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APPROACHING A VIABLE COMPREHENSION 
OF THE KNOWLEDGE SOCIETY

Josef Hochgerner*

Abstract

With diff erent cultures and changing times, a meaning of the same 
phenomena may vary. Th is applies also to knowledge in knowl-
edge society: a  plurality of bodies of knowledge will be preserved 
de pending on social context, cultural signifi cance, values and 
inter ests of the concerned groups. However, addressing the topic 
of the emerging knowledge society, particularly the “knowledge 
cul tures”, implies addressing the issue of “change”: social change, 
socio-economic change, cultural change, changes in technology, life 
styles, and “environmental baselines”. A new “knowledge paradox” 
may appear as the rising usage of scientifi c principles stimulates 
scrutiny of knowledge and breeds uncertainty in this way. 

Keywords: knowledge society; socio-economic change; cultural 
  change; knowledge paradox 
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Shift ing baselines

In diff erent cultures, yet also in the course of time in one specifi c cultural 
environment, the same phenomena may have varied meanings, eff ects 
and implications. Th is even applies to the weather: a nice warm day with 
tempera tures around 17° C in early December in Prague may be consid-
ered nice weather. In years of the past 20th century this would have been 
noted as a  remarkable exception of usual weather, and welcomed as an 
extraordinary gift  in a season that usually implied much lower tempera-
tures as a  rule of na ture. During the 21st century, based on information 
and knowledge pertaining to climate change, such a day may be consid-
ered good weather as a  result of bad climate, and, moreover, becoming 
a regular experience: Th e notion of an exception vanishes, a new notion 
of regularity will come up to expectations. What was contrary to the 
prospects of previous generations will turn to be come normal in the next 
and future generations. Th is was affi  rmed in an em pirical study involving 
three generations of fi shers in a local community:

Shift ing environmental baselines are inter-generational changes 
in perception of the state of the environment. As one generation 
replaces another, people’s perceptions of what is natural change 
even to the extent that they no longer believe historical anecdotes 
of past abundance or size of species. [Sáenz-Arroyo et al. 2005: 
1957]

Addressing the topic of the emerging “Knowledge Society” (KS), 
par ticularly “Knowledge Cultures” implies to address “change”: Social 
change, socio-economic change, cultural change, changes in technology, 
life styles, and “environmental baselines”. In science as well as in every 
day life knowl edge derives from the past, yet the knowledge society is 
about the future. Yet knowledge is to be seen as one coherent body, shaped 
and established by more or less data and information: Th ere is a plural-
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ity of bodies of knowledge in society, some are disconnected or even 
contradictory, depending on social context, cultural signifi cance, values 
and interests of groups concerned. Th ere fore, even in case of knowledge 
becoming the basic source of socio-economic development (as were in the 
past agriculture and industry), a variety of con cepts and confi gurations 
of knowledge will be available, accepted and applied to unequal degrees. 
Methods and institutions of knowledge production, knowledge diff usion, 
and utilisation of knowledge will remain as complex as discriminative.

Science is initiated by asking critical questions and by application of 
appropriate methods to fi nd answers. For example, related to the shift -
ing envi ronmental baselines mentioned above: Which information is 
carried by an iceberg? What do we know about icebergs and their social 
and cultural impli cation? Does culture make a diff erence concerning the 
relevance of icebergs? Icebergs breaking off  in increasing numbers from 
arctic fi elds of ice and from the antarctic shelf may have the same shape 
icebergs ever had. Yet their abun dance on the one hand, as their melting on 
the other hand will entail not only more of the same dangers to ships, but 
also new dangers to cooling the gulf stream in the north Atlantic and thus 
create threats to the climate and living conditions in Northern Europe. 
Th e cultural features connected to the phe nomenon “iceberg” will change 
while the phenomenon of more icebergs is due to a  culture of a  society 
living on a carbon based economy.

Th e mutual shaping of science and technology (S&T) on the one hand, 
and culture on the other hand is addressed by Muldur:

As S&T shapes our society, they are themselves produced, taken 
up, reconfi gured, shaped by society. Th at is one (double) way in 
which culture is decidedly scientifi c culture, and thus S&T is at 
the heart of […] ‘Knowledge Society’. But to allow all sections of 
society to benefi t from those advances – as well as to take part 
in that shaping process – individuals need to be pro vided with 
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the appropriate equipment, in terms of education, skills, aware-
ness, and appreciation for the stakes in S&T endeavours. Vital for 
a democratic society in this day and age, such demands point to 
another crucial sense for scientifi c culture […]. Actions to foster 
a thorough public grasp of what sci ence is and how it contributes 
to society are thus sine qua non to a fully-fl edged democratic soci-
ety. [Muldur et al. 2006: 30–31] 

Transition processes

In the transition from the “Industrial Society” to the “Knowledge Society” 
science-based technologies become indispensible engines of economic 
per formance. At the same time globalisation shapes a new framework for 
the world economy as well as for the world society. Higher life expectancy 
and quality of life – in islands of prosperity in contrast to poverty regions 
(rising disparities). Moreover increasing individualisation, fl exibility, mo-
bility and migration entail ethnic and social rearrangements.

Th e project “Transition form imi tations to innovations as social and 
cultural process – cultural sources of innovation” has been set up to ana-
lyse the role of innovation in the course of the rise of the Knowledge So-
ciety, and social change related to such processes. “Social change” depicts 
the transformation of structures in one or more social systems [cf. Zapf 
2006].

Many approaches to identify properties and social impact of the 
Knowl edge Society refer to: 

– Science and technology. Increasing relevance of ICT, scien-
tifi c fi ndings, various “new technologies”, their utilisation, 
so cial pre-conditions and results [cf. Bell 1985, Gibbons et al. 
1994].
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– Innovation (products, production processes, services, organi-
sations). Knowledge production becomes the main source 
of innovation and economic growth [cf. Heidenreich 2001, 
Haveman 2009, OECD, EUROSTAT 2005].

– Economy and production. Knowledge creates new sectors, 
services, and economic principles of the “knowledge based 
economy” [cf. Rooney et al. 2003, Rooney et al. 2005].

– Culture and learning. “Learning organisations” emerge 
across economic sectors and beyond the economy [cf. Flood 
2009], improving knowledge as capacity for social action [cf. 
Stehr, 2004].

Analysis of cultural sources of innovation will require to address 
main agents (“drivers”) of social change and innovation (socio-technical 
systems, politics, the environment, demographic development, and – of 
course – cul ture, arts and science) at diff erent levels of social systems 
[Weymann 1998]:

– Macro level, e.g. the state, politics, nation, economic 
regula tions  ...

– Meso level, e.g. corporations, enterprises, NGOs  ...
– Micro level, e.g. life styles, patterns of behaviour ...

Understanding “knowledge” in the Knowledge Society
“Hands” (signifi cant for the Industrial Society) and “brains” (most 

relevant in the Knowledge Society) assume new meanings in modifi ed 
contexts: “Hands” become part of technological (socio-technical) systems, 
whereas “brains” become part of science systems “Mode 2” [Gibbons et al. 
1994, Nowotny et al. 2004].

Th e main indicator of the Knowledge Society is not sheer lots of 
knowl edge. Actually, other viewpoints should be taken in consideration, 
as Heiden reich [2003] suggests:

Approaching a Viable Comprehension of the Knowledge Society
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– Th e knowledge society extends principles of scientifi c knowl-
edge creation and its implementation to wider walks of life.

– Rising usage of scientifi c principles at the same time in creases 
scrutiny concerning perception, cognition and knowl edge.

– Such scrutiny breads uncertainty even though usually 
higher certainty is expected by augmented knowledge (a new 
“knowledge paradox”).

Social amplifi cation of knowledge introduces scientifi c criteria (chal-
lenging truth, cognition and perception) to wider walks of life.

Th e Knowl edge Society is not characterised by incessant extension 
of knowledge at the expense of nescience, but by practical, experi-
mental procedures, which pro duce not only more knowledge, yet 
also more nescience, uncertainty and am biguities. […] Th is im-
plies in practice that rules and implicitness are chal lenged more 
oft en in society. […] A key indicator of an increasingly knowledge 
based society is accelerated oscillation between de-regulation and 
re-regulation. [Heidenreich 2003: 36; my translation]

Josef Hochgerner is research director of Zentrum für Soziale Innovation 
[Centre for Social Innovation] in Wien, Austria. His research area encom-
passes RTD and innovation policies, technology assessment, research and 
information regarding telework, and new ways of working, eLearning, 
learn ing regions, or learning society.

Josef Hochgerner



43

References:
Bell, D. 1985. Die nachindustrielle Gesellschaft . Frankfurt a. M.: Campus.

Flood, R. L. 2009. Rethinking the Fift h Discipline: Learning Within the Un knowable. 
London: Routledge. 

Gibbons, Mi. et al. 1994. Th e New Production of Knowledge. Th e Dy namics of Sci-
ence and Research in Contemporary Societies. London: Sage.

Haveman, E. 2009. Using Innovation Indicators in Infl uencing Politics and Society: 
Th e Case of the Knowledge Investment Agenda Photo 2009. [online]. [cit. 26. 11. 
2009]. Available at: <www.enid-europe.org/winter/summer_school/Edo_Have-
man_Paper.pdf>.

Heidenreich, M. 2001. “Innovation und Kultur in europäischer Perspektive.” FS 
European Integration and Global Soci ety [online]. Bamberg: Universität Bamberg 
[cit. 28. 11. 2009]. Available at: <http://www.uni-bamberg.de/sowii/europastu-
dien/innovationskulturen.htm>.

Heidenreich, M. 2003. “Die Debatte um die Wissensgesellschaft .” In: S. Böschen, 
I.  Schulz-Schaeff er (eds.). Wissenschaft  in der Wissensgesellschaft . Opladen: 
Westdt. Verlag.

Muldur U., F. Corvers, H. Delanghe, J. Dratwa, D. Heimberger, B. Sloan, S. Vans-
lembrouck. 2006. A New Deal for an Eff ective European Re search Policy: Th e De-
sign and Impacts of the 7th Framework Pro gramme. Dordrecht: Springer.

Nowotny, H., P. Scott, M. Gibbons. 2004. Re-Th inking Science: Knowledge and the 
Public in an Age of Uncertainty. Cam bridge, UK: Polity Press. 

Oslo Manual. Guidelines for Collecting and In terpreting Innovation Data [3rd Edi-
tion]. 2005. Paris. OECD.

Rooney, D., G. Hearn, T. Mandeville, R. Joseph. 2003. Public Policy in Knowledge-
Based Economies: Foundations and Frameworks. Cheltenham: Edward Elgar. 

Rooney, D., G. Hearn, A. Ninan. 2005. Handbook on the Knowledge Economy. 
Cheltenham: Edward Elgar.

Sáenz-Arroyo, A. et al. 2005. “Rapidly Shift ing Environmental Baselines among 
Fishers of the Gulf of California.” Pp. 1957–1962 in Proceedings of Biological Sci-
ences 272 (55).

Stehr, N. 2004. Knowledge Societies. London: Sage.

Approaching a Viable Comprehension of the Knowledge Society



44

Weymann, A. 1998. Sozialer Wandel. Th eorien zur Dynamik der mod ernen Gesell-
schaft . Weinheim/München: Juventa.

Zapf, W. 2006. “Sozialer Wandel.” Pp. 346–452 in B. Schäfers (ed.). Grundbegriff e 
der Soziologie. Opladen: Westdeutscher Verlag.

Josef Hochgerner




