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The “New Economy”: Real Substance or Just Visionary Hype?
On Social Theory and Technology Rhetoric in the Digital Age

Mais qui dit comprendre dit savoir poser des questions. Or les économists sont
aujourd’ hui, avant tout, des gens qui ont des réponses, ou qui font semblant d’en
avoir. |l enrésulte alafoisleurs succes, tout le monde aime avoir des réponses, et la
crise de leur |égitimité.

—Jacques Sapir: Les trous noirs de la science économique (2000: 14)

[...] the “new economy” appears less like a new economy than like an old economy
that has access to a new technology. Even the phrases “new economy” and “old
economy” arerapidly losing their relevance, if they ever had any. The old economy
of established companies and the new economy of dot-coms are merging, and it will
soon be difficult to distinguish them.

—Michael E. Porter: “Strategy and the Internet” (2001: 78)

1. Introduction

Timesand situations have undergone adramatic change. We havewitnessed an “1 T
fervor” and “dot-com fever”: ablind faith in new media and Internet technology.
Looking back from now, the speed of progressin the end of 1990sis nothing short
of breathtaking. According to Porter (2001), the great expectations of and the
eagerness to invest in the Internet is natural. However, there has been at |east one
fatal error made by techno capitalists, business leaders, and mass media alike that
isevident in the Zeitgeist: greed and a craze for speed.

InitsApril 2001 issue, The Economist analysed the turbulent situation of the IT
business under the title “Easy.com, easy.go.” Some dot-com services are doing
their best to generate income by starting to charge fees for their previously free
services. Thisishardly easy. Indeed, so far the only sites masses have been willing
to pay for have been porn sites and the online version of the Wall Street Journal.
Therefore, it isexpected that a significant number of the dot-com compani es estab-
lished in the last couple of years will soon close their virtual doors or, as soon as
their value has dropped low enough, be taken over by an old economy company.

The contemporary discussion on information society, new media technology,
and the economic development has been not only highly utopian and vividly vi-
sionary, but often unfortunately also extremely uncritical (cf. Inkinen 1999; Myl-
lynen 2001). It should also be noted that the analysis of the "new economy” is
made more difficult by the fast pace of changes in the technical-economic and
social development. In anetworked world (cf. Castells 1996), progressisfast, un-
controllable, and full of unexpected turns. As Paul Virilio (1986) putsit, this could
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be interpreted as the general acceleration of culture and society. Easy access to
information has been said to increase rather than reduce the feeling of uncertainty
(Giddens 2000: 67—68). Our contemporary society has given an entirely new mean-
ing to “risk” (ibid.: 25).

It must be emphasized, however, that despite the reorgani zations, restructuring,
and consolidations the devel opment of the Internet technology, new media, or dig-
ital culturein general has not come to the end of its road — on the contrary. Rather,
the extraair has been let out of the “Internet bubble”; this has had a positive effect
on both the academic and popular discourse as well as the strategic decision-mak-
ing. In thisarticle we discuss the concept and theory of the* new economy” aswell
as the links between the technology and culture of the “new economy.” A quote
from the aforementioned Porter article serves as a kind of motto for this text. Al-
though the strategy guru wrote hisarticle from abusiness economics point of view,
its message has a more general relevance for economy, culture, and the future of
our society.

The time has come to take a clearer view of the Internet. We need to move away from the
rhetoric about “Internet industries,” “e-business strategies,” and a“new economy” and see the
Internet for what it is: an enabling technology —a powerful set of toolsthat can be used, wisely
or unwisely, in almost any industry and as part of almost any strategy. We need to ask funda-
mental questions: Who will capture the economic benefitsthat the Internet creates? Will all the
value end up going to customers, or will companies be able to reap a share of it? What will be
the Internet’s impact on industry structure? Will it expand or shrink the pool of profits? And
what will be itsimpact on strategy? Will the Internet bolster or erode the ability of companies
to gain sustainable advantages over their competitors. (Porter 2001: 64)

2. The* New Economy” —the Notion

The concept of the” new economy” has become increasingly prevalent inthe Ang-
lo-American media since the mid-1990s. In 1996, Don Tapscott published a book
titted The Digital Economy, which lists 12 characteristics of the new economy.
Especially in the dot-com industry, the book has been considered one of the central
works on the new economy. In the book, Tapscott writes the term “the new econo-
my” in lower case |etters with the definite article. According to Tapscott, the con-
cept “the new economy” includes, among others, the multipolar economy, digital
economy, and knowledge economy (Tapscott 1996: 6—7).

The phrase”the New Economy” or ”the new economy” has crept into the broad-
er public language simultaneously with the discussion on the commercial possibil-
ities of the Internet. It was not until 1993—1994 when Mosaic and Netscape pub-
lished the first graphic Internet browsers that the Internet became more widely
used among the general public. The discussion on the new economy has also been
linked with the “economic miracle”’ in the US in the 1990s when both unemploy-
ment and inflation were low while economic growth was strong.

Other countries and language regions have followed. For example, in Finland
the concept of new economy arrived a few years after the US: the general public
became aware of the concept in 1999 when the Bisnes.fi magazine was started.
Thismagazine callsitself “the magazine of the new economy” and, on itswebsite,
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“the messenger of the new economy.” It was in 2000 that the concept “the new
economy” was introduced in the main Finnish media.

the risk of inflation is reduced by such factors as the globalization of goods and
services as well as the increased competition in the market. Moreover, reducing
control and increasing flexibility in the job market prevent wage inflation and in-
terruptions in economic growth caused by bottlenecks of the workforce. (ibid.: 6—
7)

Itisnatural that arepresentative of the European Central Bank —whose primary
interest is that of monetary policy — would consider the new economy mainly in
terms of inflation. The well-known assumption in neo-classical economics is the
inverse relation of inflation and unemployment, also known as the Phillips Curve
which states that the higher the unemployment, the lower the inflation; and the
lower the unemployment, the higher the inflation. A state of the economy inwhich
thisrelation isnot realized has been considered unusual. The state of simultaneous
high unemployment and high inflation of the 1970s was named stagflation.

If the new economy would change the unemployment-inflation relation, this
would be a paradigmatic change that The Economist (July 24—30, 1999) ironically
called "the heavenly combination of low inflation and very low unemployment.”
Economists are eager to point out that it would take years of study before such a
paradigmatic change could really be detected. In the light of the current knowl-
edge, the “heavenly combination” of low inflation and low unemployment isunre-
alized. Although inflation has remained moderate, unemployment hasincreased in
the US.

We let economists deal with the more detailed analyses and doctrinal disputes.
We should point out, however, that the concept of “new economy” didn’t originate
in the field of economics, but in popular (business) literature and general “digital
hype.” The “heavenly combination” mentioned by The Economist was only no-
ticed by scholars after the mid-1990s when they started to pay attention to the long
economic boom inthe US. However, the discussion on the business applications of
the Internet and e-business had started much earlier.

3. Polysemic Concepts

Merely analyzing the concept “the new economy” (or, the “New Economy”) can-
not provide a satisfactory picture of the entire phenomenon. There are a stunning
number of new conceptsthat essentially describe the sasmething. Thefollowing are
some of the key terms and concepts that are used in the discussion on the informa-
tion society and the new economy: digital economy (Tapscott 1996), connected
economy (Davis & Meyer 1998), net economy (Barksdale 1999), global on-line
economy (Bangemann 1999), knowl edge-based economy and “ Third Wave” econ-
omy (Toffler 1999), Web Economy (Schwartz 1997), Creative Economy (Puttham
1999), Experience Economy (Pine & Gilmore 1999) and Entertainment Economy
(Wolf 1999).

L
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If desired, the new economy can be defined very succinctly. In the special “new
economy” issue of The Economist (July 24—30, 1999) it was ironically remarked
that “if "new economy’ means no more than ’lots of high-tech firms and workers',
al controversy onthe point can cease.” Conceptually combining the new economy
and Internet companiesis one way of defining the concept.

Especially the Anglo-American market has been flooded with business guide-
booksfor companies functioning in the digital and networked ” new business envi-
ronment.” What these books have in common is a catchy name and 10-20 theses,
rules, or laws that businesses must adhere to in order to succeed in the “digital
economy” and “new market situation.” Some examples of these include: Webo-
nomics. Nine Essential Principles for Growing Your Business on the World Wide
Web (Schwartz 1997); Blur. The Soeed of Changein the Connected Economy (Davis
& Meyer 1998); New Rules for the New Economy. 10 Radical Strategies for a
Connected World (Kelly 1998). One of thelatest worksis The Death of ” € and the
Birth of the Real New Economy: Business Models, Technol ogies and Strategies for
the 21st Century (Fingar et al. 2001).

Theintroduction of new terms does by no means provethat they would be better
than the old terms. According to postmaodern philosophers, intellectual discourses
and terminology often change according to trends without a corresponding objec-
tive change in the surrounding reality. Both the concept of the “new economy” and
other related concepts and terms in the field can be interpreted as reflecting both
the need for intellectual change as well as the power interests of the individuals,
communities, and institutions participating in the intellectual discussion.

4.  Knowledge and Information as Factors of Production

In addition to foreseeing the current discussion on globalization and mediaculture,
Marshall McLuhan's ideas provide a basis for the debate on the new economy.
According to McLuhan, in contemporary society the value of money as ameans of
storing or exchanging services and skills is decreasing. The continuous progress
from commodity money to printed money to credit cards is creating a metamor-
phosis of transactions where the changing of goods becomes replaced by the trans-
fer of information (McLuhan 1968: 160). At the same time, McLuhan saw the
traditional currency turninto “tribal money.”

According to Jean-Francois Lyotard (1984, 1985), knowledge will assume a
form of value which is similar to the relationship suppliers and users have with
commodities. In this new situation, knowledge is no longer an end in itself. The
form of the new information channels determinesthat only information that can be
quantified is operational.

A society in which information is the most important factor of production has
been named in many terms. Peter F. Drucker (1993) has suggested the term post-
capitalistic society. In such a society, the main factor of production is no longer
capital, natural resources, or workforce, but knowledge. The value of knowledgeis
based on the increase of productivity and innovation when knowledgeisapplied to
work. The leading socia group in the post-capitalistic society are the knowledge
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workers who, unlike in the capitalistic society, own their factors and means of
production, i.e., their knowledge capital. (Drucker 1993: 8)

McL uhan was one of thefirst to consider knowledge and information as factors
of production: he compared knowledge with “game” which we gather much in the
same way food was gathered in the primitive society. Knowledge has also been
linked with formal economic theory. Lately there hasbeen alively discussion among
economists on the knowl edge-based economy. Since the early 1990s this has been
an important topic, for example, in the OECD. (Kasvio 1999)

In the 1996 OECD report The Knowledge-Based Economy the term refers to
economiesthat are directly based on the production, distribution, and utilization of
knowledge and information. Progresstoward thisisevident in the member states of
the OECD in which investments in high technology, the proportion of high-tech-
nology industries, the number of highly educated peoplein the workforce, and the
resulting productivity arerising. (OECD 1996: 7) Furthermore, the report refersto
the so-called “new growth theory.” The main message of these new theoriesisthat
economic growth can beinfluenced. This has emphasized their significancein var-
ious political recommendationsand in reports on industry and commerce published
in the 1990s (Leiponen & Y1&Anttila 2000: 141).

New theories on endogenic growth have explained economic growth with en-
dogenic factors. According to the new theories, economic growth depends on such
factors of production as technology and human capital. Since knowledge and new
innovations can be endlessly devel oped, they provide the possibility of continuous
growth. In principle, the distribution of knowledge does not take it away from any-
one. (ibid.; 128—129) Moreover, adigital environment makes endless copying of
information possible.

The core factors of the new growth theory are knowledge, new ideas, rising
profits, and the inevitably-resulting imperfect competition (ibid.: 129). Dueto the
imperfect competition, the public sector is seenin adouble role as both a producer
of knowledge and know-how capital and as a maker of rules. In terms of knowl-
edge, the market can act in avery imperfect manner. Knowledge has many outside
effects: many others besides the investors can benefit from knowledge.

According to these new theories, knowledge and know-how increase the pro-
ductivity of traditional production investments, and thus diminishing marginal pro-
ductivity isno longer inevitable. Thus, economic growth can continuein devel oped
countries without restrictions from the slowing increase in the workforce asis as-
sumed in the neoclassical theory.

Leiponen & Yl&Anttila (ibid.: 130, 143) recognize that the new theories on
growth have picked up Alfred Marshall’s (1920) ideas on the importance of know-
how and education for rising profits. However, the researchers note that a third
essential element is missing from the mainstream economic theories: this element
is organization which includes the economic institutions as well as the structure
and principles of action in businesses. We would like to point out that the business
culture of, for example, the Internet and new media companies have not been suf-
ficiently studied. Recent experiencesinthefield point tothefact thatitisexactly in
the work culture that fundamental changes have taken place (cf. Himanen 2001).

L
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5. Technology as a Factor of Production

The effects of changes in technology on economy are studied in thefield of evolu-
tionary economics. In thisbranch of economicstechnology is seen asthe engine of
economic growth and progress. Although evolutionary economics has no single
guru, it has been called “neo-Schumpeterianism” after economist Joseph Schum-
peter. (Lemola 2000: 149-150) According to Schumpeter, economic progress is
characterized by inconsistencies and continuous imbalance: economic progressis
a process of creative destruction. (ibid.: 152)

It isrelatively expensive to produce information, but it is cheap to copy it. In
other words. information products have high fixed costs, but low marginal costs.
Information can also be analyzed as an experiential product. Question: how do you
know that the day’s tabloid isworth the price before you haveread it? Answer: you
don’t. Information is an experience each time it is consumed. (Shapiro & Varian
1999: 3-5.) The new economy has also been called the “experience economy.”
Indeed, one of the most widely used booksin the new media and advertising busi-
nessis Experience Economy (Pine & Gilmore 1999). Another popular work is Rolf
Jensen’s Dream Society (1999) in which the importance of experiences and stories
isalso underlined.

Shapiro and Varian point out that in an information society change is caused by
information technology and infrastructure rather than the quality or even the quan-
tity of information. A new development in the recent yearsis that the Internet has
changed the availability of information by providing immediate access. (ibid.: 8)
This corresponds with Manuel Castells' view that it isinformation technology that
ismost essential in the development of a“network society.”

The development, however, isnot equal in different parts of the globe. In many
geographical areasthe benefits of the latest technology have not even been heard of
—and their installation is far from reality. The situation and crucial question re-
mains one of the information haves vis-a-vis the have-nots; the electronic elite vis-
a-vistheinformation proletariat; the included vis-a-vis the excluded. To cite Man-
uel Castells,

[...] new information technologies have spread throughout the globe with lightning speed in
less than two decades, between the mid-1970s and the mid-1990s, displaying a logic that |
propose as characteristic of thistechnological revolution: theimmediate application to its own
development of technologiesit generates, connecting the world through information technolo-
gy. To be sure, there arelarge areas of the world, and consider able segments of the population,
switched off from the new technological system[...]. Furthermore, the speed of technological
diffusion is selective, both socially and functionally. Differential timing in accessto the power
of technology for people, countries, and regionsisacritical source of inequality in our society.
The switched-off areas are culturally and spatially discontinuous: they are in the American
inner cities or in the French banlieues, as much as in the shanty towns of Africa or in the
deprived rural areas of Chinaand India. Yet dominant functions, social groups, and territories
across the globe are connected by the mid-1990s in a new technological system that, as such,
started to take shape only in the 1970s.
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6.  Technophilic Rhetoric: “ Atoms and Bits’

In his book Being Digital (1996), Nicholas Negroponte, the director of the MIT
MedialL ab, distinguishes between theworld of atoms and theworld of bits, i.e., the
concrete world and the digital world of computers and information networks. Ne-
groponte notes that the transfer from atoms to bitsis irrevocable and unavoidable
(ibid.: 11). Hediscussesthe “ bit industry” and predicts changesin the pricing mod-
elsinthe new “digital reality.”

Negroponte points out that the purchase of content and products should be based
on real value rather than on the channel of transmission. The mass media, for ex-
ample, are currently push-media: they screen and filter the information stream for
the consumer. In the future, mass mediawill allow the consumer the possibility of
“pulling” and choosing the interesting information him-/herself. (ibid.: 93) Ac-
cording to Negroponte, we are moving towards a post-information age that is char-
acterized by the fact that the number of audience is one: information is personal-
ized and made to order. (ibid.: 171-172)

An essential part of digital economy is business that utilizes information net-
works - for example, electronic stores or the so-called e-commerce. Thus, the new
economy has been characterized not only as adigital economy, but also asa“web
economy” (Schwartz 1997). Animportant effect of the digital economy isthe change
in the significance of money. For example, Evan |. Schwartz, the author of the
busi ness guidebook Webonomics (1997), pointsto anew monetary systeminwhich
digital cashisused (Schwartz 1997: 4-5).

In the US Secretary of Trade report The Emerging Digital Economy the expres-
sion“ Digital Revolution” was widely used. It is interesting to compare this with
the 1999 slogan of the digital business consulting company Razorfish: ” Everything
that can be digital, will be.” 1t should be pointed out that the term “digital” isbeing
used in a much broader context in the US than in many other Western countries.
Indeed, the word “digital” has become a general concept to describe not only an
economic but also asocial transition. The concept has even gained hegemonic char-
acteristics. A world where everything would be digital — as predicted in the slogan
by Razorfish —would be avery scary, Orwellian place.

7. Teams, Tribes, and the New Work Culture: “ Gemeinschaft” vs. “ Gesallschaft”

The discussion and research on the information society have been widely con-
cerned with the revolution of work. A central vision has been distance work: new
technology is expected to free workers from the restrictions of time and space.
Another vision has been voiced by Alvin Toffler, among others, who has pointed
out that increased productivity of work would benefit workers with more freetime
and, thus, moretimefor personal interests outside of work. Neither vision seemsto
have been realized. (Kasvio 1999)

One prediction about “the end of work” was madein 1995 by Jeremy Rifkinin
abook of the same name. He argued that the progress of information technology is
leading towards mass unemployment. As work becomes increasingly automated,
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different technical devicesand applicationswill replace the human workforce. The
productivity grows faster than the total output, thus resulting in fewer rather than
more jobs. As aresult, big corporations present one reorganization program after
another. These will give aquick boost to the stock market, but the workers’ uncer-
tainty will increase.

The opposite view has been voiced by Manuel Castells. He showsthat there are
more jobs and more people of the working age that are employed than ever before
in history (Castells 1996: 474). In Castellsian terms, the devel opment of informa-
tion technology can create new possibilities and jobs rather than simply destroy
them. Inthe 1990s politicians and bureaucratsin particul ar have seen the new econ-
omy as arequirement for maintaining competitiveness as well asfor creating new
jobs. In the political jargon the new economy and the information society have
often been conceptually linked together; the new economy has come off asaneces-
sity to which we must adapt and in which “we must succeed.” Recently, the discus-
sion on the information society has focused on life-long learning and flexibility. In
areport by the Finnish Ministry of Finance, for example, it was stated that in an
information society everyone must keep updating hisfher skills and knowledge, as
we face the era of life-long learning (Valtiovarainministerio 1995: 39)

When discussing new attitudes to work it is once again useful to refer to the
older works of Marshall McLuhan. A creative, enthusiastic, and devoted attitude to
work in the field of information technology has |ately been called “hacker ethics’
(Himanen 2001). According to McLuhan (1968: 161), in the “ electric age” work is
seen not only as a profession, but a voluntary devotion and committal that resem-
blestribal bonding. In addition to McL uhan, tribalism and neo-communality have
been emphasized by, among others, Michel Maffesoli (cf. 1995), a sociol ogist who
is often referred to in the discussion on electronic networks and digital culture.

Finnish philosopher Pekka Himanen (2001) devel oped the term *“ hacker ethics’
to describe away of working that istypical for hackers: what is essential is contin-
uous learning and doing meaningful things. According to Himanen, a part of the
hacker ethicsis “flexible time,” i.e., flexible attitude toward work and free time:
work must allow for some play rather than just toiling away to fill up hoursfor the
time card (Himanen 2001: 37—42). The phrase “ hacker ethics’ has, of course, been
used much earlier, but in a different context. It is, however, important to bear in
mind that although jobs such as programming do not require a precise schedule a
part of thework culturein T and new mediaistheidealization of work. Onthe one
hand, a coder who works long hours is admired for hissher passion and commit-
ment; on the other hand, workaholismis practically required. Long, obscure hours
of work have often become a norm and an unwritten rule.

Interestingly enough, the Internet community has always had — or, at least, ac-
cepts — a revolutionary, anarchistic section. There are several subcultures among
the “nerds’ that define trendy clothing and music tastes. These groups continue to
be influenced by certain anarchistic and communal ideologies. Many program-
mers, for example, consider it completely normal to “exchange codes,” i.e., learn
new programming techniques from each other. Such liberal conduct might conflict
with information security: for many the primary reference group is their fellow
code writers rather than their employer or even work community.
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It isimportant to bear in mind that the new kind of work culture brings with it
new kinds of uncertainties. Risks are a part of the new economy — and these risks
affect the workers, too. Due to the fast devel opment of technology, jobs are rather
loose and insecure (cf. Giddens 2000: 68). The fact that jobs come with risks has
played a part in creating the new kind of work culture: because of the risks, there
has been a change in the job loyalty traditionally embedded in the Protestant work
ethic.

AsAntti Kasvio notes, the biographical structures of work are changing. People
no longer necessarily follow the traditional pattern of first studying, then partici-
pating in the labor market, and finally retiring. In today’s society work and study
alternate, and people can even switch careers rather drastically. (Kasvio 1999) It
could be said that thisis a symptom of a profound process of individualization in
which self and life-style have become the central, significant projectsin everyday
life management.

Therehasbeen acrucial changein the nature of work: work isincreasingly done
in projectsand in teams. Advancement does not necessarily comethroughrisingin
the hierarchy; rather, advancement takes place horizontally by branching out into
several fields or speciaizing in onefield. In Global Paradox, John Naisbitt (1995:
23) arguesthat digital technology isgiving riseto new, virtual tribes. According to
Naishitt, computer-mediated communication (CM C) produces tribes, thus making
us tribalized while also making us increasingly global (ibid.).

The Danish futurologist Rolf Jensen (1999) claims that we are moving towards
a“Dream Society.” The Dream Society is a phase of development that follows the
information society. According to Jensen, in this future Dream Society businesses
resembl e tribes; work becomes hard fun; and workers hunt together and divide the
catch according to pre-set rules. “Tribe” is a good metaphor because — as in a
hunting band — the tribe's success depends on its members and their strategic abil-
ities rather than on mechanical devices as in an industrial society. (Jensen 1999:
133-136)

The “tribe” metaphor has characterized the discourse of globalization and the
new economy (granted that Marshall M cLuhan introduced the metaphor asearly as
the 1960s). The metaphor creates an image of returning to something original in a
time before civilization asweknow it today. The word “tribe” evokesasmall com-
munity based on specialized roles. It isimportant to bear in mind that archaic tribal
culture is characterized by, e.g., the pressure of conformity, hierarchy, and strict
roles. This gives rise to the question of whether it is possible to switch tribes?

8.  The Age of Speed and the Rhetoric of ” New”

The exhilarating, fast-paced spirit of the times has been the focus of many theories
on globalization and analyses on contemporary society. Paul Virilio has suggested
hisfield of study to be called “dromology,” or the science of speed. The faster the
pace of information, the more aware we become of its fragmentation. Telepresence
creates a paradox of presence, and essentially changes our relationship with time
and space (Virilio 1994: 46).

L
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“The ecstasy of communication” and television culture have been widely criti-
cized by Jean Baudrillard. He arguesthat time has not started running faster, but its
meaning is disappearing: the illusion of time, duration, and its complexity is un-
necessary, because all projectsare evaluated in real time, based on immediate oper-
ations (Baudrillard 1995: 27). Manuel Castells (1996: 429—468) has introduced
the term timeless time to describe the new social perception of time in which the
perception of sequence and linearity ischanging. Thisresembles M cL uhan’s (1968)
idea of the briefness of electric time and the implosion caused by electricity.

According to Martin Albrow (1996), modernity has monopolized the concept of
the “new”: it either integrates the new into itself or denies its existence. In the
Christian tradition the “new age” referred to the future epoch after the Judgment
Day. Modern times have labeled our current phase asthe“ new age.” Jirgen Haber-
mas notes that modernity considersitself as atransfer to the new; conscious of the
accel eration of the pace of historical events, it waitsfor adifferent future. Constant
renewal establishes a break with the past. (Habermas 1987: 190)

Habermas links the change in the concept of timeto the project of the moderni-
ty. He argues that Zeitgeist is powered by the encounter of historical and utopian
thinking — despite the fact that conceptually these two might seem to exclude each
other. In amodern society, each generation claimsto be experiencing aspecial time
unlike any other (ibid.).

In recent years, the information society, the new economy, and digital technolo-
gy have been discussed in terms of revolution and epoch rhetoric. Such theories
that announce some revolutionary change are quite frequent in Western history.
Particularly inspirational for messianic interpretations have been the turns of the
century aswell as millennium. The feeling of the end of something often contains
the feeling of expectation for the beginning of something new (a new age, peace,
freedom, happiness, etc.). Fin de siécle has awaysintrigued the Western mind. (cf.
Rahkonen 1996: 13)

Theturn of the millennium and the millennial consciousness provide a probable
explanation for the use of the concept the new economy instead of such possibili-
tiesas”thedigital economy,” "the Internet economy,” or “the electronic economy.”
Thus, the new economy can be interpreted as a central contemporary concept in
which is distilled the expectation for the new age, i.e., the new millennium.

In 1995 Jean Baudrillard suggested that we would cross out the 1990s and for-
get about the decade. Thiswould save usfrom the necrocultural pathosand endless
commemorations at the end of the millennium. The turn of the millennium came
and went without much damage even from the feared millennium bug. It is note-
worthy, though, that the concept of the new economy was created at the turn of the
millennium.

When analyzing techno-utopian discourse, it is important to bear in mind that
religious and metaphysical links arethe rule rather than the exception. For technol-
ogy enthusiasts the new technology is liberating and revolutionary, theinitiator of
anew era.
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9.  Technological Determinism

According to Finnish sociologist Erik Allardt (1998), technical innovations have
given rise to the technology rhetoric that makes it difficult for people to perceive
what has happened and is happening in society. Allardt notes that analyzing the
rhetoric has similarities with social constructionism: both share the assumption
that reality isasocial construction. Research of technology rhetoric has shed light
on how technology affects social ways of thinking.

Allardt has aptly focused on the ways in which the concept of information soci-
ety has been used in the grand scheme of national development. AsAllardt notes,
such concepts as the “web” and the “network” have become important means of
social description. Established practices have deteriorated, while competition, ef-
fectiveness, and the market forces have gained importance. To describe this devel-
opment it has been necessary to develop new concepts and a new rhetoric that is
well suited to handle such concepts as the web and networking. Indeed, Allardt
(ibid.: 85—93) wonders whether the concept of “network” leaves something essen-
tial out of the analysis of our socia life.

The importance of webs and networks has been aptly discussed, among others,
by Manuel Castells, the dominant commentator on the “information age.” Ascom-
munication researcher Erkki Karvonen puts it, in current bureaucratic discourses
on the information society technological and economic determinism go hand in
hand. Economic deter minismrefersto aview according to which social and cultur-
al processes can be restored to economic and material relations (Karvonen 1999:
82—83). According to Karvonen, technological determinism is often linked with
the view of technical development as evolution (ibid.: 85).

When development is seen as evolutionary, it is also seen asirrevocable. The
transfer from an agrarian society to an industrial society and to an information
society is often presented as natural and teleological development. An often-quot-
ed sourceis Moore's law that states that the capability of microprocessors doubles
every 18 months. The word “law” easily brings to mind connotations with natural
laws and unavoidable evolution. Interestingly enough, even scientific research is
often restricted to studying the social adaptation to technology rather than search-
ing for ways to better answer people’s needs. Similar criticism has been made be-
fore by, e.g., David Lyon (1988: 8).

Even “the new economy” has been presented asaresult of natural evolution that

The recent slowdown of the growth of the US economy and the failure of several Internet
businesses does not mean that the process of the new economy would be finished. What has
happened and is happening should be seen as normal economic fluctuationsthat are an integral
part of the new economy; they are difficulties in adapting and a price for learning that are
natural in all times of transition. (H&mél&nen 2001: 28)

omy isonly getting started and refersto the recent problems as merely “difficulties
in adapting” and “a price for learning” presenting them as “natural” and relevant
aspects of the process. Claiming that the processis “natural” isafamiliar strategy
in technical and economic rhetoric: economy is often seen as a nature-like state in



12 Suvi Vaarla& Sam Inkinen

which even transitions deterministically “just happen” without any outside action
from people or society. This deterministic ideology and discourse has been dis-
cussed by Heinonen et a. (1996) in an analysis of the common illusion that econ-
omy isasystem with its own laws.

Onereason for the fact that the Internet economy has been considered as a qual-
itatively new form of economy might be found in what Michelsen (2000: 63) has
described as historylessness of technology. According to him, it isthe rules within
the field of the research of history that have denied technology a clear placein the
collective memory of the past. Technology is easily seen as merely a temporary
visitor that can cause a sudden rupture. The end result seems natural, because the
cause of the change has come suddenly and seemingly from outside of society.

According to Michelsen, practically all major 20" century social analyses are
deterministic about the development of technology (ibid.: 69). Technological de-
terminism is easy to recognize from the “before and after” arguments. Michelsen
takesasan exampletheindustrial revolution that beganin England in thelate 1700s:
the revolution is said to have been started by the spinning Jenny and the steam
machine. Similarly, the printing press invented by Gutenberg is credited with the
breakdown of the Church of Rome and the advancement of the Reformation in
Europe. (ibid.: 70)

The same analogy can be applied to the "invention” of the Internet and the fol-
lowing "revolution” —aswell asto the new economy. In recent discourse, the new
economy is seen as a natural consequence of the Internet: the laws of economy
must change, since technology, too, has changed. Finland's leading newspaper
Helsingin Sanomat (November 6, 2000) even suggested that one of the theses of
the new economy could be: “ The Internet isan invention comparable with the steam
machine.” In the article it is further suggested that we are experiencing the “third
industrial revolution” which will be followed by “the age of globalized turbocapi-
talism.”

Furthermore, Karl-Erik Michelsen has discussed the internalismin the study of
the history of technology. What this resultsin is presenting the history of technol-
ogy as stories that are encouraged by a strong faith in progress. In these stories,
inventions develop from primitive prototypes toward advanced models; machines
and devices are detached from active interaction with the surrounding society. The
present is seen as more developed than the past, while the future is seen as more
developed than the present. (Michelsen 2000: 64)

Based on thislogic, technological systems must be competing with each other.
They conquer new market areas and work the environment to suit their needs. Im-
portantly enough, the systems act in aflexible way. (ibid.: 76) The idea of mutual
competition between technological systems is interesting also when considering
thetension between the“new” and “old” economy. However, how thiscompetition
between two systems is staged is hardly unambiguous. In the postmodern media
society the main “war zone” of discourse is mass media. The new economy keeps
developing its own system and tradition through media discourse and technology
rhetoric, while the old economy triesto push it out. The competition clearly works
to establish animage of duality and tension between the“new” and the“old” econ-
omy. Thisisnot, however, very wise or fruitful asthe difference between the* old”
and the “new” is, more or less, rhetorical.
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