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Information Society as a Late Modern Society
Media and Information Environment for Individuals?

HELENA TAPPER

Information society is seen primarily as a strategy for econo-
mic growth in post-industrial societies. Crisis in industrial so-
ciety or economy, has resulted in strategies for economic
growth based on information technology, and the view of infor-
mation as a key resource. Information together with capital
and labor, has not only become a key input in production proc-
esses, but increasingly it has become an output, i.e. either a
service or product in a market-place. Thus, industrial economy
has led into information economy.

Progress in information technology has facilitated another
change; that of the structural change to network economy. An-
other major change is the increasing role of market economy
and a lessening role of economic regulation. One result of this
development is the formation of economic blocks like the EU
or NAFTA. These blocks form or they attempt to form larger
economic entities with common internal regulatory markets
and joint protectionistic policies towards external markets.
Thus we have a few large economic entities in the global eco-
nomy. This trend emphasizes on one hand global competition
and global economy and on the other local or regional econo-
my.

National economic policies are directed to operate accord-
ing to common economic policies of these economic blocks.
The enterprises benefit from the larger internal markets of the
blocks, bit on the other hand they operate globally.

It is necessary to understand that national economic poli-
cies are based on the growth of information technology and in-
formation service or product markets. However, the structural
change in economies towards information and service econo-
mies causes mass unemployment and a need for training.

Information society or global information superhighway are
the key strategies for post-industrial societies to maintain or
increase their economic growth. These strategies propose that
information services and products and building information in-
frastructure, are the key for economic growth. Until now, the
strategies in national policy have centered around, how to cre-
ate information infrastructure both in economy, in education

and training. The emphasis has been on the economy but gra-
dually other domains in society have been discussed as well.

In rhetoric terms at least, the emphasis is in the building of
global information superhighway (the USA). Since the natio-
nal strategies tend to emphasize the national economic and in-
formation policy, there is an increasing attempt to harmonize
and coordinate these policies at the international level, with the
prime example the EU information society policy. The global
information superhighway is an attempt to reach to global in-
formation markets, and gain control over them.

What are then the main issues in this discourse or policy?
Primarily, the emphasis has been in THE CAPACITY OF IN-
FORMATION NETWORKS to transmit information. The
ISDN, the ATM and other integrated information networks
provide a growing capacity for fast information transfer nation-
ally and internationally. Several questions arise: who are the
network operators, who builds the network, who has access to
the network, at what price, and how are the national networks
linked into international networks?

The main developments are the integration and digitaliza-
tion of information networks which increases transfer capacity.
The second issue is, THE TYPE OF INFORMATION
TRANSFERRED IN THE NETWORK. Is Internet the de-
scription of network information: a new, at the moment mainly
free of charge global information marketplace for all with ac-
cess to a computer and a network.

The global information superhighway as a policy indicates
statement, that the network is global, it is efficient (super) and
it transfers information.

What about the Media?
Information society policy programs have been primarily built
on the technological-economic development policy. The impor-
tant issue is, the role of the media in creation of this society.
Cultural and social issues together with the role of the media
have been discussed very little in these documents.

How does the media create an image of a society, what does
it represent, for example in the news. In Europe, national me-
dia contents and national media institutions, i.e. the public
broadcasting companies, have traditionally had an important
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role in the creation of national identity. Media has traditionally
been viewed as a part of national culture domain, representing
the culture and society, and therefore important for creation of
national identity.

Today, we have different media landscape in front of us.
We, as individuals or as receivers of media contents, are living
in a different media environment. We live in the world of con-
stantly changing flows of mediatexts, like the news, music, en-
tertainment, documentaries, the commercial MTV, movies etc.
They are all trying to grasp, at least at that moment, a piece of
reality or giving us an escape, a time-out, of the reality or eve-
ryday life.

These mediatexts increasingly have no one homeland, they
are global in the sense (see Appaduraj 1990) that they are pro-
duced in one country but they increasingly combine multicul-
tural, multi-origin elements, though they often are synthetized
in Hollywood studios. These mediaproducts are distributed
globally by the massive conglomerates of the US and Euro-
pean mediacompanies.

We learn easily to read these mediatexts, since they are
available everywhere. In Sydney or New York or in Helsinki,
we may see the same Jane Austin-movie or the same CNN
news at the same time. This poses, at least theoretically a ques-
tion: is there a growing global audience who reads the media-
texts increasingly the same way or do the cultural differences
change the reading (see Ang, Lull, Morley).

The national media policy and regulations often aims to
strengthen the national media contents. National television and
radio channels or local radio stations have a strong emphasis
on representation of national issues and national forms of me-
diatexts. To what extent do they represent a world of national
identity and what is their role in the formation of identity, as
we live increasingly in the future in the world of global issues
and global mediatexts?

It is important to look at the mediatexts, how they represent
the society, what are the values, the role of an individual in so-
ciety, and finally for whom are these texts produced.

In looking at the information society policy, I see the na-
tional media policy having two roles: one as a provider of a
functional media-environment rather than as a regulator, and
the other to increase the opportunities for national production
of mediatexts, like independent producers and other domestic
production. These roles together have an effect in strengthen-
ing the national culture and identity, and more importantly, in
reflecting and producing components for understanding the re-
ality of everyday life. This means, that the mediatexts not only
represent the culture but they also produce the culture, in the
sense of strengthening some aspects of the reality of everyday
life of individuals.

The intertextuality of mediatexts refers to other mediatexts.
Thus to be able to understand a certain text one needs to know
the referred texts as well. This means that certain issues in the
media are less discussed than others, or texts are less open to a
large audience. If issues such as the development of informa-
tion technology and its importance both for a country ( a Nokia
successtory, Finland has a developed telecommunications net-
work), and for an individual capacity and knowledge to be able
to operate in a high-technological environment, whether at

work or at home, are repeatedly represented in the media. This
creates a generally perceived idea of a country such as Finland,
as an information (technology) society.

Is Information Society
a Late-Modern Society?
Graham Murdoc and Anthony Giddens have introduced the
terms late modernity or high modernity, as a stage of society
after the modern society (Murdoc 1993, Giddens 1990). They
propose in their texts that today’s society is a developed mo-
dernity: characterized by rationality, high level of specializa-
tion and individualization. Murdoc emhasizes the role of the
media in the change of society.

Ulrich Beck introduced in the 1980’s the idea of a risk soci-
ety, as a late-modern industrial society (Beck 1990). In the
1990’s Beck has criticized the post-industrial society calling it
a reflexive modernization. These concepts are useful instru-
ments in analyzing the information society as a strategy for to-
day’s information/knowledge or digital information super
highway.

Both Giddens and Murdoc emphasize that today’s modern
society is still characterized by rationality and individualiza-
tion. Beck developes these ideas further in his analysis of re-
flexive modernization.

According to Beck, a post-industrial society or society after
the industrial stage, has reached a level where the risks of de-
velopment, such as the control of technological systems ( f.ex.
the nuclear power-stations) become uncontrollable. Another
example might be environmental risks: highly developed indu-
strial processes or traffic produce environmental risks which
cannot be controlled. As the risks become greater the expert
systems to control these risks become more important. As the
systems become more complex and less controllable, are we
then today living in an insurance society?

Individualization of life is another issue of Beck’s analysis.
This means that individual choices become an essential part of
individual life: the responsibility for one’s choices is increas-
ingly one’s own, not the society’s. The individual becomes a
decision-maker of her/his life.

Beck’s reflexive modernization means that these issues are
discussed first in the media, and later they become issues in
policymaking. What does reflexive modernization mean? At a
level of society, it presumes new politics where the issues of
individuals become discussed in political decision-making
process. At the level of an individual, it presumes individual
responsibility but also togetherness or solidarity by bringing
the issues of everyday life in the media and politics.

Both the individualization and the increasing risks of eco-
nomic and other development may also be analysed in the in-
formation society. The risks of information society may not be
environmental or problems of solidarity dicussed in politics.

The problems in information society at a level os society
are: 1. a lack of economic predictability (see also Beck, and
Bell), due to quick changes in international financials systems
and access to that information through information networks.
2. the lack of possibility to foresee the future of an individual,
as due to lifelong education and training for work. 3. High de-
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pendency on technological expertise and development, in addi-
tion to standardization measures in information technology. 4.
Access to information networks and information may be lim-
ited in information societies. 5. The free information services
and products are competing with the priced information.

As the society has become more complex, also more people
need to find information and skills to be able to use informa-
tion networks, to find one’s individual place in the changing
media environment and to be able to orient oneself in that en-
vironment become essential skills for individuals in these soci-
eties. Daniel Bell predicted almost thirty years ago in his ”Co-
ming of PostIndustrial Society” (Bell 1976), the increase of
unpredictability, the professionalization, the need of informa-
tion systems in decision-making and the increasing need of
theoretical (specialized) knowledge in society.

It appears that, many of the information society programs
follow these ideas. However, there is a need to focus more on
the individual, the savoir, the voloir and the desir of an indi-
vidual in her/his life. Therefore, the producers of the media-
texts, the information service providers and policy-makers,
need to focus on issues of everyday life, human needs in life,
not only on rationality and on logic as a driving force of indi-
vidual behaviour in society. This may result in new kinds of in-
formation services and use of media.

Media Policy for Information Society?
In the global information (technology) environment, national
media policy or information policy faces new challenges. As a
small country Finland has a highly developed information
technology infrastructure in telecommunications, a high-level
of cable-penetration and cellular phones. The market in tele-

communications is liberated and there is an increased competi-
tion in that market. Another characteristic for the Finnish me-
dialandscape, is the effort to maintain the production of Finn-
ish products media contents even in new tv channels.

The media policy in last ten years has favoured deregula-
tion of the media. This has brought new national and interna-
tional operators to the market. The operating licenses have
been granted by the Cabinet but the current policy, is to create
an open media environment for different operators. This poses
another question: how to maintain the public service principle
in society. In other words, what is the role of the public broad-
casting company in the current medialandscape? Another issue
in the public domain is that of the role of libraries. They are the
main free information service in society today, and they pro-
vide open access to new media such as the Internet.

The media policy issues need to be discussed in the context
of the overall information society policy. This brings into focus
several issues: what is the level of regulation needed in soci-
ety: to provide a deregulated media environment or to provide
basic information services for all. The choice of the latter
would mean, the choice of the welfare-state policy.

If the society provides basic infrastructure for information
services and media, the access to the information networks is a
key issue. Another issue is the information society for all, this
means pricing of information services. Which services are free
and which are priced?

Additionally, there is a need for education, i.e. teaching
people how to function in the new media environment, where
to search information and how? The philosophy of a rich me-
dia environment for individuals needs to be discussed further
in the technologically oriented world of economic growth.
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