Information-wealthy and materially-wealthy

Stern I.

University of Toronto, Ontario, Canada 

“In earlier history, wealth was measured in land, in gold, in machines. Today, the principal measure of our wealth is information” (Clinton).

During era of industrial capitalism the economical growth was always attributed to capital investment and technological advancement with the emphasis on the technology. The wealth was measured by the quality and quantity of the produced material goods. The new situation is emerging in the post-industrial world when traditional industrial capitalistic order is loosing its dominance.  

The new, ‘informational society’ brings its own values and measures.  Non-material, non-tangible goods such as knowledge and information are playing an increasingly important role on the market: they are viewed as most valuable assets.  They become a new commodity, a new measure of power and wealth.  “In the new knowledge based economy it is ideas, innovations and intellectual property which are the driving forces” [Lehman p.83].  

Companies are becoming increasingly involved in non-material investment.  For example, in Sweden a great decline in material investment occurred during the late 70th, at the same time there was a growing trend of non-material investment.  One of the main reasons for such shift was the belief that the return of these investments will be bigger.

Companies engage in the partnerships with scientific researches, invest in extensive customer and product surveys and build websites and media networks.  Many researches point out the clear tendency towards higher level of knowledge intensity in the global economic systems.  Products that demand little input of knowledge but a great deal of real capital are losing importance, while the volume of products requiring a large work input with a lot of knowledge is growing.  “Steel, pulp, paper and textiles are losing ground, while services, pharmaceuticals, computers and telecommunication systems are all engaging an increasing share of the production apparatus” [Ekstedt, p.22].

The Information is increasingly exploited as a commodity in the marketplace.  The new Generation of the business models is including information in the flow of exchange between the business players along with products and services.

There is a growing economical sector – consulting firms - which specialize on selling knowledge, there are other information providers such as digital libraries, knowledge portals, search engines like Google and Yahoo, broadcasting engines like YouTube.  “Today, ownership of intellectual property rights of digital images of cultural objects is considered a great investment opportunity” [Besser, p.69]. 

The high commoditization and commercialization of the Informational goods brings a need of applying traditional ‘property’ attributes to information: information is now discussed from perspective of ownership, property rights and access rights.  “But this time the property in question is intangible, existing in databases, business methods, and gene sequences” [Boyle, p.15].

Information is more and more associated with wealth itself, inheriting its attributes: power and control.  Corporations and the Countries view Information as a key to political domination.  United States under Clinton’s administration was building a ‘global informational highway’ which was viewed as a vehicle to the cultural domination.

The information revolution, as all revolutions in the past, once again is trying to re-distribute the wealth, creating new types of ‘have and have nots’ – but this time ‘information wealthy’ and ‘information poor’.
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