workers, even though many do the same jobs as the blue badge holdrs who got there first and even though many have been there so long they refer to themselves as 'permatemps'. In 1990 Microsoft was challenged by the Internal Revenue Service which argued that many of these 'independent contractors' were in fact Microsoft employees and Microsoft should therefore be paying the payroll tax. As a result of that the 'independent contractors' launched a suit against Microsoft claiming the same benefits as the blue badge holders. They won. Far from accepting that, from then on, it would have to fulfill its obligations to its employees, Microsoft went on to develop a system whereby any new 'independent contractors', though scouted by Microsoft, are actually employed by outside agencies. Just to ensure that they cannot be mistaken for Microsoft employees, they are barred from all extracurricular activities. All temps who have worked for the company for a year are required to take a thirty-one day break before being rehired as temps. (source: Klein (2000 : 249-252)) Bill Gates, one of the world's most generous philanthropists, has joined a campaign led by his father and supported by many of the wealthiest businesspeople in America, calling on George W Bush to drop his plans to scrap inheritance tax, which, they say, should be used to benefit the poor and to prevent the development of an aristocracy of the wealthy in the US. What a warm heart he has. 
 
*
flexibility of production: 

  

information networks tend to break down the hierarchical and inflexible structures of Fordist organization. For example, computerized stock control which automatically places orders with suppliers when stocks are low, makes it unnecessary for manufacturers or supermarkets to carry large supplies of stock, thus saving on warehousing, the employment costs of warehousemen and the costs of unsold stock. Instead, just-in-time (JIT) methods are used whereby the supplier constantly tops up a minimal amount of stock held by the manufacturer or supermarket. Where manufacturing is concerned, modern computerized methods of production make it possible for suppliers economically to produce relatively small runs of products to meet their customers' needs. Without the information technology, JIT methods would be impossible. 

The so-called vertical disintegration of companies is also an important characteristic of post-Fordist organizations. Fordist companies were typically vertically integrated, meaning that they would try to produce within a single company all the items needed to produce the final product. This vertical integration would also be reflected in a hierarchical company structure, where the company would be split into various departments, each responsible for the production of a certain set of items and each with its own heads, foremen etc. The post-Fordist organization has downsized (in terms of employee numbers) by outsourcing large amounts of work to other companies, a change which tends also to be reflected in a flatter company structure, with fewer levels in the organization's hierarchy. The advantage to the company is that it can readily switch suppliers, to whom it owes no loyalty, playing them off against one another and greatly reduces any industrial relations work within its own company, as well as reducing the social costs of National Insurance contributions, sickness benefit etc. within its own workforce. Benetton is often quoted as the archetypal example here, as it has around 12,000 workers, but only around 1,500 directly in its employ, outsourcing most of its work via a franchising system (Webster (1995)) A common component of 'flexibility' is also that workers, even if they are poorly paid and receive only rudimentary training, for example if fast-food chains or leisure centres, are increasingly required to carry out a variety of different roles. Thus, it would seem, upskilling of the workforce goes hand-in-hand with depression of incomes (except for the bosses', of course). 

The outsourcing is not limited to suppliers within the manufacturer's own country. Information technology, for example, allows software companies to outsource much of their coding to highly skilled, but poorly paid, programmers on the other side of the globe. The same technology also allows many manufacturers to shift the manufacturing process itself to other countries, preferably those where labour protection is slight or non-existent and where wages are low. Naomi Klein reports that a study by the NAFTA (North Atlantic Free Trade Association) labour commission found that in the US between 1993 and 1995 'employers threatened to close the plant in 50% of all union certification elections' and that in 15% of those cases the employers followed through. (Klein (2000 : 223)) Manufacturing industry slips quietly away to the sweatshops of the third world, leaving the service industries as the only game in town, and free to depress wages and worsen working conditions.
*
flexibility of consumption:  
the new technologies make shorter production runs cost-effective, which means that products can be more 'individualized' than the 'mass' consumption products of the past, allowing consumers greater flexibility in their 'lifestyle choices'; again, Benetton is often quoted as an example here, its automated cash registers, feeding information back to headquarters allowing the company to adjust output to customer demand in around ten days only. The new flexibility of consumption has led advertising agencies to pay less attention to the socio-economic groups - social 'classes' - which were formerly seen as reasonably reliable predictors of behaviour and attitudes and more attention to lifestyles, as people break away from the conventional patterns which once characterized their belonging to a particular class, constructing differentiated lifestyles for themselves through the pattern of choices they make as consumers. (see the section on lifestyle analysis)
Some theorists, as has been said above, have considered these developments to be radically new. Stuart Hall and Martin Jacques in particular referred to post-Fordist times as 'new times'. It is interesting that the political left in Britain, in searching for an explanation of the Labour Party's repeated failure to defeat Thatcherism, ends up with a conceptualization of modern society which is not so far removed from the conservative theorizing of Daniel Bell.
Hall and Jacques are hopeful about post-Fordism, in which they see the

proliferation of the sites of antagonism and resistance, and the appearance of new subjects, new social movements, new collective identities - an enlarged sphere for the operation of politics, and new constituencies for change 
Hall and Jacques (1989): 17
Age of access
I have referred above to the vertical disintegration of modern companies, downsizing, the tendency to buy in (or 'outsource') services and products, from cleaning and catering through to accountancy and the production of major components. Also, rather than carrying large inventories of components, manufacturers have moved to 'just-in-time delivery', which saves them the expense of managing a large amount of stock and enables them to be more flexible, shifting much of the risk of fluctuations in demand to their suppliers. Jeremy Rifkin (2000) has noted how widespread this trend has become in what he has christened the 'age of access', in which the fundamental basis of capitalism, the market, the buying and exchanging of goods is beginning to disintegrate, markets being replaced by networks and ownership by access. As individual consumers, most of us are already familiar with this to an extent - we hire TVs, video recorders and video tapes, telephone answering services and so on, rather than owning the actual machinery. The hire of other domestic appliances - washing machines, tumble driers, cookers - is becoming more common. Especially amongst the urban young, home ownership is giving way to renting, car ownership to car hire, as they shed the inconveniences and encumbrances of ownership, so as to remain flexible and mobile, responsive to the labour market's demands. As users of software we have never owned the products we use, merely a licence, though it continues to feel as if we own them. As Net delivery progresses towards broadband,  it seems increasingly unlikely that we will do no more than rent the software as and when we need to use it, downloading appropriate bits of it across the Net from Application Service Providers, amongst whom Microsoft clearly intends, in part via its .Net project, to become a major player. Microsoft in fact is one of the best examples of this new propertyless capitalism. In November 1996 IBM owned $16.6 billion in plants, equipment and property and its market capitalization was $70.7 billion. At the same time Microsoft's market capitalization was $85.5 billion, but the value of its fixed assets was a mere $930 million (Rifkin (2000 : 50)). Rifkin also similarly compares General Motors and Chrysler, the former holding a vast amount of physical assets, but looking like a liability in the modern economy, whereas the latter, which has divested itself of much of its property to become more of a design studio than a car manufacturer, turns in very healthy profits.
That term 'design studio' is key. In a current TV commercial for Renault's 'Picasso' car, robots are seen playfully sketching out Picasso-like designs in black paint on a white car to the background song 'Je ne veux pas travailler'. When the company's logo appears in the last screen it is sub-titled 'Renault - créateur d'automobiles'. 'Creator', you'll note, not 'manufacturer' or 'producer', 'créateur' even, the cachet of the French name, like a perfume, a fashion accessory, a stylish dress or the latest restaurant. Rifkin comments that
In the new network economy what is really being bought and sold are ideas and images. The physical embodiment of these ideas and images becomes increasingly secondary to the economic process. If the industrial marketplace was characterized by the exchange of things, the network economy is characterized by access to concepts, carried inside physical forms. 
Rifkin (2000 : 47)
 - the realization, then, of Negroponte's prediction of the ascendancy of bits  over atoms, of Baudrillard's 'aesthetic hallucination of reality'.
http://www.nike.com/
buy into the lifestyle; even customize your own shoe (as long as you don't want the word 'sweatshop' on it)
http://nikebiz.com/
let them tell you how socially responsible they are
Boycott Nike
then read the alternative version
Corporate Watch - Nike's Sweatshops
just screw it
http://www.gapsucks.org/
gap = crap
Nike is often quoted as the example of this new economy. As Naomi Klein emphasizes (Klein 2000 : 50ff), whatever else, Nike may be, it is not a manufacturer of sports shoes. The company is almost non-existent, the very epitome of a virtual company. Its shoes are made by a network of mainly anonymous South-East Asian sweatshops, while headquarters specializes in design and the cultivation of the brand. Even large chunks of its marketing and advertising are outsourced. What it sells is a mythologized lifestyle, initially based around the use of Michael Jordan as the embodiment of that myth, flying through the air in suspended animation, buoyed up by Nike's hi-tech shoes. These TV spots, says Klein, were 'the first rock videos about sports', turning Michael Jordan, as he himself has said, into 'a dream'. Nike's shops are not just retail outlets. They are even called Nike Town.
Each one is a shrine, a place set apart for the faithful, a mausoleum. The Manhattan Nike Town on East Fifty-seventh Street is more than a fancy store fitted with the requisite brushed chrome and blond wood, it is a temple where the swoosh is worshipped as both art and heroic symbol. The swoosh is equated with sports at every turn: in reverent glass display cases depicting 'The definition of an athlete'; in the inspirational quotes about about 'Courage', 'Honor', 'Victory' and 'Teamwork' inlaid in the floorboards; and in the building's dedication 'to all athletes and their dreams'.
(Klein 2000 : 56)
The actual Vietnamese producers of Nike's shoes, girls as young as 13 working a sixty-hour week, would, of course, have little time or energy for such aspirations, nor the money ever to buy Nike sportswear, earning as they do between $1.60 and $2.25 per day. In the new weightless economy, Nike doesn't make shoes, Gap doesn't make clothes, MacDonalds don't make burgers.
Increasingly, it is the control of ideas that counts, whether the design of a pair of sports shoes, the copyright in Java or the human genetic code. Once computer code is developed, its actual distribution costs are negligible, so negligible that it might just as well be given away. When Red Hat floated, the stock market immediately valued it at billions of dollars. How can a company which has only ever given its operating system away be worth anything at all? How can Sony make a profit if it sells its Playstations at less than their production cost? The answer, of course, is in the intended benefits of locking the customer into a particular system, namely getting the customer to pay for the support, the upgrades, the games. Further, in a network society, there is the hoped-for 'network effect'. There's not much point in being the only person in the world with a telephone, probably not even a lot of point in being one of just a few thousand with a telephone, but once the network reaches a particular critical mass, then there is exponential development. If the customer has your phone, you make money, so there's a distinct advantage to giving them the phone for nothing in the first place.
The aim is to establish, if possible, a permanent relationship with the customer. Rifkin (98ff) explains how businesses are gradually letting go of the idea of selling a product to as many customers as possible and replacing it by the idea of selling as many products and services as possible to a single customer, each customer having a given 'lifetime value' (LTV). 'The key,' he writes, is to find the appropriate mechanism to hold on to a customer for life.' The calculation of a lifetime value is increasingly facilitated by the electronic economy. The barcodes on products enable the supermarkets to build up profiles of a range of different consumer types, as do payments by credit card.  Store cards and loyalty cards also hand over vital information, which allow stores to correlate purchases with a range of data supplied by the customer when originally applying for the card. Apart from allowing them to mailshot customers by social class, income level, typical purchases or whatever, it also allows them to large subgroups of customers appropriately. Boots, for example, discovered via their loyalty cards that customers who bought nappies, baby foods and the like would also often hand in films for developing. So now Boots stores have the baby section and the photography section in close proximity so as to tempt the proud parents to whom it might not have occurred to use Boots' developing service. Similarly, it may be that 'cookies' in an Internet browser's cache may also be inspected by marketing companies and it is also reported that some Internet users may have unwittingly downloaded spyware which reports on their surfing habits.
As Rifkin points out, though this may all be felt as convenient by the customer, what we are witnessing is a shift from the commodification of goods and services to the 
commodification of human relationships [....] By shifting from discrete market transactions that are limited in time and space to commodification of relationships that extend open-endedly over time, the new commercial sphere assures that more and more of daily life is held hostage to the bottom line
(97)
'Age of access' though this may be, unsurprisingly somebody owns something, even if the property is intangible intellectual property. In the networked society how much more lucrative it would be if you owned not only the property to which customers want access, but also the network through which they gained access to it. And so we see the giant media corporations jostling for control, not only of the 'bits', but also of the pipes through which the bits are squirted. Disney buys Infoseek, At Home Network buys Excite, AOL and Time-Warner merge in the struggle to become the dominant gatekeepers.  (This is discussed more fully under the section on the Internet, as well as that on media ownership in the UK)
New times?
Although, however, all of the above are characteristic of modern society it is by no means clear that they represent a significant break with previous capitalist practice using older technologies. More appropriate, it seems to me, is Castell's on 'the emergence of a new mode of development, which I will cal the "informational mode", in historical interaction with the restructuring of the capitalist mode of production.' (1989) One of the most peculiar (to me at least) claims made by those who proclaim the death of Fordism is that the new times allow more space for the development of small and innovative organizations, which are more flexible and responsive than the major corporations. Excellent examples can of course readily be found in the computer industry, where major companies developed from bright young people's businesses run from the back of a garage, where Microsoft, Apple and the other innovators shook the mighty IBM to its foundations. That may be so, though I am not convinced that it is any more so now than in Fordist regimes. In any case one only has to consider Microsoft's present development to see that it is currently obeying the obvious capitalist imperative of maximizing market share and eliminating any competition. The post-Fordist era from the eighties onward may have seen the rapid creation of many more small companies, but it has, in Britain at least, been a time of unprecedented levels of bankruptcies. By any account, it is the TNCs which are pre-eminent. Webster (1995) argues that the supposed post-industrial information society does not represent a break with former societies, rather it represents an intensification of the tendencies which have always been inherent in industrialism. As Kumar observes:

so far at least [the information society] is a society designed, as of old, by and for the few: the rich and powerful classes, nations and regions of the world .... Its objectives and effects are strictly defined by the traditional goals of the political and economic elites: to increase the power of the state, both as against its own citizens and against other states; and to boost the productivity and profits of capitalist enterprises, largely by creating an integrated global market. 
Kumar(1995)
Thus, such commentators as Kumar and Webster characterize the 'information revolution' as the rational extension and intensification of capitalist practice, rather than as the development of a totally new kind of society. However, I should add that many commentators in this vein, whilst asserting that there is nothing essentially new in the sociological and philosophical basis of infocapitalism, nevertheless recognize that it is that very intensification which will bring about changes in social life. Robins and Webster (1988), for example, argue that the new technologies, far from offering the utopian opportunities of greater consumer choice, direct radical democracy, the structuring of one's own worktime, the reconstruction of the public sphere and all the other benefits proclaimed by their enthusiasts, in fact further the penetration of Fordism into every aspect of our lives. Decentralization, they point out, makes no significant difference to the fundamental structures of power, as long as it can be co-ordinated as if it were centralized. Tele-cottages do not offer the idyll of working from home, rather they represent the extension of the workplace into our homes and families. Castells quotes the example of the People's Republic of China, where teenage girls from high school key in data records from Californian law firms. The girls, who do not understand a single word of what they are entering, are paid $15 per month for their 'training'. There is little reason to suppose that 'teleworking' in developed countries will turn out to be significantly different. Corporations' interest in the development of 'teleworking' is that it will enable them to control clerical work, which since the early seventies has become increasingly unionised. Most teleworkers so far, apart from professionals, are women, who accept the requirement of increased productivity for lower pay in exchange for the 'privilege' of being able to work from home (which also saves employers the cost of office space, heating, canteens etc.). Ironically, many women, who consider it advantageous to be able to stay at home and look after the household, find that they have to hire childminders so that they can get on with their work in peace. Even where professionals are concerned, it is hard to see that the ability to access the corporate network from home and thus continue working during 'leisure' time is a significant advantage in terms of quality of life. For Robins and Webster, post-Fordism is simply not happening, rather we are witnessing the 'extension and reconfiguration of Fordism', which extends scientific management into every corner of our everyday lives. The new corporate culture, with its 'Total Quality Management' and jargon of 'empowerment','collective responsibility', 'the team', even 'the family', is a totalizing culture. Empowerment and collective responsibility, the formal procedures of 'consultation' imply an openness to criticism, but employees who speak in team meetings are expected to observe the limits of the permitted corporate discourse, which may be transgressed only on pain of being cast out of the team, unemployment threatening from all sides, with the result that team meetings and consultation become a mere empty ritual. Democratically elected governments are running scared of the TNCs, who are answerable to no one but their shareholders. The 'company town' has been replaced by the 'company country'. The whole fabric of the modern capitalist society is permeated by the new corporate culture. The company comes to replace family life as workers vie with one another to spend 70, 80, 90 hours a week at work, to ensure that their cars are seen in the company car park on Saturdays and Sundays and then to make sure the company logs connexions from them when they do finally go home. Social events increasingly become company events: ten-pin bowling, visits to the gym, celebrating the company's anniversary, events at which everyone feels obliged to be present. In her study of the new corporate culture at 'Haephestus Corporation', Catherine Casey succinctly sums up the all-pervasiveness of the new corporate culture, which produces 'designer employees':
Haephestus Corporation typifies the culture of the new corporation. It is the new corporate workplace, the simulation of the caring, purposeful, related family of nostalgic, pre-industrial myth. It provides a simulated community that is manufactured for a vital function of production. It is the reification of the displaced hope and desire of a diminishing, increasingly colonized self - a self that in its emptying is re-filled and re-stored with a replica of religious virtuosity and, for the more pathologically troubled self, the comfort of a resurgent primary narcissism. The new Haephestus employee becomes somebody in his association with the reified company and through performance of his team-family work role. The employee also finds gratification in a sense of giving, a devotion to an entity greater than herself and her ordinary, narcissistic, anxiety-ridden life. In believing that Haephestus will reward them for such selfless effort in cooperative teamwork and company devotion, employees find the comfort of the echo of an old calling, and the semblance of community service.
(1995 : 189)
As she points out, however, 'the simulated community they serve does not reciprocate on a reliable basis'.
The new technologies have to be viewed within the context of the restructuring of capitalism, which they have certainly facilitated, but not caused. The essential characteristics of the restructuring of capitalism, according to Castells (1989: 23-27), are: 

the appropriation by capital of a significantly higher share of surplus from the production process: new technologies 
*
permit enhanced productivity by transforming the production process 

*
permit the decentralization of production whilst enabling the reintegration of production and management by telecommunication and flexible manufacturing systems 

*
enable management to automate those processes where labour costs are high and skill levels low, thus reducing productive labour to its essential components and reducing the bargaining power of unions 

*
enable management to weaken union power through automation, communication and transportation technologies and flexible manufacturing systems such that the corporation can threaten job losses through automation or through relocating 
The following two charts are clear evidence of the rapidly widening gap between the rich and the poor in Great Britain:
a substantial change in the pattern of state intervention with the emphasis shifted from political legitimation and social redistribution to political domination and capital accumulation: 
*
rapid technological development shortens the life of weapons systems, with the result that a technological arms race is entered into that only state resources can support 

*
the importance of technology to economic development means that the state focuses on providing the required infrastructure, rather than on redistributive policies; the increased presence in state institutions of technocrats who have close links with the corporate world shifts the principles of legitimacy from political to corporate concerns; thus we see elements of the welfare state being shifted to the private sector and business people being brought into government as advisers; the increasing interpenetration of state and capital brings about the 'recapitalization' of the state 
the accelerated internationalization of all economic processes, to increase profitability and to open up markets through the expansion of the system: 
*
the internationalization of the economy would not have been feasible without the development of new technologies 

*
internationalization also means that an isolationist stance is impossible, since it 'would only lead to the technological obsolescence of those economies and firms holding it' (31) A good example is provided by the recent (August 1997) troubles afflicting the South-East Asian 'tiger economies'. As Malaysia's currency, the ringgit, weakened on the foreign exchange markets, the Prime Minister, Mahair Mohamed, vowed that the country would not be at the mercy of foreign speculators. Without any warning, he announced restrictions which effectively banned short selling of the 100 stocks in Malaysia's composite index. Immediately this sparked a massive share mark-down across the region which rapidly affected even the mature markets of Hong Kong and Tokyo and the after shocks were felt in Wall Street. 
For Arthur Kroker the new technologies, though they, coupled with other societal developments, may make traditional class divisions irrelevant, do also give rise to a new class, which he christens the virtual class, the cheerleaders for information technology, the 'prophet-hypesters' of the information age who proclaim 'adapt or you're toast', reminiscent of Alvin Toffler's warning that you either join the new global information age or 'prepare to become Cambodia'. In Kroker's view the 'cheerleaders' of the fin-de-siecle technotopia:

practice a mixture of predatory capitalism and gung-ho technocratic rationalizations for laying waste to social concerns for employment, with insistent demands for "restructuring economies," "public policies of labor adjustment," and "deficit cutting," all aimed at maximal profitability. Against democratic discourse, the virtual class institutes anew the authoritarian mind, projecting its class interests onto cyberspace from which vantage point it crushes any and all dissent to the prevailing orthodoxies of technotopia. For the virtual class, politics is about absolute control over intellectual property by means of war-like strategies of communication, control, and command. Against social solidarity, the virtual class promotes a grisly form of raw social materialism, whereby social experience is reduced to its prosthetic after-effects: the body becomes a passive archive to be processed, entertained, and stockpiled by the seduction apertures of the virtual reality complex. And finally, against aesthetic creativity, the virtual class promotes the value of pattern-maintenance (of its own choosing), whereby human intelligence is reduced to a circulating medium of cybernetic exchange floating in the interfaces of the cultural animation machines. 
Kroker (1994)
An essential part of the drive to domination by the virtual class is the domination of the Internet, clearing up the democratic sprawling chaos implicit in the term 'cyberspace', paving it over with the 'information superhighway', the better to control the Net:

Like its early bourgeois predecessors at the birth of capitalism, the virtual class christens the birth of technotopia by suppressing the potentially emancipatory relations of production released by the Internet in favor of the traditionally predatory force of production signified by the digital superhighway. 
Kroker (1994)
My personal experience of these supposedly new times has been generally negative as is my take on other people's employment circumstances, so generally I accept Kroker's highly pessimistic view. The new technologies offer employers the possibility of total monitoring of their employees, thus removing any possibility there might have been in previous forms of employment for the development of critical judgement by the employee in carrying out her tasks. I suspect that interpersonal contact is to some extent replaced by contact with information technologies only, leading to isolation of employees from one another and displacement of any possible 'solidarity' in the workplace to activities outside work. Together with the deployment of new technologies to increase job insecurity and to depress wages to near-starvation levels in some cases, this ensures a constant supply of docile workers to increasingly rapacious employers.
I paint a bleak picture because that is my experience, but I should say for the sake of balance that there are those who are more optimistic, for example Zuboff (1988) who, according to Casey (1995 : 43), considers that the new information technologies will broaden the employee's opportunities to gain a sense of control over the work process, resulting in a humanizing of the structure of the workplace with 'empowered' and responsible employees. Casey summarizes this optimistic view thus:

As the range and quality of skills at each organizational level become similar, hierarchical distinctions become blurred. Authority becomes based upon appropriate fit between knowledge and responsibility rather than upon traditional organizational rank and status structures. The new flows of information between multiple users create opportunities for innovative methods of information sharing and exchange. Team work among broadly skilled and knowledgeable employees, less fettered by the constraints of traditional hierarchies and spheres of responsibility, engenders a heightened sense of empowerment, commitment and collective responsibility.
Casey (1995 : 44)
Hmmm.... nice idea, but in my experience the terminology used here is just management newspeak. As a teacher I am employed in what would presumably count as a 'knowledge organization', where one might especially expect to find these innovative methods of information sharing and exchange. In fact, the sense of innovation and creativity, the 'buzz' in the organization is considerably weaker than it was a few years ago. We may well now have the fabled (slightly) flatter management structure, but I haven't spoken to any manager other than my immediate line manager for longer than I can remember. As for the rôle technology plays in my students' education, with the arrival of the first desktop computers, back in the 1980s, I was genuinely excited by the creative and emancipatory potential I thought they offered. Now I am just helping to push young people through the training mill, as they copy-type pointless examination texts in their preparations to become the dependable foot-soldiers of capitalism. Monty Neill (1995) points to the irony of the development and use of computers in education. It is argued, he says, that US National Information Infrastructure will facilitate higher order thinking for more children, but, as he points out, if teachers had the time and resources, they could organize their classrooms for thinking skills and critical enquiry. If it is proposed that it is desirable that children should acquire thinking and organizational skills, then only because those skills are now in more demand by the capitalist economy. When workers were required to carry out the same repetitive tasks on the assembly line, behaviourism was the dominant paradigm in the psychology of learning; now that capitalism needs its workers to have more developed mental skills, that need is reflected in the shift to the cognitivist approach. There is of course a danger inherent in teaching people to think for themselves, just as there is in teaching them to read or write - it might get out of control. As Neill suggests, as long as progressive schooling remains within control, it is likely to yield yet higher profits, especially if, despite the 'thinking curriculum's reliance on cognitivism, discipline and motivation in schools and the workplace continue to rest on behaviourist foundations of performance-related pay, staff appraisal systems, tick-box learning aims and objectives and all the sorry grading into passes, merits and distinctions.
So what's new? Surely not the drive for control or the use of behaviourism. What is potentially new are the means of control, the computer itself and the target of control: thinking. On one level this is already quite visible in the use of the work tool to monitor the pace of work. In schools, however, the issue is more subtle. For example, the application of computers to real-world problems will teach students how to solve problems on terms amenable to the controllers of the system and will sort out those who are most willing and able to do so. The 'less able' will be funneled to less cognitively complex computer work to prepare them for the lower-skill jobs (or lack thereof), while the less willing will be driven out. 
Neill (1995)
It should not be overlooked that this 'empowering' technology provides employers with the opportunity for more intense surveillance than ever before. Cash registers and wordprocessors monitor the keystrokes of their operators, e-mail communications and web acccess are routinely monitored and recorded, the 'efficiency' of dealing with enquiries, even the tone of voice, of telemarketers are recorded. It's also the case that computers allow, indeed, coupled with the potential for surveillance, virtually demand a greater intensity of work, which appears to be resulting in increased levels of stress and fatigue amongst employees, as well as repetitive strain injuries (RSI) and other cumulative trauma disorders (CTD) of possibly epidemic proportions with even school children already affected. From my possibly somewhat jaundiced viewpoint, computers seem to herald the dawn of a capitalist utopia, where the machine which disciplines the workers by threatening them with ever higher levels of deprofessionalization, de-skilling, proletarianization and - the ultimate weapon - unemployment, also provides the means of ever more ruthless exploitation of those who remain in work. And the technophiles who see us leaving the coalmines, the dark, satanic mills and smokestacks behind us as the vista of the clean, sunny, landscaped new networked workplaces opens up before us would do well to ask themselves if Silicon Valley itself is a desirable model, with its divorce rate, its frenetic work schedules and lack of organized labour, its drugs and sporadic violent crime, not to mention its toxic chemicals poisoning the groundwater. It is hard to imagine that anyone in the new, flexible Britain earning the minimum wage feels either Zuboff's 'empowerment' or 'commitment', nor is 'collective responsibility' particularly in evidence amongst the 'fat cats' of industry, who move from 'golden hello' to 'golden handshake', collecting sums beyond their employees' dreams. One day perhaps they'll find out what it means to have an 'empowered' workforce and to have to assume their share of 'collective responsibility'. I look forward to it.
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Mass media: effects research - recent developments 

Semiotic subversion - John Fiske

In the English-speaking world, perhaps the most enthusiastic proponent of de Certeau's essentially optimistic view of oppositional readings has been John Fiske. 

Fiske's assessment of the 'radical' approach

Like de Certeau, Fiske recognises that the dominant classes' strategy is to impose their preferred reading. He recognises our debt to the critiques produced by the radical tradition:

On the one hand we need to focus on the deep structure of the [popular] text in the ways that ideological, psychoanalytic analyses and structural or semiotic analyses have proved so effective and incisive in recent scholarship. These approaches reveal just how insistently and insidiously the ideological forces of domination are at work in all the products of patriarchal consumer capitalism. When allied with the work of the political economists, and the critical theorists of the Frankfurt School they expose, with terrifying clarity, the way in which the economic and ideological requirements of the system determine, and are promoted by, almost every aspect of everyday life. 

Fiske (1989) p.105

However, the work of these critical theorists is, ultimately, a dead end:

... to confine ourselves to this focus alone is not only to cut ourselves off from an equally important area of culture in capitalist societies, but also to confine ourselves to a position that is ultimately debilitating in its pessimism. It may justify our righteous distaste for the system, but it offers little hope of progress within it, and only a utopian notion of radical revolution as a means of changing it. 

Fiske (1989) p.105

People's generation of their own meanings

Fiske firmly rejects the following assumptions: 

*
that capitalist industries produce a variety of products whose variety is finally illusory because they all promote the same capitalist ideology

*
that any text conveys the same message to all people

*
that people are 'cultural dopes', a passive, helpless mass at the mercy of the capitalist 'culture industry'

*
that the only thing different people and different social groups have in common is baseness, so that art which appeals to a wide audience can only do so by appealing to base instincts.

(1987b)

In Fiske's view, the fact that there is such a wide variety of capitalist voices is in itself evidence of the successful resistance of the subordinate classes against the homogenising force of capitalist ideology. 

What has been neglected are precisely those guerrilla raids which the ordinary reading public carry out on the texts produced by the dominant culture:

The complementary focus is upon how people cope with the system, how they read its texts, how they make popular culture out of its resources. It requires us to analyse texts in order to expose their contradictions, their meanings that escape control, their producerly invitations; to ask what it is within them that has attracted popular approval. 

Fiske (1989) p.105

A text is the site of struggles for meaning that reproduce the conflicts of interest between the producers and consumers of the cultural commodity. A program is produced by the industry, a text by its readers. 

Fiske (1987) p.14

An example of the wide variety of resistive readings which is often quoted by media commentators is audience reception of Dallas, in part because it had huge ratings in the USA and must have reached a socially diverse audience and because it was widely exported and therefore offered researchers an opportunity to study its reception in widely differing cultures. In support of his approach, Fiske quotes that research:

Ien Ang (1985) for example, found a Dutch Marxist and a feminist who were able to find pleasures in the program by finding in its excess of sexism and capitalism critiques of those systems that it was apparently celebrating. Similarly, Katz and Liebes (1984 et seq) found that members of a Jewish kibbutz were clear that the money of the Ewings did not bring them happiness, whereas members of a rural North African co-operative were equally clear that their wealth gave them an easy life. Russian Jews, newly arrived in Israel, read the program as an intentional self-criticism of the American way of life - a sort of capitalist confessional. Indeed, typically, each of Katz and Liebes' fifty different ethnic viewing groups was able to separate their pleasures in, and meanings of, Dallas from the American capitalist ideology that apparently informs the program so centrally. Buying the programme does not mean buying into the ideology. 

(1987b)

In Fiske's view, some commentators have mistakenly assumed that the top-downness of the financial economy means that the cultural economy has a similarly top-down operation. For such commentators Bourdieu's notion of cultural capital has unfortunately been misleading because it implies that the financial and cultural economies operate in the same way. Fiske is keen to emphasize that the cultural economy and the financial economy do not work in the same way.

Bourdieu's institutionally validated cultural capital of the bourgeoisie is constantly being opposed, interrogated, marginalised and ignored in a way that economic capital never is.

This popular cultural capital can maintain its relative autonomy because the financial economy can exercise control over only a fraction of it. However hard the forces of capital attempt to control cultural production and distribution, there will always be a zero-capital production and circulation system that remains finally and defiantly outside their control, if not beyond their influence: I refer, of course, to that one called 'word of mouth'. 

(1987b)

In a culture which is predominantly literate and where vast amounts of communication reach us through the mass media, oral communication is virtually of necessity oppositional, 'one of the prime media through which these subordinated groups have resisted incorporation, have maintained their social difference.' (1987b). Talk works to adjust the dominant readings incorporated in media texts to suit the needs of the communities in which it is practised. 

Certainly, Fiske's view seems to be supported by the results of a range of recent studies. In their study of ethnic Israeli audiences of Dallas Katz and Liebes demonstrated how discussion of the programme served to reinterpret it in terms of the community's needs in their own lives. Mary Ellen Brown has shown how the conversation networks surrounding TV soaps serve the same function for the women who watch them (see the section on Soap Opera and Women's Talk). Rosella Tursi's brief study of the reception of Beverley Hills 90210 (available at the excellent  Media Tribe website) has demonstrated how various categories of audience members watch the show together, discussing it and generating for it meanings which suit their purposes. Tursi examines an audience not intended by the producers, namely 'intellectuals' in their early twenties rather than the young teens the show is made for. The results of Tursi's research suggest for example that gay men watch the show for the pleasure they take in what they see as the show's exaggerated gender stereotypes. Two drag queens interviewed by Tursi actually dress like the characters Kelly (Jennie Garth) and Brenda (Shannon Doherty) in the show, commenting, 'We do really know them! We are them!' (Tursi (1996)). Drag queens identify with the characters in Beverley Hills 90210, Grease is a lesbian cult movie. Is there any limit to the interpretations media users can make? When I think of a student of mine who, after watching the shower scene from Psycho, commented on Hitchcock's use of colour, I sometimes whether it isn't possible that every one of us can read any media text radically differently from everyone else. However, most of the work being done in this area is beginning to show patterns of interpretation as different audiences draw on different interpretive repertoires. 

Emancipation

The generation of meanings by readers of popular texts in their guerrilla tactics of resistance to the dominant order is essentially progressive, in Fiske's view. Hitherto, there have been, very broadly speaking, two ways of looking at popular culture. From the point of view of the liberal pluralists the popular is seen as the result of a voluntary consensus; from the point of view of the 'radicals', it is seen as the dominant classes imposing their priorities on the masses. Either way, popular culture is seen as operating to maintain the status quo. Fiske, on the other hand, sees the generation of oppositional meanings as emancipatory. Perhaps, initially, only at the micropolitical level - for example, he quotes the example of a woman whose reading of romantic novels empowers her to resist the patriarchal demands made upon her by her marriage (in this connexion see the section on Janice Radway:Reading the Romance). He is prepared to argue, however, that these minor resistances in the minutiae of the everyday may

act as a constant erosive force upon the macro, weakening the system from within, so that it is more amenable to change at the structural level. One wonders, for instance, how effective the attempts to improve the status of women would have been if it had not been for the constant erosion of millions of women working to improve the micro-political conditions of their everyday lives. It is arguable that the needs of the people are better met by progressive social change originating in evasive or interior resistance, moving to action at the micropolitical level and from there to more organized assaults on the system itself, than by radical or revolutionary change. 

Fiske (1994) p. 12

What is intriguing about Fiske's studies and the many studies which his work has inspired is that the increasing insistence in such studies on the positive force for progressive change found in audience resistance has been paralleled in the 'financial economy' by increasing inegalitarianism, increasingly oppressive labour legislation, increasingly retrogressive social welfare legislation and the triumph of global capitalism. During precisely the period when one might have expected cultural studies to have been paying increased attention to the financial economy and the way that it structures the cultural economy, defining the agenda within which supposed resistance can take place, it has in fact often focused exclusively on the pleasures of consumption. In some cases, it has almost felt as if some of the studies were intended as the academic left's consolation prize snatched from the ruins of the initially left-inspired project of cultural studies: the punters might have voted for Thatcher, Reagan, Chirac and Kohl, but look, they're all right really - they're resisting. So, why didn't they resist more effectively by voting someone else into power? Jim McGuigan rightly suggests that it's sometimes hard to differentiate between the position adopted by Fiske and that of the various right-wing economic think-tanks in 'this theoretical convergence of an exclusively consumptionist cultural populism with right-wing political economy'. (McGuigan 1997 : 142)
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