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Abstract / Overview

The dimensions and accomplishments of Manuel Castells' Information Age trilogy can be gleaned from the first couple of pages of links provided by an online search, enough perhaps to encourage us to ask, how does Castells' major opus stack up against the Great Books.  

This essay takes a look at that comparison from the perspective of “The Epic Tradition of Political Theory” and, for consideration and discussion, shows how its inclusion among that collection provides, for those acquainted with Castells, a new benchmark by which to measure and critique his achievement.  For those acquainted with Political Theory, it provides a challenge to consider a decidedly recent and modern (or post-modern) contribution and a striking new vision for the present.

The idea of “The Epic Tradition of Political Theory” was coined by Sheldon Wolin in the late 1960's, in a lecture and then monograph on “Thomas Hobbes and the Epic Tradition of Political Theory” and in an article in the American Political Science Review, “Political Theory as a Vocation.” Some of the key features of the Epic Tradition — its scope, the impulses behind it and the agonistic, competitive relationship among its members, the nature of its achievement —help elucidate a way of seeing Castells' trilogy that should be useful to his defenders and critics alike.

As the Epic Tradition characteristically provides one if not more overlapping and reinforcing visions that give a focus with a depth, range, and emotional dimensions, a key reference point for rooting a contribution in the deepest foundations of its culture, Castells' trilogy begins with an extraordinary picture and vision of the world that is at once detailed as well as presented in the broad strokes of an overarching revised view of the globe and universe. 

Castells' vision is provided right in the opening section of the Prologue.  This essay will invite a close examination of those four pages in some detail and in anticipation of what is to come, pointing out some of the dramatic and especially new language used to describe our emerging, networked world, suggesting how its condensed outline structure provides a guided gateway to the whole of the first volume and then the entire trilogy.

In turning to Castells' relationship and engagement with those whose contributions make up the Epic Tradition, our focus will be on his relationship with two of its more recent members:  Karl Marx and Max Weber.

Scholars and critics pay homage to Castells’ critiques and comparisons, both those he makes and those pointed out by others, and some of the special dimensions and his relationship with Marxism and Weberian science and with Marx and Weber’s accomplishments.

Castells' trilogy, The Information Age: Economy, Society, and Culture, echoes and challenges both Marx's three-volume Capital: Critique of Political Economy, based on the distinctiveness and new stage and mode of Informational Capitalism arising at the turn of the millennium and still developing, and Weber's posthumous magnum opus, Economy and Society, and The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism that Castells wants to update with a presentation of the new Spirit of Informational Capitalism, or just, as he titles the section, “The Spirit of Informationalism.”
Finally we will turn to some of Castells' pronouncements about the political world, one that is both close to what we ordinarily appreciate as politics as well as the wider and deeper world generally connoted by and associated with the phrase “political theory.”  Here we will emphasize, along side the developing shape of the network society, the element of contingency that is found in and honors the political world, most recently in the Occupy movement and the recent revolutions in the Middle East and other parts of the world and their failures as we have moved into the new millennium.  It is this final appreciation, of the cruciality of yet-to-be-determined-outcomes, that helps us see Castells' accomplishment as an achievement of political theory.

* * * * *
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I

Something of the dimensions and accomplishments of Manuel Castells' Information Age trilogy can be gleaned from the first couple of pages of links provided by an online search, enough perhaps to encourage us to ask how Castells' major opus stacks up against the Great Books.
Though we know now that google searches are likely to vary over time and by the online history of the inquirer, we can say with some confidence that, in almost any search, there are likely to be enough results to show that Castells is an industry if not a presence in the world unto himself and that even his critics acknowledge the grand scale scope of his attempt, if not achievement.

The first few pages for most any search should yield a good array of google.book, amazon, and other links to Castells’ own work, books, articles and PDFs, collaborations, both writings and projects, and pieces where he is the subject or a part of the story.  This includes the freely available collection The Network Society: From Knowledge to Policy, edited by Castells and Gustavo Caredoso (Washington, DC: Johns Hopkins Center for Transatlantic Relations, 2005) and the three-volume, $500 set on and entitled Manuel Castells, edited by Frank Webster and Basil Dimitriou, published as one of the SAGE Masters in Modern Social Thought series. Note that Castells’ 2015 curriculum vitae and bibliography runs 59 pages.  
The wide array covers books like Working-Class Network Society: Communication Technology and the Information Have-Less in Urban China whose authors are Jack Linchuan Qiu, Manuel Castells, Carolyn Cartier and Challenges of Globalisation: South African Debates with Manuel Castells, edited by Johan Muller, Nico Cloete, Shireen Badat. There’s a chapter on “Health and Medicine in the Information Age — Castells, informational capitalism, and the network society,” by Simon J Williams (pp. 167ff) in Contemporary Theorists for Medical Sociology edited by Graham Scambler and “Manuel Castells's Technocultural Epoch in ‘The Information Age’”  by Robert Harding, in Science Fiction Studies, Vol. 33, No. 1, March 2006. This special issue on Technoculture and Science Fiction suggests something of the range and dimensions Castells has penetrated into in becoming a force in the world as part of a literary genre.  
There’s an entry under ““Manuel Castells: Information Age theorists” in the Research Papers Center, “a free essay community online with many free term papers, book reports, and research papers for high school and college students.”
Just among the first couple pages of links that refer to Castells’ Information Age Trilogy, that hortative title is found in “The Network Paradigm: Social Formations in the Age of Information,” by Felix Stalder, in Information Society, (14/4), 1998; a 2010 blog piece on Castell’s Communication Power by Sy Taffel, in the Digital Cultures Research Centre and the Department of Drama: Film Theatre and Television at the University of Bristol; a couple of citations in Theorizing Globalization: A Critique of the Mediatization of Social Theory by Marko Ampuja. It’s used, summarized, referenced, and cited in Global Media Governance: A Beginner's Guide by Seán Ó Siochrú, Bruce Girard, Amy Mahan; cited in the Introduction to The Handbook of New Media: Social Shaping and Consequences of ICTs, edited by Leah A Lievrouw, Sonia Livingstone; in the Proceedings of the European Conference on Social Media: ECSM 2014, edited by Asher Rospigliosi and Sue Greener; in the article on “Information Society” by Nick Anstead in the Encyclopedia on Political Thought in the Wiley OnLine Library. 
It’s in “Theory on Demand—The Dark Side of Google” by the Italian writers' collective Ippolita; in the Introduction to “Knowledge society barometer” published by the European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions; it’s in “Editor’s Column: An unconventional partnership,” by Oscar Hemer in the GLocal Times, the Communications for Development Web Magazine and open access journal, out of the Com-Dev Program at Sweden’s Malmö University.  In those words, the trilogy itself was a basic text for Mark Metzler’s History of Globalization course in the Department of History, UTexas/Austin in 2009; used in “Neither Green nor Gold — Open Access Research and the Future for Academic Publishing,” a Westminster Higher Education Forum presentation in 2013, by Martin Hall Vice-Chancellor, University of Salford; in “IT Management and Organizational changes,” a presentation by Sukumar Ganapati, Director of the Ph.D. program in Public Affairs, Department of Public Administration, School of International and Public Affairs, College of Arts and Sciences, Florida International University, Miami, FL; in a working paper on “The Learning Region Restructured Structuration Theory as an extension to Historical Methods,” by Janet Toland & Pak Yoong, at Victoria University of Wellington, New Zealand.
In his review of the Trilogy for the International Journal of Social Inquiry, the special issue on Understanding Globalization, Cemil Boyraz writes that it’s “a masterpiece covering a wide range of concepts, developments and tendencies in the global era. It can be unquestionably claimed that Castells’ Information Age: Economy, Society and Culture provides one of the most comprehensive accounts of major spatial and temporal transformations (successive restructuring of time and space) in the phase of globalization.”
Even Castells’ critics acknowledge the scope and achievement of the work. A review by Steve Fuller in issue 8, winter 2004, of CyRev, “a journal of Cybernetic Revolution, Sustainable Socialism, and Radical Democracy” and originally published in Science, Technology, and Human Values, the journal of the Society for Social Studies of Science in the December 1998, begins:  “Manuel Castells’ massive trilogy, ‘The Information Age,’ is rapidly becoming unavoidable (though not necessarily easy) reading for anyone trying to understand what Castells himself calls the age of ‘informationalism.’”  Though critical, he acknowledges “the sheer magnitude of ambition and achievement.”
Among the expressions and benchmarks available for superlatives, the comparisons with Weber and Marx seem to offer some of the deepest and most appropriate scales. In another early critical review that appeared in numerous publications, beginning with Chronicle World (“Changing Black Britain”) and republished in New Media and Society in 1999, “The One-dimensional Network Society of Manuel Castells,” Jan A.G.M. van Dijk begins:

In the reviews and pre-publication comments on the covers of Castells' trilogy on the information age it is welcomed as a superlative achievement. Anthony Giddens claims it is

not fanciful to compare the work to Max Weber's Economy and Society. Peter Hall compares it to Marx's Capital. Alain Touraine calls it a 21st century classic in advance. Krishan Kumar has been persuaded now that we do indeed live in an age of information and that there can be an adequate theory of it. According to Fernando Cardoso, once a professor of political science, now the president of Brazil, this is 'a masterpiece, which discloses the logic of the system of contemporary civilisations, bringing to light the meaning of information societies' (cover Vol.I).

…

To classify my position from the start, I do think that Castells' Magnum Opus is a brilliant achievement. I know of no other work that is able to give a better insight into the inter- relationships of so many large-scale trends in current affairs world-wide. Rarely, I have read such concise, deep and well-documented analyses of the collapse of the Soviet Union, the advent of a Pacific era and the rise of a global criminal economy and of all kinds of fundamentalism and social exclusion world-wide. The same goes for the crisis of patriarchy and the nation state and more specific current affairs like the crisis in Mexico at the beginning of the nineties. Castells is able to weave the treads between these apparently different trends. He manages to do this with a particular theory of what he calls 'the information age' or 'the network society' in particular. 
* * * * *
I first became aware of Castells' monumental accomplishment not long after the appearance of the first volume, when Steve Cisler submitted a review for the January 1998 issue of the Community Technology Review (as well as a review of the 1997 national conference of the Community Technology Centers Network).  Steve was one of the influential founders of the community technology movement and I can testify to the influence he had, personally and professionally. Always soft-spoken and selflessly attentive to the perspectives, understandings, and concerns of others, myself included, Steve’s demeanor belied a vast storehouse of information, knowledge, and experience that he brought to his work and life in the field, a life that included an extended period of removal into the solitude of the unconnected wilderness for a portion of his final years.
  Steve wrote a number of pieces for the ComTechReview, this one reflecting a belief that developments and achievements in academia were important for activists to be knowledgeable about. In eight paragraphs, 1100 words, he provided an appropriate, concise summary for the Review's audience.

Cisler's beginning point is made by way of a story, informative about Cisler as well as Castells, and a typically modest note about his purpose:
As an undergraduate, I had a professor who taught in five different academic departments. This renaissance man, Erich Heller, once spent two weeks explaining the social and cultural history of Europe implicit in ten lines of Rainer Maria Rilke's Duino Elegies. I remembered this broad sweeping scholarship when I finished the first volume of The Information Age: Economy, Society, and Culture. It is a Magnum Opus, a first movement. Writers used to aspire to the great American novel. Manuel Castells, a University of California sociologist, has instead written a great global work for the age of information…

It is so sweeping, so fully researched, and yet, in parts, so very personal, that this review can do no more than help you decide whether you want to spend time struggling with an illuminating but detailed work about the effects of networks and information technology on modern society and the economy. The concepts are important, no matter what your personal or political beliefs about computers and networks and globalization.

And then, in a short space of time, Cisler conveys Castells' stature, his multi-lingual fluency, his experience in teaching and undertaking research in many countries, listing Brazil, France, and Russia from among the homes to the 16 universities noted in the back cover bio, and his scope, that “he speaks with authority about new developments in China, the marginalization of Africa, urban architecture, and the implications of Multimedia Gulch in San Francisco."

He notes key themes: the globalization process, how it affects all countries, even those left out of the process, the continued importance of nation-states, albeit transformed, the power of flows, transaction flows, especially of financial data tied to currency trading, and virtual communities.  Cisler includes at least passing mention of all of Castells' most difficult concepts — the space of flows as opposed to the space of places, timeless time, and real virtuality:

This kind of communication is different from others in history, he asserts, it is one where people's material/symbolic existence “is entirely captured, fully immersed in a virtual image setting, in the world of make believe, in which appearances are not just on the screen through which experience is communicated, but they become the experience.” This he calls Real Virtuality. The example he gives is the debate between Dan Quayle and Murphy Brown over traditional family values. Quayle criticized the life style of a TV image. The program's ratings went up, and the star, Candice Bergen, used the program to talk back to the vice presidential candidate. 

So here they are, key developments in the technological transformation:  the compression or shifting of time by new information technology as well as the porosity in the idea of place; a concentration and dispersal of command and control centers for global forces, in the financial axes of London, New York, and Tokyo, other regional capitals and new “edge cities” throughout the world; the lifestyle and architecture of the elites who inhabit and make use of these flows — and the promise of subsequent volumes on social and political reactions to the information environment so thoroughly described in this one, all of which “may be destined to be cited and explicated by many, but read only by academics and those with a tolerance for dense footnotes, graphs, and tables.” As he repeated his invitation, “If you don't have Attention Deficit Disorder from too much web time, I recommend you request a copy from your library or pick up a copy online or at a bookstore.” 
* * * * *

II  The Epic Tradition of Political Theory
The idea of “The Epic Tradition of Political Theory” was first expounded upon by Sheldon Wolin in the late 1960's, in the lecture and then monograph on “Thomas Hobbes and the Epic Tradition of Political Theory” and in an article in the American Political Science Review, “Political Theory as a Vocation.”
  
In his lecture and monograph Wolin tells us: “The phrase ‘epic tradition’ refers to a type of political theory which is inspired mainly by the hope of achieving a great and memorable deed through the medium of thought.” (4) Between its delivery and its publication, in “Political Theory as a Vocation,” Wolin once again makes reference to the tradition:  “As a way of bringing out the distinctive nature of this vocation, I shall call it,” he writes to clarify the essay’s theme, “the vocation of ‘epic theorist,’ a characterization which probably seems pretentious or precious, but which has been selected in order to call attention both to the unusual magnitudes of this form of theorizing, and to its distinguishing purpose and style.” (1078)
Wolin goes on to clarify both the characterization and the nature of the magnitude involved by referring to its analogue in Thomas Kuhn’s The Structure of Scientific Revolutions:

Perhaps the pretentiousness of the phrase may be lessened by briefly recalling a comparable conception of theory in Kuhn's work.  He employs the phrase “extraordinary” science to describe the contributions of the great scientific innovators.  Kuhn's main point is that these theories mark a break with previous ones; that is, they inaugurate a new way of looking at the world, which includes a new set of concepts, as well as new cognitive and normative standards.  Taking this as a suggestion of how to think about great theories, the first feature shared by epic theorists has to do with magnitudes.  By an act of thought, the theorist seeks to reassemble the whole political world.  He aims to grasp present structures and interrelationships, and to re-present them in a new way… (1078) 

Thomas Kuhn’s Structure of Scientific Revolutions (1962) enjoyed some major popularity in the social and political sciences among those who sought to challenge the notion of science as the slow, methodical accumulation of “facts” and “information,” arguing for, instead, the notion of a “paradigm shift” based on “anomalies” that traditional science could not explain.  The Copernican Revolution with the sun at the center of our universe replacing the earth-centered Ptolemaic perspective is the exemplary case in point.

I quote Wolin here not only in tribute to this conception of the Epic Tradition of Political Theory, but because his concern with pretentiousness may strike a note with those readers who know and care something about political theory and think that someone so contemporary and comparatively little known as Manuel Castells, someone whom many of those preoccupied with the Epic Tradition may never have even heard of, could belong in such illustrious company.  I am certain that this must strike many students and teachers of political theory as a debasement of the notion of such a tradition or at best a misunderstanding and trivialization. Nonetheless, I do want to try to make a presentation that is, if not convincing, at least plausible and provocative in its recommendation as a modern (or post-modern) candidate, for what Castells sees and presents.

Just as the Copernican revolutionary “sees” the world differently from the Ptolemaic traditionalist, so the whole matter of “seeing” and vision is central to the vocation of political theory.  In this Wolin is building upon his classic work of a decade earlier, Politics and Vision:  Continuity and Innovation in Western Political Thought (1960).
What is striking and lasting about Hobbes, as Richard Ashcraft tells us in his Introduction to the monograph, is the depth and impact of his vision. “We are not often led to the brink of the abyss and asked to look at ourselves, as in a darkened mirror.  The images, ‘nasty’ and ‘brutish,’ are liable to haunt us the rest of our lives…” And Wolin uses Hobbes to exemplify the Epic Tradition: 

Briefly, my argument will be that the intentions which inform Hobbes’ political theory were epical in nature and that his theory can be understood as having an epical aim. I shall also suggest, without supplying exhaustive proof, that from Plato to modern times an epic tradition in political theory…has been inspired mainly by the hope of achieving a great and memorable deed through the medium of thought.  Other aims…are distinctly secondary. (4)
The notion of epic is classical, like in the Homeric epic where Achilles is described as “a doer of great deeds and a speaker of great words.”  The great word as the great deed.  “Thucydides prefaced his History by saying that he had recorded the grounds of the quarrel between Athens and the Peloponnesians ‘in order that no one may ever have to ask from what origins so great a war arose among the Hellenes.’”  The classical notion of “epic” defines the whole tradition here.  “In an ultimate sense the great words of Plato, Machiavelli, Rousseau, or Marx were not invitations to other men to pronounce upon the logical or factual merits of the words, but an attempt to compel admiration and awe for the magnitude of the achievement.”
Before getting to Hobbes, Wolin, continuing with the Greeks, gives us Plato, the “paradigmatic figure of this tradition.”  His own life a failure in political praxis — “Plato had failed to achieve a ‘great thing’ in politics, although he had tried at Syracuse.”  Wolin goes one:  “The Repubic was a redemptive active, redeeming in thought what had been denied in practice.  Yet this was but one element in a structure of intentions and not the most revealing of its heroic claims.  The latter were expressed in a theoretical vision of all social relationships, a revolutionary conception of knowledge, and a new version of the destiny of the human soul.” (5)
In Plato’s work, the Socratic philosopher takes on all comers for a ruling conception of knowledge and wisdom:  Homer, Hesiod, and the Greek dramatists, the tragedians, Aeschylus, Sophocles, Euripides, the historians Herodotus and Thucydides, the Pre-Socratics and the Protagorean humanists.

After addressing our failure to be impressed by such approaches — much of the essay is offered as a critical alternative to the perspectives of what was going as standard by most of the social and political sciences — Wolin goes on to show how this heroic impulse reappears throughout the history of the tradition.  “For Plato, Marsilius [of Padua], [Sir Thomas] More, Machiavelli, Hobbes, Rousseau, and Marx, theory is the means for making a great political gesture, and action is looked upon as a vehicle for rendering a great theoretical statement.” (8)
In the earlier Politics and Vision, in a section on “Vision and Political Imagination,” Wolin tells us how each theorist has viewed the world “from a different perspective, a particular angle of vision,” and that here there are “two distinct but related senses of ‘vision’”:
Vision is commonly used to mean an act of perception.  Thus we say that we see the speaker addressing a political rally.  In this sense, “vision” is a descriptive report about an object or an event.  But “vision” is also used in another sense, as when one talks about an aesthetic vision or a religious vision.  In this second meaning, it is the imaginative, not the descriptive, element that is uppermost. (17-18)
Wolin goes on to give an example here, interestingly enough, from Hobbes:

When Hobbes, for example, depicted a multitude of men self-consciously agreeing to form a political society, he knew quite well that such an act had never “really” occurred.  But by means of this fanciful picture, he hoped to assist his readers in seeing some of the basic presuppositions on which a political order rests.  Hobbes was aware, as most political philosophers have been, that fanciful statements are not of the same status as propositions that seek to prove or disprove.  Fancy neither process nor disproves; it seeks, instead, to illuminate, to help us become wiser about political things.”  (18-19)

III  Castells’ Vision and the Epic Tradition
As the Epic Tradition characteristically includes one if not more overlapping and reinforcing visions that give key reference points, moments, for rooting a contribution in the deepest foundations of its age and culture, Castells' trilogy begins with an extraordinary picture and vision of the world that is at once detailed as well as presented in the broad strokes of an overarching universe. 

Castells' vision is provided right at the beginning of its “Prologue: the Net and the Self,” on page 1, introduced by dialogue with Confucius — his humble confession that he is not learned and well-read, “I have simply grasped one thread which links up the rest.”  It extends, in both the 1996 original and the differently formatted 2010 second edition, to the bottom of page 4.  Here we invite the reader to go through those pages with some special attentiveness, noting some of its dramatic dimensions and especially the new language used to describe our global world, and examine how the vision here as both perception and illumination anticipates the structure and architecture of both the whole first volume and then the entire trilogy.

The Prologue begins, after the opening quote illustrating Confucius's humility, announcing, by way of summary, three “events of historical significance” that mark “the end of the second millennium of the Christian Era” and that together “have transformed the social landscape of human life”:  the technological revolution, the globalization of economies throughout the world, and the collapse of Soviet statism. Each of these three changes is qualified to a greater or lesser extent. The technological revolution is “centered around information technologies” and is “reshaping, at accelerated pace” nothing less than “the material basis of society.”  As economies throughout the world “become globally interdependent,” they do nothing less than “introduc[e] a new form of relationship between economy, state, and society,” and they do so “in a system of variable geometry,” a recurrent phrase Castells uses to express the variations that specific nations and societies actually undergo.  
The collapse of Soviet statism, and, equally, of the international communist movement and six direct though far-reaching consequences, including the loss of any viable alternative to capitalism, seven dimensions of the profound restructuring that capitalism itself has undergone, many of them noted in their complexity, and another seven consequences of those changes, concluding with a clarification of the unevenness of the resulting developments that include major extended areas and pockets within innovations of promise that are “black holes of human misery,” identified and exemplified in all their dispersed particularity.  Witness the entirety of the first paragraph to its conclusion (marked here to separate off the very beginning already commented upon):

Toward the end of the second millennium of the Christian era several events of historical significance transformed the social landscape of human life. A technological revolution, centered around information technologies, began to reshape, at accelerated pace, the material basis of society. Economies throughout the world have become globally interdependent, introducing a new form of relationship between economy, state, and society, in a system of variable geometry.

The collapse of Soviet statism, and the subsequent demise of the international communist movement, has undermined for the time being the historical challenge to capitalism, rescued the political left (and Marxian theory) from the fatal attraction of Marxism-Leninism, brought the Cold War to an end, reduced the risk of nuclear holocaust, and fundamentally altered global geopolitics.  Capitalism itself has undergone a process of profound restructuring, characterized by greater flexibility in management; decentralization and networking of firms both internally and in their relationships to other firms; considerable empowering of capital vis-á-vis labor, with the concomitant decline of influence of the labor movement; increasing individualization and diversification of working relationships; massive incorporation of women into the paid labor force, usually under discriminatory conditions; intervention of the state to deregulate markets selectively and to undo the welfare state, with different intensity and orientations depending upon the nature of political forces and institutions in each society; stepped-up global economic competition, in a complex of increasingly geographic and cultural differentiation of settings for capital accumulation and management.  As a consequence of this general overhauling of the capitalism system, still under way, we have witnessed the global integration of financial markets, the rise of the Asian Pacific as the new dominant, global manufacturing center, the arduous economic unification of Europe, the emergence of a North American regional economy, the diversification, then disintegration, of the former Third World, the gradual transformation of Russia and the ex-Soviet area of influence in market economies, the incorporation of valuable segments of economies throughout the world into an interdependent system working as a unit in real time.  Because of these trends, there has also been an accentuation of uneven development, this time not only between North and South, but between the dynamic segments and territories of societies everywhere, and those others that risk becoming irrelevant from the perspective of the system's logic.  Indeed, we observe the parallel unleashing of formidable productive forces of the informational revolution, and the consolidation of black holes of human misery in the global economy, be it in Burkina Faso, South Bronx, Kamagasaki, Chiapas, or La Courneuve.

It is, perhaps, not until after reading substantial portions of the work that one realizes these are all features that are elaborated upon at length, many of them embedding even more far-reaching developments. For instance, the passing inclusion here of the “massive incorporation of women into the paid labor force, usually under discriminatory conditions” reflects an oft-repeated assessment, most often made with some matter-of-fact judgmental descriptive component attached, until the full dimensions of its massiveness is laid out in this discussion of the transformation of the labor force in chapter 4, which in turn provides the foundation for the analysis of feminism and the women's movement in volume II and its revolutionary contribution to the loss of authority and disintegration of patriarchalism and male domination, a basic characteristic of human history all the way up until the very recent past.  
To take another example of an ordinary reference that opens up dramatically, what appears to be simply a passing mention of three large geographic areas — the U.S., the European Union, and the Far East — becomes, over the course of the full analysis, a definitive tripartite division of the entire globe with these three hubs replacing the older global division between Democracy and Capitalism, Communism, and the Third World.  Gradually Castells unveils a more detailed view of the world in these national-regional arenas, with wider geographic spheres of influence, pulsating, with megacities and a variable geometry that builds cross-regional ties as may prove beneficial to the flow of world trade and foreign cross-investment as diagrammed with documented hard figures such as those provided by the International Monetary Fund in its annual Trade Statistics Yearbook in the subsection on “The regionalization differentiation of the global economy,” as, for example:
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Figure 2.2, “Structure of World Trade,” 1991; figures are percentages of total trade

(exports plus imports); source: IMF, Direction of Trade Statistics Yearbook, 1992, in Castells, The Rise of the Network Society, p. 100

There are other fundamental orientations of note in this initial first paragraph description.  It announces Castells' complex attitude about Marxism, expressed here in what look like an unambiguous criticism of Marxist-Leninism in all its varieties but suggesting a more open assessment about other “rescued” strands of “Marxian” theory, soon to be followed up with a nod to Nicos Poulantzas, “the one Marxist who sensed the relevant issues just before his death in 1979.” (p. 26, note 51)
The opening paragraph enumerates, too, the major features of the emerging triumphant new form of capitalism, twelve of them, what will soon be named “informational capitalism,” qualified in its development “depending upon the nature of political forces and institutions in each society” and “in a complex of increasingly geographic and cultural differentiation of settings…”  It is these repeated contingent qualifications that provide the foundation for the myriad empirical studies Castells cites, undertakes, and is otherwise involved with, and that makes up the bulk of the trilogy and provides the basis for the specific descriptions of local and national developments in the continental regions of the world he identifies here as well as the specific cities and areas of impoverishment, inhumanity, and, “from the perspective of the system's logic,” irrelevancy, another qualification Castells frequently repeats, though it is liable to be lost on some critics who take that perspective to be Castells' own.

Regarding the specific areas he identifies, they may well strike the reader as familiar and illustrative, though perhaps not in all their meaning and detail, and in this Castells is typically detailed in revealing our world in all its particularity, especially if one investigates them a little more closely.  This is the trilogy’s only textual reference to Burkina Faso, the land-locked west African nation that the Wikipedia tells us is the sixth lowest-rated country in the world on the Human Development Index, which otherwise appears only in tables in the succeeding volumes, empirical proof of the status of sub-Saharan Africa that, with the exception of South Africa, represents the marginalization and de-humanization of the continent.  This is the only mention at all of Kamagasaki, identified by ICPress as the largest slum in Japan, located in the south end of downtown Osaka.  Castells has much to say about Chiapas and the revolutionary struggles taking place there in Volume II, yet the southern-most state of Mexico is included here primarily for the conditions out of which those struggles have developed, where, as the Wikipedia notes, the majority are poor, rural small farmers, many of whom do not speak Spanish, with one quarter of Mayan descent, in a state that suffers from the highest rate of malnutrition in the country, estimated to affect more than 40% of the population, and suffers from an increasing presence of Central American gangs known as Maras and illegal immigrants from Central America (on their way to the United States), subject to human rights violations from Mexican authorities, especially in the eastern section “without roads, cities or even small towns, … a kind of dumping ground for the marginalized, in which all of the hardships peasants confront in the highlands are exacerbated.” And as for La Courneuve, Google lists early on the NYTimes article about its “Suburban Squalor Near Paris” that begins:  “La Courneuve, France — La Cité des 4,000 is a slate-gray housing project where many Muslim immigrants live in apartments with windows closed off by cement blocks, trash spills down stairwells, gangs openly deal cocaine and hashish, and the burned-out hulks of cars lie in parking lots.”  Paris' La Courneuve is mentioned again towards the end of Volume 1, exemplifying the “peripheral ghettos of older public housing estates… where new immigrant populations and poor working families experience exclusion from their 'right to the city.'” (401-2)
Simultaneously, along with the growth of these black holes, “criminal activities and mafia-like organizations around the world have also become global and informational,” a foreboding development not yet really absorbed into the consciousness of any of the social sciences as a primary condition of existence requiring systemic analysis, one with deep and troubling psycho-social dimensions arising from the general loss of authority of traditional defining institutions, a worldwide network “providing the means for stimulation of mental hyperactivity and forbidden desire, along with any form of illicit trade demanded by our societies, from sophisticated weaponry to human flesh,” (2) thus vividly exemplifying what Steve Fuller calls Castells presentation of  “a Manichean struggle between the forces of good and evil.”
Other passing references to dramatic social changes abound.  There is one explicit introductory note on patriarchalism coming under attack and the emergence of feminism, and the depth to which this attack and the women's movement are shaking societal foundations such that, in another Castellsian turn of a phrase, “gender relationships have become, in much of the world, a contested domain, rather than a sphere of cultural reproduction,” a development that points to a “fundamental redefinition of relationships between women, men and children, and thus, of family, sexuality, and personality.” (2) This anti-patriarchal feminism and a growing environmental consciousness permeating down as another force of global dimensions are the key proactive movements expounded upon in Volume II, along with a series of reactive social movements arising from political systems “engulfed in a structural crisis of legitimacy, periodically wrecked by scandals, essentially dependent on media coverage and personalized leadership” — points that will be developed later on as fundamental and distinctive to the new politics emerging under informational capitalism.  The “uncontrolled, confusing change” of such a world encourages people “to regroup around primary identities: religious, ethnic, territorial, national,” with religious fundamentalism developing as “probably the most formidable force of personal security and collective mobilization in these troubled years.”  Castells thus sets the contrast between Volume I, The Rise of the Network Society, and Volume II, The Power of Identity, the “fundamental split between abstract, universal instrumentalism, and historically rooted, particularistic identities,” the “bipolar opposition between the Net and the Self."

All of this leads to a statement of beliefs that ends with a commitment to theory and an introduction to where we're going.  

The project informing this book swims against streams of destruction, and takes exception to various forms of intellectual nihilism, social skepticism, and political cynicism.  I believe in rationality, and in the possibility of calling upon reason, without worshipping its goddess.  I believe in the chances of meaningful social action, and transformative politics, without necessarily drifting towards the deadly rapids of absolute utopias.  I believe in the liberating power of identity, without accepting the necessity of either its individualization or its capture by fundamentalism.  And I propose the hypothesis that all major trends of change constituting our new, confusing world are related, and that we can make sense of their interrelationship.  And yes, I believe, in spite of a long tradition of sometimes tragic intellectual errors, that observing, analyzing, and theorizing is a way of helping to build a different, better world.  Not by providing the answers, that will be specific to each society and found by social actors themselves, but by raising some relevant questions.  This book would like to be a modest contribution to a necessarily collective, analytical effort, already underway from many horizons, aimed at understanding our new world on the basis of available evidence and exploratory theory.
All of this and barely an explicit word about technology, save for some passing references, to set the stage, mostly in the background — one to our world having a new communication system, “increasingly speaking a universal, digital language” that is “integrating globally the production and distribution of words, sounds and images… ,” another where “global networks of instrumental exchanges selectively switch on and off individuals, groups, regions, and even countries, according to their relevance in fulfilling the goals processed in the network, in a relentless flow of strategic decisions.”  As we come to the point of spelling out the important effort we are engaged in, “understanding our new world on the basis of available evidence and exploratory theory,” a task for which “we must take technology seriously,” we now depart on our intellectual journey. (2, 3, 4)
It's a breath-taking four-page beginning.
* * * * *

Introduction to Sections IV and V: Castells and the Epic Tradition, Marx and Weber
Beginning on page 5, the first of four titled sections of the Prologue, “Technology, Society, and Historical Change,” is not only the first real beginning treatment of technology, it also marks the beginning of the constant flow of footnotes through to the end. In the remainder of the Prologue, 23 pages, there are 51 footnotes, pointing to the 52-page bibliography of some 900-1,000 references for Volume I, roughly three times these numbers for the full trilogy. This massive accumulation of resources is not intrusive, however, as the notes are presented in a tiny font size and are mostly brief, only last name and date in the majority of cases. There is no reason not to take Castells at his word when he says he has tried to integrate a wide range of material “without submitting the reader to the painful revisiting of the bibliographic jungle where I have lived (fortunately, among other activities) for the past 12 years.” (26) 
Yet further indications of the scholarship involved are those expanded notes that set the context for a particular topic, area of inquiry, or, in numerous cases, entire fields of study.  The first topic of this section, for instance, on technological determinism, the degree to which technological changes influence society, notes four studies, including the debate that makes up the collection edited by Merritt Roe Smith and Leo Marx, Does Technology Drive History? The Dilemma of Technological Determinism, and, since the point of the section is to show the variation of information technology diffusion patterns in different social and institutional contexts, nine additional studies on this, including his own.
 
Especially given this massive coverage of the scholarly world, in turning to Castells' relationship and engagement with those whose contributions make up the Epic Tradition, we begin with an acknowledgement that at first blush, Castells exhibits little interest in the arena or evidence of even acknowledging its existence, no less addressing, it, an omission that is especially notable in contrast to the general course of his scholarly approach, one that ordinarily provides a critical bibliographical summary of even subfields, entries that are cited through the remaining chapter or sections and then included in the voluminous pages of bibliographical references at the end of each volume.
Given minimal references to the field and absence of reference to the majority of its contributors, the focus on the Epic Tradition here will be located and presented in terms of Castells' relationship with two of its illustrious members, Karl Marx and Max Weber, people whom Castells does indeed give special attention to.

The full title of Castells' trilogy, The Information Age: Economy, Society, and Culture, echoes both Marx's three-volume Capital: Critique of Political Economy, underlining the distinctiveness and new stage of Informational Capitalism, and Weber's magnum opus, Economy and Society, though it is The Protestant Ethic and the Sprit of Capitalism that Castells is explicitly updating with “The Spirit of Informationalism.”
Let us look a little more closely at Castells’ response to them each.

IV  Castells and Marx
Castells' relationship with Marxism can be looked at in so many ways, some depending on how you ask the question?  Is it Marxism, Marxist, Marxian, Marx?  Is it American Marxism, or Marxism in America? Can it usefully be seen through Castells’,  relationship with Marxist schools of thought and movements, right up to the present, especially those who have a special interest in technology?  

There are many approaches, and for Castells, they run in many different streams, and in the Information Age trilogy they run from beginning to end. The perspective / relationship / critique begins in that fourth sentence of the Prologue, and it begins there not just once but repeatedly, from different angles, with all kinds of nuances:  

The collapse of Soviet statism, and the subsequent demise of the international communist movement, has undermined for the time being the historical challenge to capitalism, rescued the political left (and Marxian theory) from the fatal attraction of Marxism-Leninism, brought the Cold War to an end, reduced the risk of nuclear holocaust, and fundamentally altered global geopolitics. (1)
And the preoccupation with Marx is there at the end, at the place where lots of Castells’ self-identified Marxist critics point, to his stated opposition to that basic tenet of almost any kind of Marxism:  “Philosophers have hitherto only interpreted the world in various ways; the point is to change it.”  The importance of this claim originated from “a time and a tradition, [when] the political left of the industrial era, [was] obsessed by the inscription on Marx’s tomb at Highgate, his (and Engel’s) eleventh thesis on Feuerbach.”  And what came from this? As Castells puts it emphatically in the final section, ironically titled “What is to be done”:  “I have seen so much misled sacrifice, so many dead ends induced by ideology, and such horrors provoked by artificial paradises of dogmatic politics that I want to convey a salutary reaction against trying to frame political practice in accordance with social theory...” (394)
Biography is a perspective that has a lot to teach. In a most telling introductory phrase, the time and the tradition obsessed, Castells tells us, “I come from…” It helps us grasp Castells relationship with Marxism as it grew out of its formative origins in Paris in the late 60’s, in 1968, in his work with Louis Althusser, in his authorship of The Urban Question: A Marxist Approach, first published in 1972.

It helps to explain, too, some otherwise curious antipathies, among Marxists in general who reserve a special critical vehemence towards their former comrades and especially among those who consider themselves, if not CyberMarxists or Cyber-Marxists at least those committed Marxists with an appreciation of the special role of that technology plays in our lives and in Capitalism’s current mode of development.

The former come from a long tradition of thirties radicals who reserve a special animosity for the likes of Sidney Hook, Daniel Bell, and other right-wing anti-Communist Social Democrats through the mid- and late-20th century and into the new millennium Commentary / New Republic neo-conservatives and neo-liberals.  Among the latter group are those CyberMarxists, primarily academics, clustered around Christian Fuchs and tripleC: Communication, Capitalism & Critique, the Open Access Journal for a Global Sustainable Information Society and the ICTs and Society conferences that show the large number of Marxists who are preoccupied with technology issues. Among the more activist in the latter group are those Third Wave Marxists, so-called to emphasize the major updating of Marxism driven by Alvin and Heidi Toffler’s analysis of technology, in Future Shock and Powershift but primarily The Third Wave, who have influenced the most recent spin-off from the CPUSA, the Committees of Correspondence for Socialism and Democracy.
 
There are, to be sure, whole other Marxist points of presence and perspectives, much of what we might call its humanist strand(s), extending from Jacques Ellul to Erich Fromm to Marshall Berman to Mark Buhle, one that takes in those who have a special interest in Marx’s work as a journalist in America, American Hegelianism and the emergence of Dewey’s pragmatism from these roots, Marxist anarchists, certain strands of Critical Theory, and a whole lot more.
 

In any case, whether one views Castells as a Marxist critic or revisionist, his critique and dialogue with those who consider them Marxists or Socialists, is complex and multi-layered and continues into the Prologue and the beginning chapters of Volume 1, first in his treatment of the distinctiveness of Informationalism’s mode of development and then into the IT Revolution as it comes to take the place of the Industrial Revolution (chapter 1), the Economy (chapter 2), in its Informational Capitalist form (chapter 2), the Network Enterprise, as it has risen to replace Industrial Fordism (chapter 3), and work and labor, the primary activity we undertake in reproducing the world we inherit, now radically changed, The Transformation of Work (chapter 4).

The second titled Prologue section, "Informationalism, Industrialism, Capitalism, Statism: Modes of Development and Modes of Production," spells out the major conceptual perspectives that bear upon the critique of Marxism.  It is here where Castells takes up the position that there are but two modes of production embodied in our real world, Capitalism and Statism. To the degree that some states call their mode of production “Communist” or “Socialist” and claim some foundation in Marxism, their defining quality for Castells is that decisions about how they work are made by those who control the state.  It is here where Castells offers a key distinction: Just as capitalism and statism are two modes of production, so industrialism and informationalism are two modes of development.  Note how his argument here is to rely upon traditional authority.  
It is a well-established tradition in theories of postindustrialism and informationalism, starting with classic works by Alain Touraine [La Société post-industrielle, 1969] and Daniel Bell [The Coming of Post-industrial Society, 1973], to place the distinction between pre-industrialism, industrialism, and informationalism (or postindustrialism) on a different axis than the one opposing capitalism and statism (or collectivism, in Bell's terms).  …[S]ocieties can be characterized along the two axes (so that we have industrial statism, industrial capitalism, and so on) … (14)
A four-page subsection on "Informationalism and capitalist perestroyka" summarizes the actual interaction between modes of development and production from his 1980 analysis of The Economic Crisis and American Society, the trial and error pragmatic restructuring into informational capitalism that involves deregulation, privatization, dismantling capital-labor agreements, and globalization.  The restructuring varied around the world, as per historical/cultural/ institutional specificity and is summarized in one of Castells' classic riffs.

To be sure, the process of restructuring had very different manifestations in areas and societies around the world, as I shall briefly survey in chapter 2: it was diverted from its fundamental logic by the military Keynesianism of the Reagan Administration, actually creating even greater difficulties for the American economy at the end of the euphoria of artificial stimulation; it was somewhat limited in Western Europe because of society's resistance to the dismantling of the welfare state and to one-sided labor market flexibility, with the result of raising unemployment in the European Union; it was absorbed in Japan without dramatic changes by emphasizing productivity and competitiveness on the basis of technology and cooperation rather than by increasing exploitation, until international pressures forced Japan to offshore production and to broadening the role of an unprotected, secondary labor market; and it plunged into a major recession, in the 1980s, the economies of Africa (except South Africa and Botswana) and Latin American (with the exception of Chile and Columbia), when International Monetary Fund policies cut money supply, reduced wages and imports, to homogenize conditions of global capital accumulation around the world.  (19-20) 
The integration of emerging technology was critical.  Without it, global capitalism would have been a limited phenomenon.  Global financial integration, taking place in the early 1980's through new information technologies, equalized basic economic parameters of restructuring processes across the globe.  

The third titled Prologue section, on "The Self in the Informational Society," re-emphasizes the distinctive social and political trend of the end of millennium as the construction of social action and politics around primary identities in contrast to the globalization and trends that new information technologies bring, the "paradox" that "while information systems and networking augment human powers of organization and integration, they simultaneously subvert the traditional Western concept of a separate, independent subject."   The trend is not, however, restricted to Europe and the West. Identity politics involving religious fundamentalism, nationalism, territoriality, and ethnicity are to be found across the globe, particularistic movements standing in contrast to the universal homogenization of network technology.  Some of the dimensions of this contrast are explored but the "paradoxical manifestation of the self in the information society" is fundamentally left as "terrain to be explored." (23, 25)  It is clear, however, that these features of identity are not vestiges of an older, medieval world to be outgrown in an era of enlightenment as traditional forms of Marxism would have it; they are fundamental to the human condition.
The Information Technology Revolution (chapter 1), "one of these rare intervals in history" we just so happen to be living through, has brought a major transformation in our material culture based on a new technological paradigm organized around information technologies that includes not only converging developments in microelectronics, computing, and telecommunications, but in genetic engineering as well, an inclusion that is one of Castells' basic expansions of the field, fields as varied as materials development, energy, medicine, manufacturing, and transportation, changes that influenced each other and expanded exponentially as they were all transformed "through a common digital language in which information is generated, stored, retrieved, processed, and transmitted." The myriad studies and hype characterizing much of this should not mislead us into underestimating its "truly fundamental significance," its pervasiveness, its "penetration of all domains of human activity, not as an exogenous source of impact, but as the fabric in which such activity is woven." (29, 31) 

The comparison to and lessons from the Industrial Revolution are instructive. Like the Industrial Revolution — actually two different phenomena that, in their commonality, display a common logic of accelerating and unprecedented technological change inextricably tied to imperialist ambitions and conflicts — the Technological Revolution clustered and concentrated its innovations and extended them across most of the globe in an uneven and highly selective manner. 

From steam energy to electricity, innovation in the generation and distribution of energy was the defining mark of the Industrial Revolutions. 
Thus, by acting on the process at the core of all processes — that is, the necessary power to produce, distribute, and communicate — the two Industrial Revolutions diffused throughout the entire economic system and permeated the whole social fabric.  Cheap, accessible, mobile energy sources extended and augmented the power of the human body, creating the material basis for the historical continuation of a similar movement towards the expansion of the human mind. (39-40)
From computing to telecommunications to genetics, innovation in the generation and distribution of a common digital language and conception of knowledge for advancing different fields has been the defining mark of the Technology Revolution.

The quicker Technological Revolution, bursting forth in the 1970's with the Bay Area/Silicon Valley as a focal node in the development and coming together of the microprocessor, microcomputer, digital switching, fiber optics, ARPANet — along with the technologies of life, gene splicing, recombinant DNA, genetic engineering, and all the ethical, legal, cultural, and political issues that came along with them.  That so many of these discoveries and developments in new information and communication technologies were happening then and there is a dramatic example of clustering centers, "milieus of innovation" as Castells will call them, and a revolutionary new technology paradigm with five defining characteristics:

1. It takes information as its raw material — "these are technologies to act on information, not just information to act on technology, as was the case in previous technological revolutions."

2. It's pervasive — all processes of individual and collective life are affected.

3. It comes with a networking logic, a "morphology" that leads to increasing interactive complexity and unpredictability, dynamic, all edges, "the least structured organization that can be said to have any structure at all," pulsing, changing, "the convergence between the evolutionary topology of living matter, the open-ended nature of an increasingly complex society, and the interactive logic of new information technologies."

4. Flexibility is a distinct dimension and characteristic — all processes, organizations, rules and practices can be modified and reconfigured as needed.

5. Convergence — into a highly integrated system, extended to ties between microelectronics and biology, materially and methodologically, where DNA can only be segmented and identified because of the massive computing power available to it, and the cutting edge of robotics in the field of learning uses neural network theory. (pp. 61, 62-63 especially note 71)
As Castells goes off into chaos theory and Kranzberg's First Law that "Technology is neither good nor bad, nor is it neutral," he concludes the chapter:

It is indeed a force, probably more than ever under the current technological paradigm that penetrates the core of life and mind.  But its actual deployment in the realm of conscious social action and the complex matrix of interaction between the technological forces unleashed by our species, and the species itself, are matters of inquiry rather than of fate. (65)
The Economy (chapter 2) is the focal point for Castells' inquiry in pursuing the deployment of this force, a new informational and globalized economy, made possible through integration by new information technologies, transformed with new flexible and customized production and distribution processes, to be managed through a combination of strategic alliances among major corporations, their decentralized units, and networks of small and medium enterprises, connecting with other networks, a configuration frequently changing, depending upon the projects at hand, with access to communications technologies appropriate to such flexibility, providing microelectronic precision-quality parts production, cost-efficient assembly anywhere in the world for on-demand delivery with low or no inventory maintenance.  
This new international division of labor is characterized "by its interdependence, its asymmetry, its regionalization, the increasing diversification within each region, its selective inclusiveness, its exclusionary segmentation, and, as a result of all these features, an extraordinarily variable geometry that tends to dissolve historical, economic geography," all sketched out in a more detailed description of the global triad. (106)
The rise of this global, informational economy is characterized by a new organizational logic that informs the Network Enterprise (chapter 3) whose features began to be described as part of the new economy and are given fuller expression here, as they stand in marked contrast to systematized, hierarchically managed, industrial, mass-production assembly-lined "Fordism." In its place flexible, automated, lean production reducing both labor and eliminating managerial layers, distinct trends converging into a new kind of organizational paradigm:  from mass to flexible production, the resilience/resurgence of small and medium firms in the light of the crisis of the large corporation, organized in a licensed-subcontracted multi-directional model under new decentralized, team management methods ("Toyotism"), with shifting strategic alliances in contrast to traditional cartels and oligopolies.  
Distinctive Japanese, Korean, and Chinese communitarian, patrimonial, and patrilineal models and examples with familial nodes all work in coordination with some form of a supportive "developmental state," exemplifying the emergence of international networks of firms, and of subunits of firms, as the basic organizational form of the global informational economy. 
There is a new Spirit of Informationalism that we shall return to shortly.

Chapter 4 and the remainder of Volume I continue the critique of Marxism, beginning with an analysis of work, "the main lever by which the informational paradigm and the process of globalization affect society at large."  Chapter 4, "The Transformation of Work," is the longest chapter in the volume. And it can be taken as an update and critique of much of what “work” and “labor” are taken to mean in basic Marxist meaning and sensibilities.  In contrast to an earlier mass immiseration and homogenization under industrial capitalism, informational capitalism leads to "the individualization of work and the fragmentation of societies," (201) though what one finds is that there has been growth of low-end, unskilled, service occupations and an increasingly polarized social structure and that at both ends the process of work and its social relationships have become much more fluid and flexible, introducing a new model of work and type of worker: the flex-timer. (pp. 255, note 64, 264 ff.)
If technology does not create or destroy work, it does transform it, by individualizing its needs in a reversal of the standardization and socialization of production that characterized the industrial era.  The new organization, integrated with its information technologies, segments work through decentralized management and customized markets.  "The emergence of lean production methods goes hand in hand with widespread business practices of subcontracting, outsourcing, offshoring, consulting, downsizing, and customizing."  Competition-induced, technology-driven trends towards flexibility lead to new arrangements and relations of production where "the fastest growing categories of work are temporary labor and part-time work."  When "self-employment" is added to the new non-standard employment category, the percentage of total employment in this category in the 1990's dramatically increases through the end of the century, for both unskilled and skilled workers alike, a change that is not informed either by "end of work" or "deskilling of labor," but rather a model with a core labor force supplemented by a disposable reserve of those who can be automated and/or hired/ fired/ offshored / outsourced / contracted / sub-contracted out, flexibly approached in a wide variety of ways, almost of all them accompanied by ever-diminishing benefits and assurances, depending upon market demand and labor cost. "This transformation has shaken our institutions, inducing a crisis in the relationship between work and society"— and Castells only just begins to address what he finds the most revolutionary component in this entire process, the growing numbers and role of women as part of the new labor force. (265, 272)
The final observation of note — the widespread deterioration of living and working conditions for labor, is summarized in another global mini-riff describing the different forms this deterioration takes in different contexts: "the rise of structural unemployment in Europe; declining real wages, increasing inequality, and job instability in the United States; underemployment and stepped-up segmentation of the labor force in Japan; informalization and downgrading of newly incorporated urban labor in industrializing countries; and increasing marginalization of agricultural labor force in stagnant, underdeveloped economies."  It's a development that's by no means a necessity — there is not necessarily a conflict between upgrading the technological foundation of a company and keeping most of the workers, with a retraining orientation.  Toyotism is a case in point, and in some cases companies with the most notable technological innovation have been those with the highest level of unionization. "Japanese automobile companies in the US and the Saturn plant in Tennessee… show the effectiveness of workers' input and unions' participation in the successful introduction of technological innovations, while limiting labor losses."  But this has not been the general course, and to speak of a general trend, "on the surface, societies were / are becoming dualized, with a substantial top and a substantial bottom growing at both ends of the occupational structure, so shrinking the middle, at a pace in proportion that depends upon each country's position in the international division of labor and on its political climate." (273, 277)
The last part of volume I provides an intensification of Castells' description of the flowing, pulsating, multi-dimensional, biomorph that is the Network Enterprise, amplified by the contracting-expanding-changing dynamism of flex-time workers.  Here, in the final three chapters, newly coined phrases and poetically expressive language reflect his struggle to adequately describe the new phenomenon.  Segmentation dissolves what only recently had appeared as the new hardened condition of mass society and the mass audience as reality itself is absorbed and taken into interactive networks becoming real virtuality, its basic dimensions transformed into spatial configurations melting into the space of flows, with a capacity to act instantaneously, incorporating the past, present, and future as timeless time — expressions that reflect the nature of the transformation that the emergence of new information and communication technologies has brought. 
In the final half of The Network Society, we have something close to and informed by Marshall Berman’s presentation of the Communist Manifesto, one where all that has been solid melts into air.

* * * * *

One might wonder why those Marxists especially those like the Third Wave proponents of this third stage of human development do not turn to the fullness of the critique Castells has provided as opposed to the more simplistic one of the Tofflers.
“The collapse of Soviet socialism…” — the beginning of the Third Wave Manifesto, “The Promise and Peril of the Third Wave: Socialism and Democracy for the 21st Century” — matches Castells’ Information Age Trilogy, noting the third of three world-historical events at the end of the last quarter/third of the 20th century that Castells begins with.  And it goes on, with the perspective of a certain kind of militancy, one that’s speaking directly to the concerns of those who consider themselves “Socialists” — and it is this orientation that one comes to appreciate as the main difference between these CyberMarxists and Castells — to argue, as does Castells, that the problem is located in a common development that has affected socialist and capitalist countries and societies alike, “a new radical upheaval in industrial society generally, in both the capitalist West and the socialist East.”  

Believing that “the left has downplayed what the existing capitalist and socialist economies of the West have in common in real life,” the Manifesto finds that commonality is rooted in the structural flaws of industrialism, the mass production of the factory-based assembly line and its “forms of presumed rationality: concentration, centralization, standardization, specialization, maximization and synchronization.”  The Third Wave criticism, that “despite its claim of rationality, industrial society is not a sustainable form of civilization” but rather one that leads to “a complex web of environmental disasters wreaking ecological havoc and rendering the biosphere unfit for human habitation,” echoes Castells on environmentalism.
The Third Wave Manifesto, written in 1993, wants to maintain that we’re still in that industrial mode but anticipates in its own way the Castellian transformation coming:

Today's technological revolution has pushed industrial mass production to new heights in the capitalist world. New and upgraded factories continue to produce an ever-wider variety of commodities of improved quality at lower prices with less labor. Telecommunications has integrated capital markets into a 24-hour, on-line global system of exchange. The full consequences of these developments are only beginning to take shape, although change takes place at an increasingly rapid pace.
“The main reason for today's ongoing revolution in the productive forces was the invention of the microchip…” — The expansive history of developments in a myriad of fields that Castells offers provides a wider and deeper appreciation of the dimensions of informationalism and the simplicities behind such claims as “The microchip's impact is changing everything about our world and the way we live.”  
There is something sweeping about the way the Tofflers and the Manifesto put it and use the third wave’s historical vantage:  “Civilization is undergoing a quantum leap on the order of the agricultural revolution launched 6000 years ago and the industrial revolution launched 200 years ago. We have now entered a third period of human history.” But when the Manifesto’s authors say, “We prefer to call it the information era,” they literally echo Castells.

The changes in the workforce the Manifesto summarizes could benefit from the detailed analysis Castells provides, along with his picture of the ruling class and it culture.  “[T]he attempt to ignore or stifle the information technologies fueling it — This was a deep flaw in the structure of the ‘command economies’ of the Soviet bloc, which based their politics on the centralized control and restriction of information.” — echoes Castells analysis of the failure of Russian and other “statist” approaches.

In taking “A New Look at the Lessons of History,” the Manifesto argues that the authoritarian patterns of managerial hierarchy in industry were also reflected in socialist politics.  For a vision based on the renewal of democracy, a full critical reading of the Third Wave Manifesto might usefully benefit by incorporating a more appreciative approach to Castells Information Age Trilogy.
* * * * *
Such an approach may encourage, too, one to view Castells as a Marxist revisionist rather than critic. This could serve as a good reminder that the historical challenge to capitalism has been undermined not definitively and finally but for the time being.  Castells’ criticism of the tradition “obsessed” with the eleventh thesis on Feuerbach is his own, and having issued his warnings, he does it come back for a final synthesis. 
As he draws to a close,
…the issue is not that political commitment prevents, or distorts, intellectual creativity... And I do hope that this book, by raising some questions and providing empirical and theoretical elements to treat them, may contribute to informed social action in the pursuit of social change. In this sense, I am not, and I do not want to be, a neutral, detached observer of the human drama.
…No more meta-politics, no more ‘‘Maître à penser,’’ and no more intellectuals pretending to be so. The most fundamental political liberation is for people to free themselves from uncritical adherence to theoretical or ideological schemes, to construct their practice on the basis of their experience... In the twentieth century, philosophers tried to change the world. In the twenty-first century, it is time for them to interpret it differently. Hence my circumspection, which is not indifference, about a world troubled by its own promise.
And in the “Finale,” just before ending, before Castells says he has “exhausted my words” and closes with Pablo Neruda, is the Marxian promise of the Enlightenment:
The promise of the Information Age is the unleashing of unprecedented productive capacity by the power of the mind. I think, therefore I produce. In so doing, we will have the leisure to experiment with spirituality, and the opportunity of reconciliation with nature, without sacrificing the material well-being of our children. The dream of the Enlightenment, that reason and science would solve the problems of humankind, is within reach...
V Castells and Weber
If the critique and grappling with Marx and Marxism is somewhat diffuse, all-encompassing, taking place on a variety of levels, difficult to grasp, the situation with Weber and Weberian science is quite locatable, direct, and intense.  

It comes at the end of chapter 3, Castells’ conclusion to “The Network Enterprise: the Culture, Institutions, and Organizations of the Informational Economy,” where he turns explicitly to Max Weber's Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, published at the beginning of the twentieth century, a work that “still remains the methodological cornerstone of any theoretical attempt at grasping the essence of institutional transformations that in history usher in a new paradigm of economic organization.”  And since a radically new paradigm was emerging at the end of that century, at the cusp of the millennium, the radically new development mode of capitalism deserves no less an assessment and foundation. And Castells brings together the dimensions of that new cultural/institutional configuration:  “In homage to one of sociology's founding fathers,” he tells us, “I shall call this configuration ‘the spirit of informationalism.’” And that is the title of the final section here. (195) Could the homage paid be any more emphatic?
“Where to start? How to proceed?” Castells asks. “Let us read Weber again,” he begins. The quotes are not brief, clipped summaries or selected observations, findings, recommendations, but sensibilities of the selections are of the sort that one cannot help but note Castells regard, veneration we can even say:  “the voice of the master resonates with force 100 years later.” 

The first quote emphasizes the kinship between Weber’s methodology and Castells’ own.

The spirit of capitalism.  What is to be understood by it? …If any object can be found to which this term can be applied with any understandable meaning, it can only be an historical individual, i.e. a complex of elements associated in historical reality which we unite into a conceptual whole from the standpoint of their cultural significance.  Such an historical concept, however, since it refers in its content to a phenomenon significant for its unique individuality… must be gradually put together out of the individual parts which are taken from historical reality to make it up.  Thus the final and definitive concept cannot stand at the beginning of the investigation, but must come at the end. 

Capitalism, certainly not superseded but definitively transformed, has new basic elements —business networks in all their varieties — they arise from a diversity of sources, in major contrast to those built upon the Protestant Ethic:  “Family-based networks in Chinese societies and Northern Italy; entrepreneurial networks emerging from technological seedbeds in the milieu of innovations, as in Silicon Valley; hierarchical, communal networks of the Japanese keiretsu type…” 

To be sure, they all use and are highly dependent upon and defined by technological tools, tied across a competitive global expanse, always intertwined with a developmental or otherwise supportive political state.  And the key here, the “ethical foundation,” the “cultural glue,” is something else Weber provides the orientation for.  It is the very unmaterialist sensibility that underlines the spirit of capitalism and now the spirit of informationalism.  

For in the country of Benjamin Franklin's birth, Weber had written, “the spirit of capitalism was present before the capitalistic order,” and Castells goes on to quote his explanation:

The fact to be explained historically is that in the most highly capitalistic centre of that time, in Florence of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, the money and capital market of all the great political powers, this attitude [Benjamin Franklin's defense of profit-searching] was considered ethically unjustifiable, or at best to be tolerated.  But in the backwoods small bourgeois circumstances of Pennsylvania in the eighteenth century, where business threatened for simple lack of money to fall back into barter, where there was hardly a sign of large enterprise, where only the earliest beginnings of banking were to be found, the same thing was considered the essence of moral conduct, even commanded in the name of duty.  
And this astonishing state of affairs, Castells wants to point out emphatically is in direct opposition to and stands as a refutation of Marxian or any other type of materialism:

To speak here of a reflection of material conditions in the ideal superstructure would be patent nonsense.  What was the background of ideas which could account for the sort of activity apparently directed toward profit alone as a calling toward which the individual feels himself to have an ethical obligation?  For it was this idea which gave the way of life of the new entrepreneur its ethical foundation and justification. (197-98)
And so Castells goes on to build upon Weber here in articulating the spirit of informationalism, the “cultural glue” that underpins the emergence and consolidation of the network enterprise:

…there is indeed a common cultural code in the diverse workings of the network enterprise.  It is made of many cultures, many values, many projects, that cross through the minds and inform the strategies of the various participants in the networks, changing at the same pace as the network's members, and following the organizational and cultural transformation of the units of the network.  It is a culture, indeed, but a culture of the ephemeral, a culture of each strategic decision, a patchwork of experiences and interests, rather than a charter of rights and obligations.  It is a multi-faceted, virtual culture, as in the visual experiences created by computers in cyberspace by rearranging reality.  It is not a fantasy, it is a material force because it informs, and enforces, powerful economic decisions at every moment in the life of the network.  But it does not stay long:  it goes into the computer's memory as raw material of past successes and failures.  The network enterprise learns to live within this virtual culture.  Any attempt at crystallizing the position in the network as a cultural code in a particular time and space sentences the network to obsolescence, since it becomes too rigid for the variable geometry required by informationalism. The “spirit of informationalism” is the culture of “creative destruction” accelerated to the speed of the optoelectronic circuits that process its signals.  Shumpeter meets Weber in the cyberspace of the network enterprise. (199)
This oft-quoted concluding sentence and the sentiment of the whole description is the dimension Marshall Berman pulls out and makes explicit in All That Is Solid Melts Into Air, from his opening quote in that titled section from Capital — “There followed on the birth of mechanization and modern industry… a violent encroachment like that of an avalanche in its intensity and its extent.  All bounds of morals and nature, of age and sex, of day and night, were broken down. Capital celebrated its orgies.” — to his fuller treatment of The Communist Manifesto, beginning with the first section on “Bourgeois and Proletarians” that changes tone and celebrates the transformation the bourgeois brings to a world “disintegrated and metamorphosed into something unrecognizable, surreal, a mobile construction that shifts and changes shape under the players feet.”
 
Castells ends with a final paragraph, another long citation from Weber, one that concludes with the latter’s quote from Nietzsche.
The modern economic order…is now bound to the technical and economic conditions of machine production which today determine the lives of all individuals who are born into this mechanism, not only those directly concerned with economic acquisition, with irresistible force… The care for external goods should only lie on the shoulders of the “saint like a light cloak, which can be thrown aside at any moment.”  But fate decreed that the cloak should become an iron cage… Today the spirit of religious asceticism… has escaped from the cage.  But victorious capitalism, since it rests on mechanical foundations, needs its support no longer…  No one knows who will live in this case in the future, or whether at the end of this tremendous development, entirely new prophets will arise, or there will be a great rebirth of old ideas, or, if neither, mechanized petrification, embellished with a sort of convulsive self-importance.  For of the last stage of cultural development, it might well be truly said: “Specialists without spirit, sensualists without heart; this nullity imagines that it has attained a level of civilization never before achieved.” (199-200)
Nietzsche, Weber, and Castells converge — on a certain level, at this emphatic point, The Rise of the Network Society could well end here.
* * * * *

As profound as is Castells treatment of The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, there is another dimension of the comparison with Weber, and that is to Economy and Society, some of whose basics Wikipedia pulls together as “published posthumously in Germany in 1922 by his wife Marianne, …considered to be one of Weber's most important works…[e]xtremely broad in scope, … cover[ing] numerous themes… not published in English until 1968.  In 1998, the International Sociological Association listed this work as the most important sociological book of the 20th century.”
Most reviewers and critics take the comparison as more encompassing than The Protestant Ethic alone.  The overview to their three volume set on Castells by Webster and Dimitriou puts the comparison in terms of the “work” of Max Weber.  Anthony Giddens is explicit:  “It would not be fanciful to compare the work to Max Weber's Economy and Society, written almost a century earlier.”  Chris Freeman begins his review that he entitles “The New Weber” from there. “When I first read the Giddens review I thought that this was perhaps a slightly exaggerated tribute, but since reading all three volumes of Castells, reflecting on them and re-reading some of Weber's own work, I no longer think so. The Castells trilogy is a massive achievement…" Freeman offers a number of useful comparative assessments, similarities, and contrasts here, beyond the sheer bulk of both works and the detailed illustration of their arguments, primarily their wide-ranging attempts to cover politics, economics, sociology, culture, technology, social organizations, and religions of all kinds.
  Classic topics and dimensions also include: Weber’s ideal types, on an Epic Level, an update of the Platonic Forms, “the highest and most fundamental kind of reality,” and the analysis and treatment of bureaucracy. Along with whole fields of study, they are all changed.

* * * * *
VI The Trilogy as Political Theory
Finally we turn to some of Castells' pronouncements about the political world, one that is close to both what we ordinarily appreciate as politics — though Castells has much to say about the ugly and stunted side of politics here, especially in its reduction to media politics and personality — as well as the wider and deeper world generally connoted by and associated with the phrase “political theory.”  Here we find, along side the developing shape, contour, economy, sensibility, character of the networked society, the element of contingency that importantly characterizes the political world. If this is not a contingency that is necessarily found in every presidential election or even regime change, it is certainly one that attends to such phenomena as the Occupy movement and the recent revolutions in the Middle East and other parts of the world — and their failures as well — as we have moved into the new millennium, a matter Castells and his critics have recently addressed.
  It is this final appreciation, of the importance or cruciality of yet-to-be-determined-outcomes, that helps us see Castells' accomplishment as an achievement of political theory.

The primacy of the political, the cruciality of the state, is a matter Castells brings to our attention very early on in the Information Age trilogy, again, in the Prologue, in that first titled section on “Technology, Society, and Social Change.” It is, in fact, precisely the point in the three case histories he provides as a corrective to notions of technological determinism, to show the variation of information technology diffusion patterns in different social and institutional contexts depend primarily on the decisive role of state power.
In the U.S., while the influence of the individualistic, libertarian entrepreneurialism of Silicon Valley might seem to argue for the unimportance and negligible role of the state, the military-funded development of the Internet's predecessor ARPANet through the Defense Department Advanced Research Projects Agency, “the mythical DARPA,” exemplifies its cruciality. Chinese technology development, the most advanced in the world around 1400, with a millennium and a half of achievements: blast furnaces, water clocks, iron plows, spinning wheels and draw looms, hydraulic trip hammers and water wheels, the compass and advanced shipping junks, the crossbow and trebuchet (an especially accurate medieval catapult), gun powder and explosives, acupuncture, paper and printing — suddenly became stagnant just at the moment when Europe began its revolution, largely under the changed attitude and policies of the Ming and Qing dynasties that were continued under the enlightened Manchu despots of the eighteenth century and did not change dramatically until mid-twentieth century.  A contrasting overview of Japanese technology development marks their withdrawal and isolation under the Tokugawa Shogunate from the early 1600's through the mid-1850's, ending with a technological revival in 1868 with the Meiji Restoration creating the political conditions for a rapid state-led modernization, and a nod to the generally publicly-known story of how Japan became a major world player in IT industries in the last quarter of the twentieth century.  
Societies differ radically in their historical development, adoption, and integration of technology, with the key determinant being the political one.  As Castells puts it, “ What must be retained for the understanding of the relationship between technology and society is that the role of the state, by either stalling, unleashing, or leading technological innovation, is a decisive factor in the overall process, as it expresses and organizes the social and cultural forces that dominate in a given space and time.” (13) How much clearer could it be?
* * * * *
”Our economy, society, and culture are built on interests, values, institutions, and systems of representation that, by and large, limit collective creativity, confiscate the harvest of information technology, and deviate our energy into self-destructive confrontation. This state of affairs must not be.” (Castells 2000b, 379.)
Politics matters.  Jari Peltola begins his treatment of Castells with a quote that’s to the point, on a good note regarding Castells attitude towards that Feuerbachian thesis, in his paper “The Place of Politics in Manuel Castells’s Network Society.”  

Politics matters in extraordinary times.  Politics matters with the digital divide as a crucial issue with the digital divide, for Castells shows the full disenfranchisement of those on its deficit side. And Peltola gets it right from a certain angle on the Epic Tradition, too, with a host of related analyses for back-up as he picks up Castells’ activism as integral to his scholarly work, too. 

Castells uses “network,” Peltola tells us, “as a ‘theory of everything’: a metaphor ‘covering economic transaction system, social relationships, and ICT infrastructure’” As with a host of others, Peltola finds “in Castell’s trilogy where there is life, there are also networks.”
 

Quoting yet another analyst, Darin Barney, network society, we are told, is “one star among constellation of relatively recent attempts to understand and characterize an evolving range of interrelated social, political, economic and cultural forces.” (3) Wolin had written about political theory as a creative act of the theorist, and Peltola takes on Castells in precisely these terms:

I consider Castells’s study on network society as a contemporary performative analysis of the late twentieth and early twenty-first century society, as Rosalind Williams (2004, 433) suggests. This perspective enables one to perceive Castells’s network society as an agenda in itself, or as a political tractate, which – in addition to just describing the world from allegedly neutral perspective – proactively constructs the phenomenon known as the network society, and simultaneously makes Castells a political actor in the context of network discourse. (2)
* * * * *

While the pursuit of Castells’ achievement in these terms merits full pursuit and spelling out, I conclude here with the more traditional view of politics and Castells commitment to it.

What most clearly establishes the status of Castells' information age trilogy as a work of political theory is the primacy of contingencies its presentation of the new world of Information Capitalism gives to what happens amidst the flow of flows, tendencies, and technological currents.  Like the treatment of Marxism, this is a theme the runs from the beginning to the conclusion and receives some of its most definitive statements towards the end.  In one of its starkest expression, Castells puts the success of one of the Asian tigers into perspective in the final volume:  "Singapore… could have easily been another Sri Lanka." (284)  In Volume 2, Castells' most political volume of the trilogy, his uncertainty about the outcome of religious fundamentalism and other reactionary political attacks on feminism and defense of the patriarchal family and, in the face growing national networking and regionalization, the equally yet-to-be-seen long-term consequences of U.S. unilateral militarism — these uncertainties make it very clear exactly what the stakes are for the political world. 
� An online version of this presentation with fuller footnotes and active links is/will be available at peterbmiller.wordpress.com/castells-epic-theory [and/or ___].


� Steve passed away May 15, 2008.  Richard Lowenberg set up a memorial blog at � HYPERLINK "http://communitynetworking2008.wordpress.com" ��http://communitynetworking2008.wordpress.com� with an outpouring of testimonies and tributes to this pioneering community technology activist that includes an � HYPERLINK "http://public.fotki.com/petermiller/stevecislerinjordan/" ��album� of scenes from the fall of 2003 when Steve, Richard Civille, Michael Gurstein and I undertook a tour of the telecentres in Jordan for the country's Ministry of Information as part of an analysis for their further development.


� “Thomas Hobbes and the Epic Tradition of Political Theory” was delivered as the 1968 William Andrews Clark Memorial Library Lecture at UCLA, published as a monograph by the Library in 1970, and is currently accessible to students of political theory on � HYPERLINK "https://app.box.com/s/e2cbhgdm392yrr37ys53" ��box.com�.  “Political Theory as a Vocation” was published in the December 1969 issue of the American Political Science Review, v 63, pp. 1062-82. A google search with the article in quotes should yield some number of complete, publicly-accessible PDF versions; one is available for students of political theory, also on � HYPERLINK "https://app.box.com/s/e74usnfhewywte7el8aljo6w2uoxdm55" ��box.com�.
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�  Or as Peltola puts this all together:  


Castells – as Jan van Djk (2002, 24) notes – uses “network” as a “theory of everything”: a metaphor covering economic transaction system, social relationships, and ICT infrastructure (see also Aro 1999). As in Fritjof Capra’s (1996), Albert-László Barabási’s (2003) and Robert & William H. McNeill’s (2003) visions, in Castell’s trilogy where there is life, there are also networks. (2)
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