: i ic Culture of
-Dieter, 2005, "Global Knowledge: the Epistemic i
[E):?rr:’lbg:\r;t", in Riaz Hassan (ed.), Local and Global: Social Transformation

in Southeast Asia. Leiden and Boston: Brill, pp. 3-17

CHAPTER ONE

GLOBAL KNOWLEDGE:
THE EPISTEMIC CULTURE OF DEVELOPMENT

Hans-Dieter Evers

Introduction’

Forms of Knowledge

In his influential work “Die Wissensformen und die Gesellschaft” (“Types
of Knowledge and Society”), Max Scheler (1924/1960) sees knowl-
edge as an existential phenomenon—a ‘Semsverhdltnis'—that serves
different purposes: the development of personality, salvation in a reli-
gious sense, political domination and economic achievement. Positive
scientific knowledge is only one of several forms of knowledge, which
is in itself dependent on the absolute reality of metaphysics (Maasen
1999: 15). There are two ‘Sensbereiche’, namely, ideal factors (‘Geist®
or spirit, i.e. ideas, values, predispositions, knowledge) and real fac-
tors (social or material conditions) that determine the selection of
which knowledge is created, formulated and believed to be relevant.
Platonian idealism and cultural relativism are combined into the core
field of a sociology of knowledge.

The basic distinctions between the imagined and the real, between
spirit and social structure, between ideology and social class have,
indeed, been a central issue in the sociology of knowledge since
Marx’s and Weber’s, Scheler’s and Mannheim’s, classical studies. It
is still an underlying assumption in Habermas’s well-known essay on

' This paper is dedicated to Syed Hussein Alatas, with whom I shared several
stimulating years and many fruitful discussions, while he was Professor of Malay
Studies and T was Professor of Sociology at the University of Singapore from 1971
to 1974, and later in 1995/96 at the University Kebangsaan Malaysia, The first
draft of this paper was given at a stafl seminar while 1 was a visiting professor in
the Department of Sociology, National University of Singapore, in 1999, I am grate-
ful to the members of the Rescarch Group on Knowledge Society—Syed Farid
Alatas, Zaher Baber and Thomas Menkhoff—as well as other staff members of the
Sociology Department for useful comments. All errors are, of course, my own.
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“Knowledge and Interest” (Habermas 1972) and it has stimulated
many empirical studies ever since. One of the most stimulating stud-
ies written in the tradition of Karl Mannheim’s sociology of knowl-
edge is Syed Hussein Alatas’s book— The Myth of the Lazy Native (Alatas
1977). His analysis of the ideology of colonial capitalism in Southeast
Asia is a pioneering attempt to deconstruct the ‘ideological deni-
gration of the native’ (Alatas 1977: 8) by referring to its roots in
colonial developmentalism (to use a more recent term).

Authors varied in their evaluation of the relative importance of

Uberbau (superstructure) on the one hand, or economy and society on
the other, until the issue vanished under the onslaught of radical
constructionism. Radicalising the Berger/Luckmann (1980) thesis on
the social construction of reality, all knowledge is seen as constructed.
Even the distinction between the humanities and the exact natural
sciences, forcefully argued by Dilthey, is demolished and the primacy
of positivist thinking is challenged.

Clonstruction and deconstruction has been a forceful intellectual
enterprise, and storming the citadel of the orthodox consensus has
not been an easy task. But while constructionism is still producing
interesting results, especially in the sociology of science, new social
constructions of reality are putting pressure on the social scientists
to search for new theoretical horizons beyond modernity, globalisa-
tion and the knowledge economy.

The Neo-Sciences

Contours of the new world system, of globalisation, a new informa-
tion economy and a knowledge society became visible during the
last few decades of the twentieth century, very much like the indus-
trial revolution and the emergence of a capitalist society attracted
the attention of theoreticians during the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries. Then, as now, social scientists grappled with the problem
of how to find concepts to describe and explain in acceptable terms
what they were observing.

Notwithstanding the indecision of the academic community on
what to do, globalisation charges ahead, advances in the application
of new communications technologies are tremendous, and political
systems come under pressure. The contours of a completely revamped
world system—to use Wallerstein’s much abused term—emerges.
Social theorists find it increasingly difficult to keep abreast of devel-
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opment. Old and cherished concepts no longer fit in the new world
of global development and the return to the classics becomes increas-
ingly useless because the industrial capitalist and socialist worlds,
whose emergence they had successfully explained, are about to vanish.

Even among economists there appears to have crept up some
doubt about whether neo-classical economic theory can provide the
right questions, let alone the answers to explain a knowledge-driven
economy. The social structure, the institutional arrangements and
the cultures of globalised knowledge societies appear to be even less
well researched, if one assumes that radically new forms of a social
organisation of knowledge are emerging,

Seen in this light, it is quite understandable that recent attempts
at theory construction are graced with the label ‘new’, ‘neo’ or ‘post’.
To mention just a few: the new economic sociology (Swedberg 1995),
new institutional economics (Furubotn & Richter 1991}, post-struc-
turalism, neo-functionalism, post-modern theory, the new political
economy and, lately, a new sociology of knowledge (Gibbons et al.
1994; Doyle McCarthy 1996; Stehr 1994).

In the following paragraphs I shall first repeat a few often-heard
arguments about the process of globalisation and then turn to a dis-
cussion of the characteristics of the emerging knowledge societies.

Globalisation

Recent writers appear to agree ‘that economic globalisation—defined
as the progressive integration of the economies of nations across the
world through the increasingly unrestricted flow of global trade and
investment—is accelerating and increasing the level of interdepen-
dence and competitive pressures among nations’ (Power 1997: 75).
In short, the expansion of the capitalist world market has swept away
most barriers, and established itself” as the guiding principle of social
and economic organisation (Evers 1996).

There are, of course, statistical data to point to the rise of world
trade, of the international flow of capital and of the exchange of infor-
mation, but what seems to be more interesting is the vivid discourse
that has arisen on the phenomenon of globalisation itsell. From this
angle globalisation refers to a particular way of constructing reality
namely, the necessity to consider all aspects of life, social olqcinl*umon
economic activities, spatial arrangements, etc. from a worldwide per-
spective. The globalisation of knowledge and the expansion of networks
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of information have made this new perspective possible. Globalisation
is a process spanning several centuries. New is, however, the intensity
of the debate, which has become global at the same time.

The growing knowledge about distant continents, the spread of
mass media and, last but not the least, the Internet have combined
to create a ‘romance of global capitalism'—of expanding markets for
dot.com enterprises, information technology (lovingly called ‘TT’} for
cyberspace and Internet communities—that has apparently fired the
imagination of people of the former semi-periphery of the modern
world system even more than the rather sceptical inhabitants of the
core industrialised countries (Evers 1995; Evers & Gerke 1997). The
euphoria is not completely unfounded, considering the growth of
GNP of those countries that are on the trail of I'T and a knowledge-
based economy.”

Towards a ‘Knowledge Society’

Knowledge as a Factor of Production

The importance of knowledge in market expansion rests on the
assumption that knowledge has replaced industrial organisation and
production as the major source of productivity. In what management
guru Peter F. Drucker has called the post-capitalist knowledge society,
‘the central wealth-creating activities will be neither the allocation of
capital to productive uses, nor “labor” ... Value is now created by
“productivity” and “innovation”, both applications of knowledge to
work’ (Drucker 1994: 8). In fact, the largest share of value added
in modern computer technology does not rest on the value of the
material used or the input of labour and capital, but on the knowledge
embedded in the final product. In the current phase of the economic
revolution, knowledge has taken its place as the most important fac-
tor of production, overtaking capital and labour. Universities, research
institutes, R&D divisions of corporations and, last but not the least,
‘think tanks’ (Stone 1996) have become important factories of knowl-
edge, and this knowledge is then transferred or sold to other pro-
ductive units. Knowledge, and not just I'l, is increasingly being

* For a rather critical view see Mander and Goldsmith 1996, and Schweickart
1996, among others.
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recognised as the main promoter of the new economy, even by the
advertising industry. As just one of many examples let me cite a
page from The Sunday Times, Singapore (26 March 2000):

Today’s investment opportunity is not just LT. 15 in 1.0,
A New Economy is emerging. An cconomy driven by knowledge rather
than pure information, Dynamic groundbreaking companies in knowl-
edge driven industries like information technology, Internet, telecom-
munications, media, logistics, healthcare and engineering are poised to
drive the New Economy into the 2Ist century. ..

Characteristics of a Knowledge Soctety

The economic side of the emerging knowledge society has been ex-
plored for some time and a fair number of publications have appearcd
on the subject (among others, Albrow & King 1981; Nonaka 1994;
Stehr 1994; Willke 1998a). As has been pointed out by Willke and
others, there are, indeed, considerable differences between knowl-
edge and the other factors of production.

« Knowledge is more difficult to measure than the other factors. In
the rather poetic words of the World Development Report, ‘Know-
ledge is like light. Weightless and tangible, it can easily travel the
world, enlightening the lives of people everywhere’ (World Bank
1ang: 8y

Once knowledge has been produced it can easily be reproduced

or copied. This would explain why leading industrial nations have

put great emphasis on the enforcement of intellectual property
rights and patents, safeguarding the Internet, and controlling access
to databanks and other sources of knowledge.

« Transaction costs in trading knowledge are low.

« Whereas other goods are subject to the law of diminishing returns,
knowledge actually experiences rising marginal utility (Grenznuizen).
The more an expert, a group of consultants or an organisation
knows, the more valuable become individual pieces of knowledge,
or to put it differently: Knowledge is needed to utilise knowledge
effectively (Willke 2000: 2).}

' It is, therefore, somewhat misleading to speak in this context of ‘*knowledge
capital’ or ‘human resource capital’, as we are talking of quite different properties.
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which can, if properly organised, endure mediocre members. There
are, of course, exceptions, like universities, that seem to be slow
learners, inadequately equipped to accumulate knowledge. They,
therefore, have to rely on highly intelligent academic staff to func-
tion, but find it increasingly difficult to compete with the intelligent,
learning organisations of the corporate world.

Universities seem to have lost their near-monopoly of basic knowl-
edge production. The so-called ‘triple helix’ of science-industry-
university indicates that knowledge production has become polycentric
and that knowledge networks connect the respective organisations
(Baber 1999). The imbalance of enumeration of knowledge-workers
in the three components of the ‘triple helix” can be partly explained
by the shift of relevant research from the university to the corpo-
rate sector.’

The ‘culture of organisations’ is turned into an epistemic culture,
a culture of knowledge production and utilisation. Individuals are no
longer viable as epistemic subjects, but have become integrated into
the gigantic ‘laboratory’ of the ‘learning organisation’, creating and
absorbing knowledge. If the stored knowledge is put to use and
utilised as a regime of governance, the learning organisation is turned
into an intelligent organisation (Willke 1998a: 41).

Looking only at the corporate world of a huge epistemic organisation,
such as the German-American-Japanese Daimler-Chrysler-Mitsubishi
corporation, would mean missing out on other big and complex epis-
temic fields, e.g. high-tech arcas of the Silicon Valley type or financial
markets, Wall Street, the Frankfurt financial district, the City of
London or Shenton Way in Singapore do not function without their
janitors, cleaning brigades, brokers, traders, Internet lines, data banks,
organisation charts, government control, stock market analysts, cur-
rency regulations, fast-food restaurants and night-club dancers. Most
of the trade in these financial centres is trade in symbols, information
and knowledge. Shenton Way or Wall Street are, indeed, gigantic
epistemic machineries that reconfigure all of their actors and inte-
grate knowledge and actions, data and desires, symbols and power.
Knowledge production is no longer a space bounded by the wall of
a monastery or laboratory, the ivory tower ol a university, or the

s’ because they

ion’ (Willke 1997),

7 Some authors go so far as calling universities “stupid or
have not managed to develop new forms of ‘intelligent orgar
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organisational plan of an industrial company. I'he boundaries between

knowledge and society are blurred and epistemic cultures are com-
plex blobs of knowledge, actions and emotions.

Conelusion

To sum up my argument: The rapid integration of natin.us, regions and
localities into the world economy, the increasing density of commu-
nication networks and the diminishing importance of national bound-
aries for the flow of commodities, capital, workers, information and
knowledge have established conditions for the rise of a knowledge-
driven world economy and society. Epistemic cultures of vast knowl-
edge-producing and processing organisations incha:«si.ngly structure
society. The old question of classical sociology, initiated b\f Karl
Marx and Max Weber—whether the relations of production or,
rather, knowledge and the spirit of capitalism determine economy
and society —seems to have been settled in favour of the Weberian
and, of course, Syed Hussein Alatas’s position. Knowledge governs
economy and society. But now this process appears to have rvachcd
a new stage, not thought of by Scheler, where Sein and Brfr.-u?r.f&rrm
merge and knowledge becomes a reality—a ‘real factor’. This is the
new reality with which a new sociology of knowledge has to contend.
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