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At the 20 September 2004 meeting of EUEREK partners, I agreed to prepare a brief note identifying the main definitions of, and approaches to, the idea of “the knowledge society” that had been attempted. On reflection, I realised that there are two sensible approaches to this task. One is to offer a single sentence; the other is to write a book. Here, I do neither.

The idea of the knowledge society has, over the last 30 or so years, become a focus for a rich and diverse scholarly debate at both philosophical and empirical levels. This note tries to identify some of the themes which may be relevant for EUEREK’s work. It is, of course, not intended to be a complete account of the lines of thought on which it touches. It also, no doubt, draws too heavily on English-language literatures; I hope that colleagues will be able to guide us to a wider range of sources.

***

The second half of the twentieth century, which has been described as the start of late modernity, saw, it is argued, the emergence of new types of social and economic arrangements. These arrangements were based not on the production of physical goods, but on the production, organisation and exchange of knowledge. But this change has been seen as more than simply a move from manufacturing industries to ideas-based industries (though this distinction must be open to challenge). A cognitive shift is said to have occurred, as new knowledge became incorporated into cultural and institutional forms, not merely economic ones, changing them in the process (Delanty, 2001). 

The implications of this change at personal, organisational and societal levels are, it is argued, enormous, and may not yet be fully comprehended. These changes may be summed up in the expression “the knowledge society”: this goes beyond the idea of knowledge being traded and applied mainly in the economic arena, and implies the diffusion of expert systems, based on abstract, “disembedded”, knowledge, into all areas of social life (Giddens, 1991; Knorr Cetina, 1999).

In Britain at least, the debate about the knowledge society can be traced back to J S Mill in the 1830s, and, more tenuously, to Adam Smith and his book, The Wealth of Nations, in the 1760s. However, the popularisation of the expression “knowledge society” is widely credited to Daniel Bell and his 1973 book The Coming of Post-Industrial Society (Bell, 1973). Bell argued that post-industrial society is characterised by the pre-eminence of the professional and technical class; the primacy of theoretical knowledge; mechanisms for the planning, or control, of technology; and “a new intellectual technology”, by which Bell meant an enhanced ability to analyse a large number of complex variables under conditions of uncertainty. Bell placed emphasis on the future role of higher education, arguing that “the major problem for the post-industrial society” would be a human resources one: higher education would need to be able to meet these needs.

Bell’s identification of theoretical knowledge as a new central principle of society is a reminder that what, in modernity, is described as “knowledge” is thought by some writers to consist largely of symbolic representations of things. This highly-differentiated set of “objectified” understandings, it is argued, now mediates our relationship with the natural world and provides the basis for social understanding and cohesion in modern societies (Stehr, 2001). These are, of course, contested positions. If knowledge is symbolic, then the capital embodying such knowledge may be thought to be symbolic also. This line of thinking, often associated with Pierre Bourdieu, has led to the consideration of human capital, social capital and cultural capital as important features of contemporary social and economic organisation – though, Bourdieu has argued, all are essentially based on economic capital (Bourdieu, 1986).

If knowledge now, as some writers have argued, is “different”, then it is perhaps not surprising that its production is also considered to be different. The production of knowledge in current circumstances, it has been argued, differs from traditional methods, with a focus on the context of application, the growth in the number of sites of production, and other features (Gibbons et al., 1994). It has been suggested that, for the university, the main “knowledge factory” of modernity, one implication of this will be a need to reconcile open engagement with a range of policies and organisations (“organisational permeability”), while retaining a clear managerial focus (Nowotny, Scott and Gibbons, 2001). This may not be easy: the university’s ever-closer engagement with the outside world through entrepreneurial activities will change, it is argued, the essential nature of the university (Barnett, 2003).

Firms themselves are viewed by some writers in terms of their abilities to create and transfer knowledge. The firm exhibits combinative capabilities to use learning from inside and outside the organisation, and its effectiveness is related to how well it performs this combinative task (Kogut and Zander, 1997). These two organisational tasks in relation to knowledge – creation (including combination) and transfer - may be important for us to bear in mind in analysing university activities in this project.

This approach to knowledge as something “real” and useable in the world would not be accepted by post-modern (more precisely, post-structuralist) thinkers such as Foucault and Lyotard, who consider language to be the only reality in human existence. In reporting the end of “grand narratives” in the post-modern world, these writers also seem to see the fragmentation of knowledge and the end of universally-accepted forms of knowledge, based upon knowable facts (Foucault, 1972; Lyotard, 1984). We may conclude that post-structuralists would question the whole notion of the knowledge society and the extent to which the university can play a useful role within it.

The knowledge society has been associated with the debate on globalisation (Held et al., 1999), the two trends being seen by some commentators as being reinforcing; and the possibly negative, exclusionary, aspects of the knowledge society have been presented in the context of globalisation (Currie and Newson, 1998). The separate notion of internationalisation in higher education, whereby universities are less constrained by national contexts in matters such as organisational forms, staff and student recruitment, the curriculum, and research, has also been widely debated (Scott, 1998).

The knowledge society has also been presented in terms of the “network society”, where, it is argued, the dominant role of IT is changing our understanding of what knowledge is, and is determining how it can be used (Castells, 2000).

An important theme in the debate has been the view that knowledge is essentially socially embedded: accordingly, the concept of social capital has been considered to be helpful in understanding the creation and application of knowledge within organisations (Szreter, 2000; Fuller, 2002). Social capital is usually thought of in terms of social networks and the norms of reciprocity and trust that arise from them, and the application of these assets in achieving mutual objectives (Putnam, 2000). What organisations really do, it is proposed, is to arrange the combination and exchange of knowledge, and that social capital plays an essential part in these processes. These are complex social activities, and have led to interesting studies of how organisations actually work (Wenger, 1999). 

Some researchers have gone further, and argued that the differences between the effectiveness of comparable firms, for example, are social in nature: “the organisational advantage” is to be found in relative abilities to create and exploit social capital (Nahapiet and Ghoshal, 1998). There may be implications here for the study of higher education institutions.
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