
1 
 

CONFLICT STRUCTURE OF THE INFORMATION SOCIETY 

Thomas Söderqvist 

Dept of Theory of Science, Gothenburg University, Sweden 

The purpose of this paper ¹ is to present a macrosociological framework for the 
discussion of computerization and human communicative interaction. After a review of 
the notions of "knowledge society" and "information society" as an alleged new stage in 
the cultural evolution of mankind, I argue for a non-economic macrotheory of 
knowledge-information conflicts. In the final part of the paper I discuss attempts to 
explicate a fundamental mechanism relating knowledge-information elites with non-
elites. 

A new stage in cultural evolution? 

There seems to be a great deal of agreement among many observers of society that the 
North-western world (incl. Japan) has begun to enter into a new stage in the cultural 
evolution of mankind. A number of recent conceptual innovations have tried to pinpoint 
this development. The postulated new social order has been referred to as 
"knowledgeable" ², "technotronic" ³, "programme" ⁴, "post-industrial" ⁵, "post-modern" ⁶ 
etc., depending which characteristics has been focused upon. 

Two main characteristics of the assumed new social order are frequently discussed. 
One is the role played by knowledge, especially theoretical (or scientific) knowledge, in 
contemporary societies, the other is the vast use of information technologies and 
information handling. Consequently notions of "knowledge society" and "information 
society" have been widely spread in the literature and the public debate during the last 
few years. Of course, neither knowledge application nor information handling is any 
peculiar characteristic of contemporary societies. The creation, distribution and 
application of knowledge and the adjunct handling and storage of information are 
necessary pre-conditions for all societies. But, is it argued, both traits have undergone a 
qualitative change during the 20th century. 

Knowledge society 

With regard to the notion of "knowledge society" Daniel Bell, one of the first ardent 
spokesmen of the new social order, has suggested that the distinctive character of "the 
post-industrial society" is the predominance of a certain kind of knowledge. Decisive for 
the direction of change should be 

"the centrality of theoretical knowledge - the primacy of theory over empiricism and the 
codification of knowledge into abstract systems of symbols" ⁷. 

In the post-industrial knowledge society so defined, universities and intellectual 
institutions, codifying theoretical knowledge, become the "axial structures" of the 
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alleged new society. This emphasis on the growth of application of theoretical 
knowledge in all spheres of human life, i.e., the scientification of society, has been 
parallelled by an growing concern for studies of societial rationalization, i.e., 
systematization, generalization, routinization and formalization by rules of human 
conduct ⁸, for the primary role of of the educational system in contemporary societies 
epitomized in the notion of "credential society" ⁹, for the role played by the professional 
expertice ¹⁰, for the substitution of corporate owners with managerial expertice ¹¹ and 
for the fusion of scientific knowledge and practical actions in all aspects of modern 
planning ¹². The concern for the phenomenon of scientification is further reflected in the 
upsurge of scholarly studies of science in a social context and the activities unfolded by 
governments to cope with scientific and technological development ¹³. In Eastern 
European Marxist tradition the notion of the "scientific-technologial revolution" points 
to the same phenomenon ¹⁴. Altogether the steadily increasing role of secularized, 
scientific knowledge for the management of societal affairs throughout the 20th century 
seems to justify the notion of "knowledge society" ¹⁵. 

Information society -- computerized society 

The recent conspicuous rise of information technologies, including computer hardware, 
software and telecommunications, has reinforced the argument of a new stage in the 
cultural evolution. While the notion of knowledge society largely has been an issue for 
scholarly recognition, the notion of "information society" has been widely recognized 
and closely associated with corporate and governmental strategic action, as well. Porat 
has argued that changes in GNP output and work force allocations calls for a new 
interpretation of US economy, substituting the indices of industrial economy with 
indices for an "information economy" ¹⁶. Nora and Minc has taken the convergence of 
computing and telecommunications as their point of departure for advocating 
"l'informatisation de la societe" as a French national policy for the 1980's ¹⁷. The 
construction of a 5th generation computer system has been announced as the treshold 
event turning Japan into a leading nation of the "information age" ¹⁸. The introduction of 
world-wide satellite-mediated communication networks, the silent intrusion of the 
microprocessors into many everyday life routines, the implementation of personal 
computers, computer networks and high-level 4th generation languages, the fair 
success of expert-system simulation of professional information and knowledge 
management ¹⁹, the emergence of a plethora of entirely new social roles concerned 
with creation, handling and application of information, and the rise of a whole computer 
and information processing culture, are but a few indicators of a change in the basic 
societal processes being considered as profound as the industrial revolution and 
modern break-through ²⁰. Thus, the notion of an emerging "information society" as a 
"computerized society" seems to be justified too. 

A knowledge-information analytical dimension 
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The basic assumption guiding this paper, however, is that, although the processes 
referred to are indeed impressing, it is nevertheless premature to conclude that the 
social changes associated with the notions of knowledge society and computerized 
information society should signify a new stage in the cultural evolution of mankind, 
comparable to the modern breakthrough. In fact, stage theories of human evolution can 
only be made in retrospect. Hence, I assume that the main function of these 
macrosocial notions is political-rhetorical. 

On the other hand, the above-mentioned changes and the discussion accompanying 
them have raised our insight into the strategic importance of societal knowledge and 
information processes in all societies, alongside economic and political processes. 
Hence, the conspicuous post-war development of societal knowledge and information 
processes epitomized by the notions of knowledge society and information society puts 
a heavy demand on a reorientation of the theoretical and empirical analyses of 
contemporary societies ²¹, as a consequence the focus on economic and political 
institutions and processes which have been of such fundamental importance for our 
understanding of the modern breakthrough, can no longer be defended. 

Consequently, I will speak in terms of a knowledge-information analytical dimension of 
society ²², alongside with economic and political analytical dimensions, but not to be 
confused with the "symbolic system" of Parsons ²³. The knowledge-information 
analytical dimension of society deserves to be analyzed sui generis, without reducing it 
to other analytical schemes, for example economical theory, political theory etc. 
Further, classical macrosociological questions concerning social structure, 
stratification and class formation, ideology, power legitimation etc., should be 
consistently recast in the light of this analytical focus. Hence Porat's use of the concept 
of "information economy", although probably useful as a rhetoric concept for 
convincing economists, is ambiguous, and actually misses the point. A more consistent 
approach is taken by Duncan when envisaging the macrosocial order as primarily a 
problem of communication ²⁴, and insisting upon that studies of symbolic relations and 
communication do not have to be reduced to other, more "real" phenomena ²⁵. 
Discarding the idea of economy being determinant "in the last instance" specifically 
rules out all Marxist approaches to the knowledge-information analytical dimension of 
society. Thus, criticizing the premise of material production and labor as "the first 
historical act" ²⁶, Poster utilizes Michel Foucault's theory of discourse power ²⁷ to 
introduce the concept of "mode of information" as a substitute for the Marxist "mode of 
production". Poster's stand is in accordance with Nowak's attempt to reformulate a 
non-marxian historical materialism ²⁸, distinguishing between three material 
momentums of society: an economic, a political and a spiritual momentum ²⁹, being 
irreducible visavis each other ³⁰. 
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Thus from a macrosociological perspective social interaction in a so called 
computerized society should basically be approached in terms of a general analytical 
theory of human knowledge-information communication. 

The conflict structure of the knowledge-information dimension of society 

What are the basic features of a macrosocial theory of human knowledge-information 
communication? A fundamental dividing line in macrosocial theory goes between 
different brands of functionalist theory and conflicts theories. In accordance with the 
conflict theoretical (but not necessarily marxist) tradition, I assume that the knowledge-
information dimension of society should be analyzed in terms of conflict and 
domination. In fact, most proponents of the notions of knowledge society and 
information society agree that traditional class conflict and class power based upon the 
control of the means of production is diminishing in the North-western world (incl. 
Japan). Correspondingly many discern new kinds of macrosocial conflicts more or less 
based on knowledge monopolies ³¹, adding to or replacing property monopolies. Thus, 
many analysts suggest the existence of an elite of knowledge and information actors, 
such as professionals, expertice, intellectuals, scientists etc., occupy an important 
position ³². 

Hardly two analysts agree upon the exact nature of that new kind of conflicts, however. 
With regard to a possible knowledge elite, already Bakunin envisaged the division of a 
society into "the mass of the people" and "the state engineers" as "the new privileged 
political-scientific class" ³³; anarchist thinkers have since repeated his warnings in 
different versions. E.g. Nomad discussed "an actual or potential antagonism of 
interests between the educated, leading 'knows', and the rank-and-file, the uneducated, 
horny-handed 'know-nots'". ³⁴. In different variants this thesis is reborn in recent 
contributions, including the relation between "technocracy" and "social movements" ³⁵, 
"Intellektuellen" and "die Anderen" ³⁶, "dominating" and "dominated" positions in 
symbolic fields ³⁷, an "intelligentsia" and a non-intellectual proletariat ³⁸, the "priests" 
and the "faithful" ³⁹, the "planners" and the "planned" ⁴⁰, the "professional expertice" 
and the "clients" ⁴¹, "the leading role of the planning elite" and the "workers" in Eastern 
European societies as "the dictatorship over needs" ⁴². etc.. Probably the most 
elaborated attempts to formulate a theory of symbolic power is Gouldner's concept of 
the "culture of critical discourse" ⁴³. According to Gouldner, the social hierarchy 
established under intellectual rule is between "those who speak it /the CCD/, and 
others about whom they speak", a relationship akin to that "between judges and judged" 
⁴⁴. Deeply seen, the distinction is between "those who speak and understand truly and 
those who do not" ⁴⁵. 

With regard to elite formation in an information society, leading representatives of the 
information industry have suggested a differentiation of the population between an elite 
of "wise" and "knowledgeable" and a mass of unknowledgeable busy with information 



5 
 

handling ⁴⁶. Likewise Toffler predicts that some will succeed to synthesize their own 
world picture and life meaning and "develop into continually growing, competent 
individuals, able to act at a higher level", while others "will break down under the new 
pressure and withdraw in apathy or anger" ⁴⁷. 

Against an economistic interpretation of knowledge-information conflict structure 

The multitude of denotations of the knowledge-information dimension of society 
indicate a substantial disagreement among the analysts on this issue. A major problem 
in reducing the redundancy among these concepts is to keep the analytical distinction 
between on the one hand knowledge-information conflicts and on the other economic 
or political conflicts. According to the sui generis assumption stipulated above, all 
attempts to formulate knowledge- and information conflicts and domination patterns in 
economic or quasi-economic, (or political) terms are unacceptable. This objection also 
applies to some of the contributions to a theory of a new post-capitalist class society ⁴⁸, 
which otherwise lends itself to be a possible candidate for a conflict theory of 
"knowledge society" and "information society". For example, Burnham meant that 
corporate managers would be the true inheritors of capitalist class power ⁴⁹. Geiger, 
although objecting against Burnham's managerial revolution thesis, nevertheless 
advocated another "economistic" interpretation of the New Class prophecy, when 
suggesting that state economic planning expertice was about to usurpate capitalist 
power ⁵⁰. A recent example of an "economistic" interpretation of the New Class thesis is 
Hodges' theory of organization as a fourth factor of production and his proposal of a 
new mechanism of bureaucratic expertice exploitation substituting for Marxist surplus 
value exploitation ⁵¹. In their original formulation of the theory of the intellectuals on the 
road to class-power Konrád and Szelényi derive the social positions of the intelligentsia 
from their function in the rational economic redistribution ⁵². But also other variants of 
the New Class theory, although emphasizing the peculiarity of symbolic conflicts, are 
still economic in "the last instance". Gouldner, although focusing on the New Class as a 
speech community sharing a "culture of critical discourse", nevertheless takes a 
basically economistic approach when constructing the concept of "cultural capital" ⁵³. 
Even Bourdieu, who has consistently focused on the dynamics of linguistic and 
symbolic "fields" considers the "sphere of cultural production" to be "relatively 
autonomous" only from "material production", and hence his use of the concept 
"symbolic capital" is used metaphorically only ⁵⁴. Likewise Latour and Woolgar have 
advocated an economic analogy in their discussion of the "credit circle" as an 
explanatory concept for the study of the stratification of laboratory science ⁵⁵. 

In light of this ambiguity concerning the interrelation between knowledge and 
ownership monopolies, I believe that the main problem facing the analysis of "the 
knowledge structure of society" ⁵⁶ today, is how to depict symbolic conflict and power 
relations without falling back into an "economistic" interpretation. Our present level of 
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analysis of the alleged "knowledge society" and "information society" is, ceteris 
paribus, analogous to the level of analysis of modern societies before Marx: Many, 
including the utopian socialists, were aware of the existence of new strata of the 
population, the "new rich" and the "new poor", standing in opposition to each other. 
Marx' most important contribution to the analysis of industrial capitalism was to 
suggest a mechanism for its working, i.e., the surplus value relation. 

Without advocating a hidden economical analogy to the surplus relation, I believe that 
the approach to the problem of structural conflicts in a knowledge-information society 
could be made in an anologous manner. What is needed is to explicate a fundamental 
mechanism by which a knowledge elite relates to a knowledge non-elite, that is to 
formulate models of basic type of social bonds involved in the mutual relation between 
"knows" and "know-nots". To formulate such models is a prerequisite for embarking 
upon a microtranslation strategy ⁵⁷, whereby macrosocietal concepts like "knowledge 
society", "information society" etc. can be reduced to the microsocial level of inter-
individual conversation and behaviour ⁵⁸. 

In the concluding last sections of the paper some potential knowledge-information 
conflict interaction models will be discussed. I will provisionally differentiate between 
two kinds of interaction models, first models restricted to cognitive parameters, and 
second models involving cognitive and emotional parameters. 

The socio-logic of knowledge-information conflicts 

The models of knowledge-information conflicts considered first refers to what has 
otherwise been called socio-logical relations, that is actor-actor relations where the 
defining trait is the logical relation between cognitive parameters ⁵⁹. The point is not only 
that the relation between cognitive parameters is taken as a model of social action, but 
that it is impossible to differentiate between the actor-actor relation as a logical relation 
between cognitive parameters and as a social relation. For example, to state a problem 
is a combined social and logical operation, "identifying a problematization postulates 
the existence of an actor" ⁶⁰. 

A number of existing conceptualizations of logical relations between cognitive 
parameters might be interpreted as socio-logical relations, and hence serve as 
structural conflict models of the knowledge-information dimension of society. For 
example, the distinctions between "scientific knowledge" and "tacit knowledge" ⁶¹, 
"scientific knowledge" and "narrative knowledge" ⁶², a "World III" of objective knowledge 
and a "World II" of personal knowledge ⁶³, "Systemwelt" and "Lebenswelt" ⁶⁴, etc. all 
indicate possible models of societal knowledge and information conflict and 
dominance relations ⁶⁵ to be considered further. 

In this context two such types of socio-logical relations will be discussed, viz., a 
cybernetic "power-through-model" theory, and a "power-through-explanation" theory. 
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A "power-through-model" theory 

The first socio-logical relation considered here is the "model-strength"/"model-
weakness" relation suggested by Bråten ⁶⁶. Although originally proposed to deal with the 
problem of participant democracy in corporations, it is nevertheless applicable to the 
problem raised in this paper. The basic concepts of the power-through-model theory 
are model-strong and model-weak actors. The model-strength (model-weakness) of an 
actor refers to its capacity to handle information about its variable environment; hence 
a model-strong actor is more able to handle a variable environment than a model-weak 
actor, provided that they share a common environment. 

Let a model-strong and a model-weak actor be coupled in an open information 
exchange system. They will then behave according to the Matthew-effect, that is the 
model-strong actor will continually increase its strength relative to the model-weak 
actor. At each point of time data provided by the model-weak actor can be utilized and 
computed by the model-strong actor, while data provided by the model-strong actor 
only can be computed and utilized by the model-weak actor according to the degree of 
development of its model resources. Thus, even though the model-weak actor 
enhances its capacity for handling information, the two actors will, as long as they are 
coupled together, still develop a assymetrical control relation. Ultimately, the model-
strong actor will adopt all the information handling models of the model-weak actor, 
hence eventually being able to control the latter's behaviour completely. 

The relevance for the problem of conflict structure of the knowledge-information 
dimension of society is apparent. The "information society", or "computerized society" 
provides an environment with largely open and steadily increasing information flows. 
The "power-through-model" theory implies that people having a higher initial degree of 
theoretical knowledge will continually increase their control of the behaviour of people 
having an initially lower degree of theoretical knowledge. 

A "power-through-explanation" theory 

The other socio-logical relation considered here is a very specific, but crucially 
important kind of socio-logical translation, namely explanation ⁶⁷. To the traits of 
explanation discussed by philosophers of science, viz., semantical, syntactical, 
ontological, epistemological and psychological aspects ⁶⁸, should be added the social, 
pragmatic trait, that is explanation as a social relation. An explanation, being an answer 
to a why-question, consists of three elements: 1) a fact to be explained (explanandum), 
2) a circumstance, and 3) a generalization (2 and 3 together constituting the explanans). 
The logical relation between the three elements are: 

"given generalization(s) and circumstance(s), therefore the fact to be explained" 
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Now, let two actors communicate. Both agree upon the social circumstances involved. 
The one actor expresses a factual event concerning his own life world. The other actor 
expresses a generalization which serves as an explanation to the expressed fact. Then 
the hypothetico-deductive sequence established is not only a logical relation between 
the three logical elements of the explanation, but a social relation between the carriers 
of the logical expressions as well, that is a socio-logical relation. 

Expressed in terms of pragmatics, the explanatory domination relation might also be 
described a a relation between generalizing speech acts and factual speech-acts ⁶⁹. 
Thus, we may presume the existence of two types of speech-acts involved in the kind of 
socio-logical dominatin relation discussed here. One refers to a codified and current 
theoretical language and to macrosocial phenomena. The other refers to microsocial 
you-and-I-here-and-now situations. The logical aspect of the relation between these 
two speech acts is that the first one "explains" or "entails" the other as a singular event, 
having logical interpretative priority of the other. The social aspect is, of course, that 
those uttering the first kind of speech acts define the space of possibly concieved 
action for the others. This amounts to the notion of "the privilege of formulating the 
problem", as the Swedish author Lars Gustafsson puts it ⁷⁰. 

Socio-emotional relations 

Socio-logical domination relations like those discussed here fulfil one specific feature 
of a universal theory of social closure ⁷¹, viz., a criterion for distinguishing "insiders" 
from "outsiders" ⁷². By the explanatory relation, characterized by social interaction 
between generalizing speech-acts and factual speech-acts, "insiders" are demarcated 
from "outsiders" by the epistemological criterion for allowing certain factual speech-
acts to be deduced from generalizing speech-acts ⁷³. Likewise, the specific criteria for 
including data provided by a model-weak actor into the model of the model-strong 
actor, demarcate "insiders" from "outsiders". 

By also invoking socio-emotional parameters we might be able to account for another 
crucial trait of social closure, i.e., the nature of privileges, or resources enclosed. The 
existence of emotions as a constituent element in social relations, including symbolic 
communication, is usually noted in everyday speech. We "trust" a proposition, we 
consider a theory to be "dull", or we get "excited" by a piece of information. Emotions 
have not attracted much attention by students of "knowledge society" or "information 
society", except for bold but unprecise references, e.g., Foucault's discussion on "the 
regime of power-knowledge-pleasure" ⁷⁴. Gouldner addressed the emotional dimension 
in passing when suggesting that the culture of cultural discourse "is productive of 
intellectual reflexivity and the loss of warmth and spontaneity", depicting it as "a 
lumbering machinery of argumentation that can wither imagination, discourage play, 
and curb expressivity" ⁷⁵. 
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A possible fruitful approach may be Collins' distinction between cultural resources and 
emotional energies ⁷⁶, as the two ingredients in conversation rituals to determine the 
social bonds of temporary or permanent social domination-subordination structures. 
The implication of Collins' argument in this context is, that the micro-social relation 
between actors result in domination-subordination patterns if, and only if, it reinforces 
invested emotional energies. Otherwise, the rich rhetorical tradition dealing with 
cognitivo-emotional relations ⁷⁷, has only implicitly touched the aspect of social 
domination. 

The actor network theory, in fact originally formulated by Callon to cope with the 
problem of scientification, can be seen as a more elaborated social closure theory, 
invoking both cognitive and emotional parameters ⁷⁸. Actor network theory addresses 
the problem what is involved when an author "catches" his readers, when a speaker 
"wins" his audience or when an expert "persuade" his clients. According to actor 
network theory, actors grow by means of enrolment processes. A growing actor 
identifies other actors and orders them in relation to each other, i.e., the growing actor 
enrols other actors. Enrolment is a specific socio-logical relation, in which the 
identification and ordering of actors can be described as interest translation. Interest 
translation stands for the mechanisms and strategies through which an actor identifies 
other actors, imputes interests, and places the actors in relation to one another. Such 
mechanisms and strategies include manipulation of needs, wishes, dreams, desires 
etc., that is, the emotional components of interests. 

Concluding remarks 

The argument presented above point to the need of understanding the macrosocial 
conflicts of the alleged "knowledge society", "information society" or "computerized 
society" both in terms of basic socio-logical and socio-emotional mechanisms, 
invovling both cognitive and emotional parameters. Although the aim of this paper has 
been to review some possible candidates for models of such mechanisms, it must 
nevertheless be emphasized that the ongoing discussion of the macrosocial structure 
of the computerized society calls for detailed, microsociological empirical studies of 
the domination relations involved in computerized information handling. Such studies 
are still badly wanting. 
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