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PREFACE 
 

There has been an Information Revolution and we are either living in an 
Information Society or are about to enter an Information Society. At least, so 
proclaim newspaper and magazine articles, as well as television and radio 
programmes. Popular books describe the ‘death of distance’(Cairncross 1997) 
as well as the ‘third wave’ which is coming after the agricultural and industrial 
‘waves’ (Toffler 1980), and newspapers and magazines are zealous in their 
discussion of new gadgets and the transformation (sometimes good and 
sometimes bad) that these technological marvels herald. Academic writers are 
less certain, with some arguing that current technologies are leading to 
economic and social transformation (Poster 1990; Castells 1996) while others 
(Schiller 1985; Wood 1997) argue that the Information Revolution is just the 
Industrial Revolution with a few new frills.1 Some have argued that new 
technologies will lead to freedom and empowerment (Bell 1973), while others 
have drawn attention to these technologies increasing the power of states or 
multinational corporations, at the expense of individuals (Lyon 1994; Lyon 
and Zureik 1996; Lyon 2002). This book is not intended to be an exhaustive or 
definitive discussion of the digital revolution or the Information Society,2 nor 
is it intended to proclaim or denounce the new Information Society. However, 
whether there is a new economic, political, and social order emerging, or not; 
whether the new order is beneficial or detrimental to citizens; all agree that 
significant changes are taking place. Often, however, it is as though we are all 
bystanders, watching change taking place, with very little public participation 
in the process. The central issue in this book is that technology, including the 
new information and communications technology linked with the Information 
Society, is not a force external to society and beyond the control of society; 
technology is an integral part of society and is acted upon and altered by social 
forces (Williams 1974; Winner 1977). 

This book is not an attempt to predict the future; the future will result from 
interactions between technologies, individuals, social forces and political 
policies, and will differ from society to society. There has never been a single 
or inevitable result of technological change, and, in the context of recent 
technological changes, there is no ‘one size fits all’ outcome in which societies 
throughout the world will either become carbon copies of each other or mini-
versions of the United States. The societies that will emerge in the twenty-first 
century depend on policy choices that individuals and governments make, 
whether by acts of commission or omission. The future is not inevitable; it is 
flexible and can be altered. The aim of this book is to encourage individuals to 
contribute to such policy choices, so that the society that emerges is one that 
citizens desire rather than one neither of their making or choosing. Its aim is to 
encourage discussion and thought rather than proclaim conclusions.
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CHAPTER 1:   
 
 
 
INTRODUCTION 

 
 
 
 

Today, it is accepted wisdom that computer technology has been causing 
significant economic, social, and cultural changes over the last few decades, 
and that these changes will continue into the future. It seems so obvious that 
one need hardly discuss the issue. One can ‘surf the Net’, getting information 
from anywhere in the world in a moment -- pictures from space that are stored 
on NASA computers, or course descriptions from Universities halfway across 
the world. Many radio stations broadcast on cable, satellite and the World 
Wide Web, so one can listen to a radio station from anywhere in the world. 
People see live pictures, on either television or computer, of events happening 
in distant locations. They can send electronic mail, for virtually no cost, to 
people halfway around the world, to one person or to a multitude of people. 
Digital pictures of a newborn baby can be made available, through email or 
the World Wide Web, to an extended family dispersed across the world, 
within minutes. Virtual reality technology enables people to walk through a 
building that has not even been built yet, and suggest alterations to the design. 
There are electronic shopping malls, virtual cities, and electronic banking; 
books or flowers can be ordered electronically, to be delivered to home or 
delivered as a gift somewhere else. An article can be published, and made 
available to scientists all over the world within minutes, at little if any cost to 
either the writer (information producer) or the audience (information 
consumer). Small wonder that in newspapers and television, one hears talk of 
the Information Society and the Information Revolution. Changes are taking 
place in all aspects of life, and computer technology seems to be responsible 
for global changes in economies and societies. 

This new Information Society has resulted from a technological revolution. 
Just as there was an agricultural revolution and an industrial revolution, there 
is now an information revolution, due to advances in computer and 
telecommunications technology. This revolution is having as great an impact 
on contemporary society as the agricultural and industrial revolutions did 
previously.3 This technological revolution is also an economic revolution; we 
all participate in a global information economy, with new forms of work 
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emerging and knowledge becoming the source of economic prosperity. It also 
involves social change: changes in the way we live, the way we work, how we 
entertain ourselves, and changes in the nature of community and society. 
There are new opportunities, with the possibility of greater democratic 
participation for citizens, new communities for individuals, and greater access 
to information for people on the margins of society. But the changes are not all 
positive, there are new risks as well: new dangers to children, new types of 
crime, loss of privacy for citizens, isolation for individuals, and a permanent 
underclass of people who are unable to find employment in this new 
information economy and who can not afford access to the increased amount 
of information that is now available. 

Most of the discussion about this new Information Society has some 
common features. These discussions presume that new technology is 
transforming all of our lives, whether for good or ill, and this transformation is 
inevitable. There is little we can do about it, and we had better join the 
information revolution before we lose our chance to benefit from it. But is a 
‘revolution’ is taking place and are we entering a new Information Society? 
While some argue that this new Information Society is replacing the older 
Industrial Society, others suggest we are seeing the ‘informatisation of life’ 
rather than the transformation of the old economic order (Webster 1995; 
Webster 2002). Perhaps the term ‘Information Society’ is incorrect and 
misleading because it suggests discontinuities with the past. The suggestion of 
an abrupt break inhibits analysis of trends and patterns because it presumes 
that the past cannot be used as a guide for the future. There have been many 
technological innovations over the past two centuries; why should these recent 
developments in information technology create a new era, when the telephone 
or the automobile did not? There is a certain mystification is talking about an 
‘Information Revolution’ and Information Societies – a revolution implies 
change on such a magnitude that nothing will be as it once was. In the face of 
such a change, we cannot know what the future will hold, and we cannot 
control the future that will emerge. 

Is a new era dawning? Is the future really be so much out of our control? It 
is for this reason that this book has been written. It does not really matter 
whether there is a new Information Society or an informatisation of existing 
relationships. In either event, the nature of human beings has not changed. We 
are certainly living in a time of change, but technological changes, however 
significant or even revolutionary, are not acts of nature which alter the 
landscape no matter what we do or desire. The outcomes of current 
technological changes are not a forgone conclusion. One of the major lessons 
from social studies of technology is that technological changes do not have 
inevitable or predictable social impacts. Technological change is not 
something ‘out there’; technology is just as much part of, and subject to, social 
forces as any other consequence of human behaviour (MacKenzie and 
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Wajcman 1985; Bijker, Hughes et al. 1987; Robins and Webster 1999). The 
same technologies can have different consequences in differing circumstances, 
depending on social and cultural factors, and the development of technology is 
itself, the result of social forces. Sometimes it is assumed that all societies will 
become mirror images of the United States because as a society approaches 
the level of technological development of the United States, it will also 
develop similar economic, social and cultural structures. Technologies will 
develop differently in each society, and even the same technologies will have 
different consequences in different societies. Just because the United States 
has a strong market economy and little state support for social welfare, it does 
not mean that technological development and a market economy must be 
linked to minimal state intervention everywhere. Finland has a similar level of 
technological development as the United States and an equally successful 
economy. However, unlike the United States, Finland has a very high level of 
state intervention and support for individuals and communities (Castells and 
Himanen 2002).The lesson for the ‘Information Revolution’ is that there is no 
single ‘Information Society’ emerging; each society develops its own version 
of an ‘Information Society’. 

This is the central reason for this book: what society will develop as the 
information revolution spreads and what is the role of the individual citizen in 
this transformation? Whether new technologies are driving change, revolution 
or transformation, there often seems to be little room for individual 
participation in the process. We think of ourselves as powerless in the face of 
a vast change, such as we would be powerless in the face of a tornado or 
earthquake. It often seems that the best we can do is to learn as much as we 
can about this information revolution, so we can either ride the tiger or at least 
avoid being eaten by it. This view that we are powerless is a dangerous 
fallacy. The most important lesson to be learned is that technological change is 
directed and altered by the individual actions of human beings and the 
collective policies of governments. Both individually, and collectively as a 
society, we have choices -- what we, as individuals, use technologies to 
achieve, as well as what we, as a society, develop as policies regarding the 
place of technology. We are not the powerless victims of some vast and 
uncontrollable technological revolution; we can influence how new 
technologies will structure our society and we can change the technologies so 
as to create the society we want. As individuals, we choose whether to use an 
automated teller machine or a human teller, whether to inform ourselves about 
politics by checking web sites or simply vote on the basis of information 
provided by politicians, whether we work at an office or work, via the Internet, 
at home. But these individual choices are also constrained by social policy 
decisions: should banks be required to have human tellers; should there be 
sufficient infrastructure investment to enable working from home; should 
governments ensure that everyone has inexpensive access to anyone can afford 
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to be informed? The future shape of government and society is not 
predetermined, just because new technologies are emerging. The future, 
whether positive or negative, is not inevitable. However, to exercise a vital 
control over our future, we first need to understand what changes are taking 
place, so that we can then decide, as a society, what future we want. In that 
context, it is then possible to use technological developments, combined with 
appropriate legal and social structures, to move towards that future. 

1.1. A Revolution? 

It may seem obvious that we are now living in an Information Society, but it 
can be quite difficult to get detailed evidence of how this Information Society 
or Knowledge Economy differs from previous societies or economies. In fact, 
there are many who argue that what we see is not actually an Information 
Society at all, but simply an advanced Industrial Society (c.f., Schiller 1981; 
Stehr 1994; Robins and Webster 1999; Webster 2002). This is not an 
argument that technology is not important, nor is it an argument that 
information is not important; it is an argument that these changes do not mark 
a rupture in social processes. This is not the first time that computers have 
been cast as agents in a revolution. In the 1990s, newspapers, television, 
magazines, and radio all proclaimed a revolution that necessitated moving fast 
or being left behind, but the same revolution was also heralded in the 1970s, 
with the emergence of the micro computer (Bannon, Barry et al. 1982; Bannon 
1997; Robins and Webster 1999). The rhetoric was much the same. Indeed, 
earlier, some commentators discussed the telegraph or the telephone using 
much the same imagery: the death of distance, the linking of the world 
together (Standage 1998). So, is there really a revolution taking place, or is it a 
creation of the over-active imaginations of over-grown boys who love 
computer toys? If there is a revolution taking place, why is it happening now, 
and not twenty years ago, or sixty years ago, or when other new 
communications and information processing technologies were developed? 
Maybe it has been going on, steadily and almost imperceptibly, since after 
World War II, or even since the development of the telegraph and telephone. 
In which case, maybe it is not a revolution at all, but just a continuation of the 
industrial revolution that first started two hundred years ago. 

When we think of the agricultural revolution, or the industrial revolution, 
we often focus on changes in technology. In the first case, the technology of 
obtaining food and, in the second case, the technology of manufacturing 
goods. These technological developments are described as revolutions not 
because of the technologies themselves, but because of the far-reaching 
economic, political, social, and cultural changes that are linked with these 
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could afford them. The coming of the personal computer enabled access to 
significant computing power by private individuals who had only limited 
financial resources; individuals could access information and, indeed, create 
and distribute information as effectively as large organisations. There is an 
assumption that new technologies enable easier access to information, and 
access to more information. A Web page made by an individual looks as good, 
and may be as effective, as a Web page made by a multimillion euro company, 
and a small company can market their products as effectively as a large 
company. Individuals can now access information that governments and large 
organisations might have previously suppressed or censored, such as 
information about nuclear safety. In practice, information has to be found and 
evaluated before it is useful. A search on the Internet reveals a great deal of 
information; deciding whether the information is accurate or relevant is not so 
simple, nor is deciding how it should be interpreted straightforward. A perfect 
example is individuals who can now get medical information on the Internet, 
rather than being dependent on their own doctor. A search for a medical 
condition on the Internet reveals much information that is too complex and 
technical for most people; the sites that are helpful are ones in which someone 
else has simplified the material and presented it in an easy-to-understand 
manner. In other words, the individual is still dependent on someone else. 
Furthermore, the web site cannot determine whether the information is 
relevant to the particular person; that still requires an expert who knows the 
person. In the end, the person remains dependent on organisations and reliant 
on the expertise possessed by others. 

1.2. Ireland 

The information transformation is global in impact, but is local in 
manifestation. International restructuring has its impact by changing particular 
individuals and societies, and so one must situate discussion in the experiences 
of particular people and particular societies. Books on this subject often focus 
on the United States, partly because the authors are often located in the United 
States and partly because the United States is viewed as the exemplar or future 
model for other societies. The premise of this book is that no single model 
exists, and societies will accommodate to new technologies differently. 
Furthermore, each society’s perspective and experience of the global 
transformation is different because each society’s vantage point is different. 
The global village is composed of many different communities, each of which 
are linked to the global system in different ways. Ireland provides a useful 
contrast to the United States, Japan, as well as well the other European 
countries, and is the ‘vantage point’ of this book. 
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The Information Society debate has a different hue in a geographically 
peripheral and post-colonial society such as Ireland. Ireland has been striving 
to find a niche for itself in a world economy. Ireland came late to industrial 
development, providing raw materials for industrial processing in other 
countries, and then consuming the products of those raw materials, while other 
countries made the profit from the conversion of raw materials into consumer 
products. It is difficult for Ireland to increase its industrial base, especially 
since it lacks many of the resources necessary for industrial growth. The 
Information Society seems to represent a move from an industrial economy to 
a knowledge-based economy. New technologies offer great promise for future 
economic growth by enabling Ireland to become the value-added producer of 
information products rather than industrial products. In the 1980s, Ireland 
pursued a strategy of encouraging multinational corporations to invest in high 
technology industry, while more recently, industrial policy has moved from 
electronic manufacturing to software (Wickham 1987; Ó Riain 1997; 
Wickham 1997). The hope is that Ireland will produce knowledge or provide 
services, rather than industrial or consumer goods, and so could compete in the 
global economy. The raw material of knowledge production is information, 
and the economic profit to be made from using education, knowledge, and 
experience to transform such raw materials into market commodities can be 
impressive, as evidenced by Silicon Valley in Northern California and Route 
128 in Boston (two of the best known localities in the United States for 
technological innovation). 

The Information Revolution is also linked to an expectation that new 
technology will overcome barriers of distance, and especially the economic 
impact of such barriers. Ireland's participation in a global industrial economy 
has been hindered by high transportation costs. With new technologies 
enabling rapid and inexpensive information transfer, perhaps any society, 
including Ireland (as ‘an island behind an island’, as Ireland has been 
described), will be able to participate fully in a world economy, on the same 
terms as economies which are close to the economic centre. If the barriers of 
isolation and distance are irrelevant in an Information Society, then Ireland 
can compete with global centres such as New York, London, and San 
Francisco. For that matter, peripheral areas of Ireland could also maintain their 
economic viability. Instead of people going to where jobs are located and rural 
areas becoming depopulated as people move to the urban centres (whether the 
Irish centres such as Dublin and Cork or urban centres abroad), perhaps 
information-based jobs will come to people in rural areas. 

Encouraging economic development in Ireland is a rather complex process. 
In the early days, Irish governments encouraged foreign investment, providing 
cheap but well educated labour, along with tax incentives, in the hope of not 
only creating employment, but also creating linkages that would encourage the 
development of indigenous companies (Wickham 1997). However, the process 
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is not straightforward. Labour costs become an issue. At one point, Ireland 
was able to compete in the world economy because the cost of producing 
goods was low in Ireland, primarily due to low labour costs. But selling 
products in an open global economy based on cheap labour provides only a 
short term benefit; inevitably there will be other economies with even lower 
labour costs and companies may move operations to those lower cost 
environments, unless there are major differences in infrastructure. The goal is 
to create employment that is not mobile, having to compete with low cost 
labour economies at one end, and high education and research economies at 
the other end. The aim is to provide an infrastructure to support a middle 
ground for an economy like Ireland. 

Investment in technological infrastructures (high speed 
telecommunications, for instance) will return profit, but only as part of a 
broader foundation for knowledge production. It is still necessary to have the 
people who can contribute to this knowledge production. This is achieved 
through education and experience, but with these two factors, come other 
issues. Can such activity be spread throughout the country, including rural 
areas, or does there need to be a critical mass in one locale, to ensure 
innovation and growth (Komito 1992; Ó Riain 1998; Grimes 2000)? Must 
individuals pay for the training that enables them to sell their expertise on the 
open market, or will the state subsidize that training? If the state subsidizes the 
training, should the state get a return on its investment if the person leaves 
Ireland to make money elsewhere? Should the companies that get the benefit 
of this training also contribute to the cost of training? 

Cultural aspects of the Information Society also have a resonance for 
Ireland. Terms like Diaspora and labour mobility have special meaning for 
Irish people, since Irish society has been conditioned by generations of Irish 
people leaving Ireland to work in the United Kingdom, the United States, 
Canada, and Australia, amongst others. One attraction of a new information 
economy is to provide employment to keep a young population from 
emigrating. However, an educated workforce remains a mobile workforce, 
even if that mobility is now voluntary, and so Irish people are dispersed 
throughout the world. The Irish Diaspora is composed of descendants of Irish 
emigrants whose links with contemporary Ireland are tenuous and often based 
on a romantic fantasy derived from historical events that are now irrelevant. 
What impact will new Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) 
have on this dispersed population? What impact will it have on those who 
grew up in Ireland and, though now working abroad? When people are able to 
travel back to Ireland frequently due to cheap transport costs, able maintain to 
contact with friends and family through email, and able to listen to Irish radio, 
watch Irish TV and read Irish newspapers through the World Wide Web, what 
impact will that have on those individuals and their sense of national identity? 
If a person lives in one place, physically, and yet continues to participate in 
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Irish society through technology, do they retain their Irish identity, or do they 
assimilate the cultural beliefs and social practices of the society in which they 
currently live?4 How will this new Irish Diaspora change the nature of Irish 
identity, even for those who remain in Ireland? 

The political dimension of the Information Society also has a relevance for 
Ireland. New technologies offer new ways for citizens to participate in the 
making of political policies and new ways to access government services. It is 
no longer necessary to depend on politicians to represent and articulate the 
aggregated public opinion of a constituency; citizens can express their views 
on political policy directly to those making decisions. This has strong 
resonances in Ireland, where there has been a tradition of clientelist politics - 
that is, depending on politicians for information about government services, or 
assuming that political intervention is necessary to get benefits to which 
people are entitled (Komito 1984). New technologies enable direct access to 
government information and services, thereby circumventing the politician's 
monopoly over information and access. This may undermine the traditional 
dependency of citizens on politicians, and thereby changing the nature of 
politics in Ireland (Komito 1997; Komito 1999). 

1.3. Outline of the Book 

This book examines the impact of information technology, and especially the 
capacity to digitise information, on society. While technology does not 
determine society, there is no doubt that any technology enables and even 
encourages certain behaviours or structures, while making other behaviours or 
structures more difficult or more costly to engage in. Technologies of 
information have always had an special impacts on society, but especially in 
recent decades. However, these technological developments, as well as their 
social correlates, can only be understood in the context of the history of 
technologies of creating, distributing and consuming information over the past 
centuries. Chapter Two will discuss the history of information and 
technologies for manipulating information, to illustrate the economic, 
political, social, and cultural impacts that technologies have had in the past. 
Chapter Three will then explore the actual technological developments that 
have led to a move to digital (and not just electronic) information. Most of the 
discussion of technology focuses on its economic impact: the development of 
a post-industrial society. This link between technology and economic life will 
be explored; focusing particularly on whether this new ‘Information Society’ 
can adequately be defined or understood in economic terms will be explored in 
Chapter Four. It will then be suggested in Chapter Five that an economic 
definition of an Information Society is inadequate, and a broader social 
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definition will be proposed. The political implications of these technologies 
will be explored, in terms of participation, administration, and regulation, in 
Chapters Six and Seven. Chapter Eight will discuss broad changes in the 
structure of societies, and, following this, the impact of these technologies on 
individuals, societies, and communities will be discussed in Chapters Nine and 
Ten. The final chapter will address the role that individuals can have in 
influencing the impact of these new technologies. 


