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It is generally aknowledged that the term “knowledge worker” was first used by Peter Drucker in his 1959 book “Landmarks of Tomorrow”. In the following years hundreds and hundreds of definitions were offered in an effort to give the term some sense. In 1996 the Drucker-Nakagauchi Dialog was published with the title “Drucker on Asia”. It is interesting to read Drucker’s autobiographical reconstruction of the different steps in his evolution from an employee of an export-cotton firm to a “knowledge worker”: the itinerary he describes is completely different from the approach to education and work of a typical knowledge worker and also from the approach to education he proposes to applicants for a career as knowledge workers. Born in Vienna to a family of “civil servants, professors, lawyers and physicians”, his education was marked by the pedagogic philosophy of the allgemeine Bildung. What Allgemeine Bildung means has been explained by Drucker himself in a lecture he gave at the Kennedy School of Government in May 1994

During the last two hundred years at least in the West (and since about that time in Japan as well) an educated person was someone who shared a common stock of formal knowledge what the Germans called Allgemeine Bildung and the English (and following them, the nineteenth- century Americans) called the liberal arts.

1. More precisely, the term allgemeine Bildung means an education based on commonly accepted schooling programs, pedagogical values and pedagogical rules, whose center is the secondary school, the gymnasium and the lyceum. The school systems in the German and in the Habsburg Empires at the turn of the twenthieth Century show large similarities. The cursus studiorum of young people aged 14 to 17 – the central Bildungsjahre – was clearly defined and imbued students with both basic instruments of learning and fundamental elements of knowledge, necessary for their life as citizens. What still remained undefined and unclear was the organisation and structure of the University. The great German-speaking economists of the past century came from the law faculties (others, like Franz Oppenheimer, from medicine). Sociology as an autonomous discipline did not yet exist. Drucker – enrolled in 1927 in a law faculty - moved to the U.S. ten years later. He belongs to the second generation of German-speaking intellectuals who escaped from Hitler’s dictatorship after 1933 or from Austria’s Anschluss after 1938. These “refugees scholars” gave support to the renewal of American culture, especially in the socio-economic fields
 In some cases these German speaking scholars made an important contribution to the renewal of educational institution in the U.S., for example at the New School of Social Research in New York and inside the New School with the so called “University in Exile”. An historian of this emigration, Lewis Coser, has said that

only a few refugee sociologists made significant contributions in their adopted country... they served as transmission belts for sociological knowledge, especially sociological theory

Having found many obstacles to their integration in the American academic world, they taught in colleges or undergraduate institutions, leading Coser, to praise them as the

unsung heroes of American higher education.

Peter Drucker belongs to the few, who “made significant contributions”. What does matter, is that the approach to the education of a knowledge worker today, the educational offer he is faced with, the educational philosophy commonly accepted are not only completely different but quite the opposite from the philosophy of the allgemeine Bildung, where the main concern of educators was to help pupils to integrate the different disciplines and knowledges they had learned into an unitary “mind set”, in an unitary selfsustaining complexity .

Today education is (must be) ultra-specialized, pragmatic, technology-oriented. Education is education for problem-solving, to learn simplification, to fight complexity. I agree with Michael Menser and Stanley Aronowitz, who said in the opening essay of the book “Technoscience and cyberculture” that

to complicate is to be transgressive, to ‘mix things up’ to ontologically complicate things so as to break down ‘disciplinary’ boundaries which have abstractly extracted and com(de)partimentalized to such a degree that the objects of study have been ‘emptied out’, casting nature, culture and technology as closed systems or pure objects where each one brackets off the other

Trying to explain what is meant with “com(de)partimentalization”, the authors add 

we deploy this admittedly unwieldy term in order to stress that academic specialization takes the institutional form of departments whose field of inquiry compartimentalize the objects of the inquiry so as to prevent communication between these specialized fields. Thus, departments for the most part are walled-off compartments which methodologically secure and cordon off their objects making interdisciplinary access illegitimate or at least taboo such that one is forced to adopt the methods for a departmental domain in order to have legitimate access to its objects
 

2. In what historical context did the commonly accepted term of “knowledge worker” reappear at the end of the Eighties? The context is the “new economy”, the so-called information society and computer technology, in a political context marked by the collapse of the communist regimes and by the general acceptance there is no way out from the capitalist system. The term was could be found years before but only at the beginning of the Nineties did it become popular. Thomas Steward, an editor of the magazine “Fortune”, published a short cover story entitled “Brainpower” in June 1991. When his 1996 book entitled “Intellectual Capital” appeared in print; he reminded readers that five years before

There weren’t many of us interested on the subject

1991 was also the year that Robert Reich’s “The Work of Nations” was published. The term “symbolic analysts” he proposes there raised curiosity but never became as popular as “knowledge worker”. According to Reich “symbolic analysts” are people who

simplify reality into abstract images that can be rearranged, juggled, experimented with, communicated to other specialists, and then, eventually, transformed back into reality

Reich’s book merits praise because it re-officialized the term “work”, a term for many years associated with “social conflict” within the deep soul of the capitalist culture. Since the beginning of the Seventies, when the first robots were massively introduced in the labor-intensives factories and the main concern in firms seemed to be the reduction of work and the substitution of human labor with intelligent machinery, the term “work” has assumed the meaning of “world of the past”. Sociological investigation abandoned the field of labor complexity and rapidly joined the new dream of “artificial intelligence”. Rifkin’s book on the future of a workless free-time society (highly praised by the italian left at that time), is a typical example of transforming an attack upon labor conditions into a dream of liberation. In this cultural context, bringing a figure of a human worker – the “knowledge worker” – back to the center of attention sounds a bit revolutionary.

3. What is the social context in which the new figure of worker is located? The social context, the human milieu, where knowledge can be developed and knowledge worker exist, is the firm, the enterprise.
 The firm is not only the universe of demand, able to satisfy every supply of knowledge workers, it seems a space dedicated to produce knowledge, “the ecosystem of knowlege”. Not in reality, but certainly in the literature, the figure of the “knowledge worker” is not associated with many situations where knowledge (creative or specialized) may be exerted or applied (political institutions, children’s or old men’s care etc.) but rather is associated exclusively with a profit-making organization: the firm.

In their article “Knowledge and the Firm” (1999), published in “Managerial Finance”, Richard J. Bauer, Jr., and Julie R. Dahlquist, make a distinction between “data, information, and knowledge” reminiscent of the taxonomy first proposed by other scholars (Holsapple and Winston). This taxonomy identified 

seven types of knowledge: descriptive, procedural, reasoning, derived, linguistic, assimilate, and presentation. Knowledge workers – they continue - are said to engage in the following nine activities: procuring, storing, organizing, maintaining, creating, analyzing, presenting, distributing, and applying knowledge (...) Descriptive knowledge is mainly factual knowledge about items such as: prices of production inputs, the firm’s sales volume and inventory, competitor’s sales and inventory, etc. Procedural knowledge is algorithmic knowledge about task performance such as manufacturing quality control or customer order-taking. Reasoning knowledge includes both inferential and deductive reasoning procedures, and specifies how conclusions should be reached from a given set of inputs. Derived knowledge is knowledge that the firm has created from the knowledge that has been gathered. Linguistic knowledge is concerned with the vocabulary and usage of terminology within the firm. Presentation knowledge concerns the display and communication of existing knowledge. Assimilative knowledge is in many ways, the most important. This is knowledge about what additional knowledge the firm should collect.

As for people involved in such processes, they might logically be linked to three generic categories: knowledge builders, knowledge stewards and knowledge appliers

“Knowledge builders procure, analyze, or create knowledge. These activities would all add to existing knowledge bases. Knowledge stewards store, organize, maintain, present, and distribute knowledge. These activities relate to the preservation and dissemination of existing knowledge. Finally, knowledge appliers use the knowledge base to perform tasks.”

The figure of the “knowledge worker” is associated with the idea of autonomy, independence, participation in the decision-making process, with team work within decentralized structures: the “knowledge worker” is well-paid. Observing these features of “knowledge workers” one can believe that they have been drawn to cancel the image of the work in fordist society, characterized by alienation, frustration and lack of freedom.

Presenting the book “The future of work”, by MIT Professor Robert Malone, Robert Weismann of Globe Newspaper writes

In the future, high-tech and knowledge-based businesses will be run as loose hierarchies or self-managed democracies. Skilled workers will organize, disband, and regroup around different assembly projects, much as film and construction workers do today. Even the systems of cars will be designed by competing teams of freelancers (2004).

Many authors have emphasized the great “divide” between pre- and post-knowledge society. 

What is even more astonishing and even less precedented - Peter Drucker said - is the rise of the group which is fast replacing both history’s traditional groups and the groups of industrial society; the group which is fast becoming the center of gravity of the working population; the group, incidentally, which is fast becoming the largest single group (though by no means a majority) in the work force and population of post-industrial society and in every developed country: knowledge workers (...) Knowledge workers, even though only a large minority of the work force, already give the emerging knowledge society its character, its leadership, its central challenges and its social profile. They may not be the ruling class of the knowledge society, but they already are its leading class. In their characteristics, their social positions, their values and their expectations, they differ fundamentally from any group in history that has ever occupied the leading, let along the dominant position.

4. Moreover, most of the available literature considers the “knowledge worker” from the point of view of their management. The main concern is: “what are the best management practices of ‘knowledge workers’”? The central question for their management is the measurement of performances trough objective parameters for merit pay. A very rich review of the literature about the management of knowledge workers can be found in the article “Knowledge workers exploring the link among performance rating, pay and motivational aspects”, by Alan D. Smith and William T. Rupp
. Linked to this review are the findings of a short empirical study:

An obvious result of the present study was the discrepancy between performance rating and merit rating among knowledge workers – 58 percent of the respondents stated that they have been subject to a merit increase that did not coincide with their performance rating. Generally, as would be expected, high performance ratings are combined with low merit increases. However, a small percentage of participants reported receiving a low performance rating and a high merit increase. As anticipated,

the results of the survey confirms that the de-coupling of performance ratings and merit increases is a common practice today in modern knowledge-based environments. This is apparently evident by the relatively many responses to the open-ended questions. The majority of respondents did not feel that their merit increase was based upon their performance rating. (...) people work harder because of the increased involvement and commitment that comes from having more control and say in their work; people work smarter because they are encouraged to build skills and competence; and people work more responsibly because more responsibility is placed in hands of employees rather down in the organization” (...) An interesting twist in the findings is the difference between men and women in relation to attitudes and motivation when presented with a high performance rating and low merit increase. Women were found to be more positive than men in this type of situation. One implication is that women are not primarily motivated by money. Recognition is an important factor. This may be a result of the traditional struggle for a woman to be recognized in a traditionally perceived male-dominated world.
Managing “knowledge workers” seems to be a difficult task not only in the measurement of performances, but also in recruiting a workforce and training it. The traditional approach to the “management of human resources” has been re-assessed, re-examined. The question is whether this reassessment also involves “industrial relations”. I haven’t investigated this point in particular; in the literature that I have examined, examples of unionisation amongst knowledge workers are rare and examples of struggles even rarer. It seems to me, however, that if on one side the problem of industrial relations has been emptied out through the ideology of “working in democratic structures” or “working in a society of freelancers”, on the other side the unions’ approach to the problem of labor in the new economy is completely inadequate. In spite of ideological overemphasis, the capitalist culture of the last fifteen years was heavily engaged in a substantial intellectual effort of rethinking labor. On the union side nothing happened, except complaints about the growing flexibilization of work.

5. “Knowledge workers” are unthinkable without an information society. The figure of the “knowledge worker” is inseparable from a specific technology. If the idea of a person provided with formal education and working with intellectual resources has always existed, the indissolubility of “knowledge worker” and computer language bind this figure to a specific historical period, the Nineties. The same happened with the “mass worker”, tied to the appearance of the assembly line (even if the term was coined fifty years later, shortly before the decline of the mass worker). 

The Internet era brought into common acceptance the idea that computer-based knowledge can be acquired without formal education, that computer language is easy to learn and generally accessible. Easy access to knowledge is a fundamental factor in the ideology of the new economy, and of course of the “knowledge worker”. The image of the information society is: more democracy through working and learning, and that class-conditioned and revenue-conditioned inequalities could disappear in the information society. In fact my experience with “knowledge workers” in the consulting sector – the typical sector of “knowledge work”, just as the automobile sector was typical for the “mass worker” – is that people have learned computer languages by themselves. The great majority of IT specialists that I have met in my experience were self-taught, having begun their familiarity with computers as playstations. That computer language is easy to learn, and that very young people can reach a high level of specialisation is not a distorted ideological assumption, it is a reality (or it has been so for the first generation of computer users). The question is whether even a deep knowledge of computer techniques is sufficient to give an applicant more chance of employment in an enterprise as a knowledge worker. In the recruiting of “knowledge workers” formal education, postgraduate studies, plays a much more important role than IT competencies. Formal education is class- and revenue-conditioned, and postgraduate studies are reserved for a small élite. So the theory of universal accessibility of computer science is another feature of the “democratic, egalitarian, inter-ethnic” image of the new economy. Nevertheless, the U.S. Public Administration recognized very early that the Internet civilisation’s challenge to the established education system would be hard. Take the case of learning mathematics. In a document of the Mathematical Sciences Education Board, National Research Council, we find the following statement: 

We are at risk of becoming a divided nation in which knowledge of mathematics supports a productive, technologically powerful elite while a dependent, semiliterate majority, disproportionately Hispanic and Black, find economic and political power beyond its reach. Unless corrected, innumeracy and illiteracy will drive America apart

A second aspect of the “general accessibility to opportunities” seems to me perhaps more intriguing, i.e. “general, universal access to the market”. By mastering computer techniques, or simply using the web’s opportunities, someone can have direct access to the market. From this point of view the Internet society gives an extraordinary impulse to “independent work”. I am not saying that the market offers real opportunities for a “one person enterprise” to earn a living, only that the perspective becoming a “freelancer” is widely accepted in the current mentality, particularly by “knowledge workers”. Collecting the life stories of “knowledge workers”, people aged around 35, who entered the labor market at the beginning of the Nineties, I observed that the great majority had changed from a condition of employee with a firm to that of self-employment and viceversa, without interruption. Perhaps that is a particular situation in Italy, where the percentage of independent work amongst the total workforce is the highest in Europe (27,4%), but generally speaking the widespread phenomenon of self-employment is strictly tied up with the mobility of a workforce with high competencies, with the instability of firms, and with the shortage of long term jobs. Individualism can also play a certain role.

In my opinion the problem of self-employment in the new economy is one of the most important problems in the sociology of labor. Unfortunately the overwhelming majority of research is provided by academic staff, whose labor conditions are quite the opposite of those facing a freelancer. I tried to explain my views on self-employment in the book “ll lavoro autonomo di seconda generazione”. Adopting an approach I had drawn from Emil Lederer in his writings on middle class sociology, I proposed to examine the “social-psychischen Habitus” of self-employed humanity, its perception of time, of space, of earnings, of life expectancies and perspectives – so different from those of wage earners.
 I met a lot of incomprehension from labor sociologists and economists, and a refusal to recognize the problem from unions. In this context, the problem of self-employed “knowledge workers” is the understanding of market rules through the appreciation and evaluation of competencies by non-regulated professions. The regulated professions are the traditional “liberal professions”: lawyers, engineers, physicians, architects and so on, which in Europe are protected by the “Order”-system. The typical “knowledge worker” active on the market as a “freelancer” doesn’t belong to these categories, where competence is officially recognized and formally guaranteed through membership of the Order. The condition of knowledge as commodity, as exchangeable good, is completely different from the condition of knowledge in an academic, self-protected community. The constituency of authoritativeness is completely different. Finally, I would conclude this paragraph with the statement that empirical evidence suggests that “knowledge workers” or people with high competencies are better able to meet the challenge of self employment than people without such competencies.

6. “Knowledge workers” in Italy. Our imitation-culture imported the problematic of the “knowledge workers” from the U.S. in the middle of the Nineties, when the term became popular in Milan as well in Rome, in Naples as well in Turin. We suddenly discovered ourselves to be a “knowledge people”. The last Report on the Labor Market (available February 2004) from the National Council for Economy and Labor estimates that the number of “knowledge workers” in Italy in 7 millions, as shown in this table

Year 2002                                                                    men            women

	Legislators, managers, entrepreneurs
	726.000
	153.000

	Intellectual professions
	1.761.000
	756.000

	Technical intermediary professions
	4.676.000
	2.263.000

	% on total employment
	32,8%
	38,5%


The first large investigation of “knowledge workers” was undertaken in 1995 by the industrial sociologist Federico Butera and his staff, and the results published in 1996
 Commissioned by the biggest Italian private company, Fiat spa, the book provided Italian scholars with the first large bibliography on this subject. The description of the “knowledge worker” was drawn from current American literature, over-emphasizing the attitude to innovation of large companies and firms. The “knowledge worker” was portrayed as an agent of innovation and the enterprise as an ecosystem of innovation. “Knowledge workers” were a new emerging social category (in the Nineties the word “class” no longer belonged in the Italian sociological vocabulary) that made it necessary to construct new systems of evaluation and new methods of work relations. Interesting in this respect are the fifteen pages dedicated in the Report to the unionization of professionals. What is striking when reading this Report today, eight years after its publication, is the fact that Butera and his collaborators found concrete examples of innovation in the management of “knowledge workers” within some Italian companies considered as “territories of excellence”, starting with Fiat. A few years later, in 2002, when the creditors opened the windows on the company’s desperate situation, and a series of testimonies by former managers appeared in the press, denouncing as routine Fiat’s contempt for competencies, and the mismanagement of the knowledge embedded in the organization, the findings of Butera’s research sounded a bit anachronistic.

Professor Gian Paolo Prandstraller is the author of books and articles concerning the “knowledge workers”, but he is also a supporter of their self-organisation as a social group. In the article “Professionisti e knowledge workers. Il caso italiano”
 he describes the struggle between the organization of the regulated professions protected by the Order-system and the center-left governments, led by Prodi, D’Alema and Amato. These governments supported the liberalisation of the regulated professions, the abolition of the Order-System and its replacement with free associations, in accordance with the Anglo-Saxon model. The regulated professions found a joint representation in the “Comitato Unitario professioni”. Established by 25 professions, it successfully resisted the governments’ reform projects. Giuliano Amato, before his nomination as Chief of the Government in 2000, had been President of the Antitrust Authority. In this role he had promoted a campaign against the Order-System, considering their existence a violation of the rules of free competition. The center-left governments probably underestimated the political consequences of a clash with such important groups of the traditional middle class, and the following victory of Berlusconi in the elections of 2001 may be traced back to this struggle. In fact, what Prandstraller points out is that the battle from the Order’s side was not only a defensive one, but aimed at establishing a “third social part” between Unions and Big Business. He writes:

only two social forces are encouraged to hold the representation of interests, the Association of the Big Business /Confindustria/ and the Unions; the government listen to their opinion when making decisions concerning the national community, sacrificing the voice of all other social forces...The whole sector of the ‘knowledge workers’ has no audience either in the Unions or in Business... this is an evident inequity, to the detriment of the intellectual resources of this country

The extension of the concept of “knowledge worker” to the traditional regulated and protected professions may be illegitimate. The term “knowledge worker” is associated with new professions faced with a high competitive market, without public protection systems, without legal entry barriers. The term I have proposed for the new freelancer is “second generation independent workers”, considering the traditional professions as members of the first generation. In their struggle against the government’s project of reform, the representatives of protected professions found no audience in the daily press. Only one newspaper, Prandstraller noted, reported the statements of the Joint Committe of Professions. Looking back on this experience, we can conclude that the center-left governments in Italy, obsessed with the rigidity of labor market for middle and large enterprises, missed the opportunity to rethink the transformations of the social structure within the large area of the middle class outside the public system. The assumption that a part of this middle class (many “knowledge workers” included) then withdrew disillusioned in private life, while another part supported Berlusconi’s movement openly, thus making an important contribution to the rightwing parties’ success in the elections of 2001, may be not incorrect. 

A more recent investigation of the knowledge society comes from economist Enzo Rullani and his book “Economia della conoscenza” (Milan, 2004). Rullani is one of the most important economists of the industrial districts: those clusters of small and medium enterprises which made the fortune of Italy’s production system over the past three decades, and today is still the most important component in terms of labor demand and the export of goods, despite delocalisations and crisis. Rullani stresses the importance of networking in the management of knowledge, development of which is stimulated by a collective intellect, by synergies of a thousand individual efforts in local business communities. In fact the economic theory of the industrial districts attributes their success to the “osmosis of knowledge” between members of a specific territorial community, a sort of neighbourhood effect (industrial districts are called “local systems of enterprises” in Italy). 

A final remark concerning the condition of “knowledge workers” in Italy. Interviewing Italian “knowledge workers” with experience of American educational institutions or firms, I was surprised by the deep differences between the American and the Italian system that they reported. Contempt and arrogance towards “knowledge workers” seems to be widespread in Italian firms or in Italian subsidaries of foreign enterprises. “In Italy employees are a cost, not a resource”; “in Italy human resources management is replaced by personnel administration”; “in Italy speaking about pay in job interviews is taboo, in America salaries are often stated in the job advertisement”: such are the statements I have collected. In the same company, two different behaviours concerning “knowledge workers” during the post-2001 crisis: in America, measures to retain employees, in Italy measures to encourage their resignation. I don’t have statistical data on salaries, but personal experience leads me to say that a graduate “knowledge worker” in Milan, sometimes with postgraduate studies, can earn 800/900 euros a month before tax in the first two years, while a young applicant without a state exam by the bureau of a regulated profession (lawyers, architects) will even less (or nothing at all, like some doctors in hospitals). 

Despite this contradictory evidence, the Italian business system enjoys a high reputation in American circles. Navigating the web, I found a paper entitled “Knowledge workers: lessons from the information technology revolution”, with the following statement

One of the most successful cluster economies in the world is the textile region of Prato in Italy. It’s the area that adds more value to Australia’s wool produce than we do from the paddock to the export of all those bales of unprocessed wool. It’s a hive of small (lots with less than 10 staff) and medium size companies. Prato has a series of marketing co-ops which support small and medium size enterprise, and which have been vital in allowing small enterprises access to international markets. The co-ops were started by government and are now run co-operatively, locally

Reading this, I can better understand why an Australian university holds its summer courses in Prato.

7. Criticism of the virtualization of the real life of “knowldge workers” can often be found in the literature. Rifkin’s myth of a workless society enjoying much more free time than before was rapidly destroyed by empirical evidence, such as reported in books like “The overworked American” by Juliet Schor (1992) or “Netslaves. True Tales of Working the Web” by Bill Lessard and Steve Baldwin (McGraw Hill, 1999). In particular, Lessard and Baldwin question the egalitarian image of the network economy, speaking of a “New Media Caste System” divided into eleven categories, from the lowest category of the “garbagemen” (people employed to debug programs) to the “cops” (people employed to monitor sexual abuses over the net), the “streetwalker”, the “fry cook” (people employed to monitor delays by their colleagues, frying everybody’s daily life in the office), up to the highest category of “robber baron”. The authors don’t see a better, more human, more autonomous, more cooperative work, only a “lack of social life, awful food, smoke at will, psychic diseases and, last but not least, haemorrhoids”.

Job instability is another argument advanced in criticism of the information society. Analyzing the lost battle of American unions against the outsourcing of knowledge-related activities in the public sector, Richard Cardinali states that

In the mid 1990s the argument is that because of business reengineering and enormous investment in information technology businesses no longer need a large labour force of managers and specialists.

I found a brilliant and convincing analysis of potential dangers for social stability in the knowledge-based economy in the 1998 paper “The Brief Reign of the Knowledge Worker: Information Technology and Technological Unemployment” by Kit Sims Taylor: 

Is it likely that the effective supply of knowledge work will grow faster than the demand for knowledge products? The pace of technological change is much faster now. And there is no apparent sector that can absorb the labor that the knowledge sector casts off or the labor cast off by other sectors that the knowledge sector fails to absorb. When we finally get around to asking ‘What comes after knowledge work?’ we have to admit that there is no answer.

The author’s conclusion is quite pessimistic”

If we fail to adapt our economic institutions to accommodate the extremely high productivity that will become possible, we may well face constant depression combined with a distribution of income that will be more extreme than we find today in countries such as Brazil and Mexico

Christopher May, from the University of West England, takes a marxist point of view in his article “Capital, knowledge and ownership. The information society and intellectual property”.
 May’s separation of the notion of information society from that of information economy enables him to criticize the idea of the general accessibility and universal availability of knowledge, and the idea of the “emancipatory potential of information technology”. The capitalist system goes on with the private appropriation of resources; post-industrial society, rather than the basis of a new way of working, is the result of a deep fragmentation of labor

the actual economic and social organization of the posited information society is working to construct a widespread recognition of the legitimacy of intellectual property (...) While the information society may be changing the outward appearance (or form) of the global political economy, there is a remarkable continuity in the underlying power relations (or substance) of the system (...) In this sense the posited new age is not post-capitalist, but rather the intensification of capitalism.

If I agree with May and others marxist-oriented scholars that there is no discontinuity in the substance of capitalism between its previous history and its actual post-industrial character, I don’t agree with the criticism that “only the form of exploitation” has changed. Rather, the creation of new “forms” of knowledge, of working, of communication and so on enables capitalist society to gain more productivity, to re-establish power relations, avoiding resistance and social discontent. 

Criticism grew enormously after the shock of the 2001 crisis. The “knowledge workers” of the IT sector were the social category hardest hit by the crisis. People discovered that not knowledge but rather finance was the driving force of the new economy, as was pointed out by Michael Mandel in his prophetic book “The Coming Internet Depression” (Basic Books, 2000). As the enterprises where “knowledge workers” were an absolute majority and the myth of the knowledge society strongest, the dot.coms revealed that the secret of their success lay in the invisible hand of finance. These dynamics of the financial framework of the new economy are brilliantly analyzed by the Italian-Swiss economist Christian Marazzi.

8. Let me begin the concluding remarks of this paper by dealing with the relationship between finance and innovation.

What is knowledge for? For problem-solving and for change in a positive sense, for innovation. A widespread opinion holds that innovation happens mostly in enterprises. To carry out innovation, enterprises need knowledge workers. But are we sure that enterprises are innovative organizations? Are we sure that the scenario drawn up by Ikuhjiro Nonaka and Hirotaka Takeuchi in their book “The knowledge-creating company” is correct? Such questions are today at the center of public debate in Italy. The crisis of the leading private company, Fiat, the Parmalat scandal, the collapse of exports, the persistent small dimension of enterprises, and the lack of investments by the manufacturing sector: all have led many observers to diagnose an ineluctable decline of our production system, including the celebrated system of industrial districts.
 Other observers believe that this is a transition from a traditional society, where manufacturing still plays an important role, to a mature post-industrial society.
 Both parties agree that the main cause of the decline is the lack of investments in research and innovation. Both parties agree that under-investment in long-term science-based innovation projects stems from a shortage of capital, typical of small and middle-size companies (but the average spending on research by big enterprises is largely below European levels). From this situation arises the paradox of a country populated by a workforce where 1 in 3 are classified as “knowledge workers” yet are deprived of the main driver for their employment, namely the innovation. 

Looking back at the Nineties, the big and medium-size enterprises in Italy were involved in two main trends: re-engineering their processes through large application of IT technologies (“the golden years of the consulting sector”) and refining their financial approach. One can give the name “innovation” to these trends, in reality what happened was “re-assessment”. Nothing “new” has been introduced in the firms, nothing “original”. It’s as if, instead of moving to a new house, a family decided to stay in the old, spending a lot for new colours or new furniture. The re-engineering of processes was carried on with introduction and application of existing automated management systems, the refining of the financial approach means the overall application of evaluation schemes codified by the financial community. At the end of this “re-assessment” phase, enterprises are much more alike than before, all using the same computer aided management programs, all giving more importance to shareholder value than to the quality and originality of products. And if shareholder value is best obtained through downsizing or selling out the best, the most innovative line of products, so be it. 

Looking at these behaviours we can better understand the statement of an Italian banker (and important management consultant) made to the press after the Parmalat scandal:

“We were overcome by a wave of capitalism I would call “wild”, imported from the U.S. at the beginning of the Nineties. We were not able to resist and now this wave only does damage”
 
The “animal spirits” of the entrepreneurial class are killing  themselves with the gas of “financialization”. For second generation entrepreneurs of the industrial districts, the way to financialization yesterday was “sell-the-firm-founded-by-father-with-enormous-sacrifices-and-build-up-a-real-estate-agency”. Today a more sophisticated way is “put-a-private-equity-manager-inside-the-firm”. Representatives of an institutional investor become members of the board, bringing into the firm the codified schemes of the financial community. On smaller scale they play the same role as IMF officials in the central banks of poor countries with high debt burdens.

What could be the role of “knowledge workers” in this context? They can use knowledge, especially codified knowledge; they can apply schemes; they can rarely “produce” knowledge; they can never “create”. The opportunity for a knowlege worker to innovate in social or economic structures is greatest the more his field of application is alien to codified practices.

9. If we believe that innovation is irrelevant for a knowledge worker, and that his problem-solving capability lies in familiarity with a set of tools, then a specialized, practical, segmented, simplified education is the most functional and adequate. But it is not an education for citizenship, it is an education towards a career. The world of business covers the whole horizon of the knowledge worker’s life expectations, if we are to believe the title of a recent Australian book (“Better than sex. How a whole generation get hooked on work”).

Let me finally come back to the problem of the allgemeine Bildung that I raised in the first part of my paper. It might be considered an old-fashioned education system, but if I look back to my personal experience I owe to this system my capability to become: a student of literature, history and theology; a copywriter in the advertising department of a multinational dealing in electronic equipment; a teacher of the history of worker’s movement at several universities in Italy and abroad; and finally, a consultant in transportation and logistics. One could say that this isn’t the career of a knowledge worker, but rather the wandering of a “dilettante”. In fact, this wandering would prove incompatible with an academic com(de)partimentalized system, and I left the University (or was obliged to leave it) after 20 years of teaching. It is socially recognized that the frontiers between professionalism and dilettantism are marked out by formal education. Drucker once said

“The formal education that is required for knowledge work is education that can only be acquired in and through formal schooling. It cannot be acquired through apprenticeship”. 

But schooling can be conceived in different ways. I had the opportunity to enjoy an education in Trieste, where in the Fifties the high school I attended combined the best of the Gentile reforms, and some legacies of the educational schemes from the Habsburg Empire (my mother was born an Austrian subject of Emperor Franz Joseph). From these very severe high school studies I have inherited the capability to organize my thinking, I learned how to learn, to have no fear for complexity; and finally, perhaps the most important, I learned to use my mother language as an extraordinary flexible communication tool (I learned German privately). University represented a step forward in this direction, where I learned how to use research techniques better, and where I met extraordinary teachers, “maestri di pensiero”. But university was nothing more than this: the education that I received in the high school has been by far the fundamental one. It was an education for a multi-purpose knowledge, for a self-controlled flexibility. It was beyond professionalism and dilettantism - it was education for citizenship.

My concluding remarks. In dealing with “knowledge workers”, two central points are under debate: 1) what kind of knowledge does the market require and 2) what kind of knowledge does today’s educational systems provide. I have tried to answer only the first question; in my opinion the market increasingly requires a codified knowledge, leaving little space for originality, invention, creation and finally innovation. As for the second question, I have no particular opinion although I do feel that future generations will be faced with greater instability, with insecure jobs, with greater mobility. They will need a multipurpose knowledge, they will need a “mind set” able to give them control over flexibility. They will need an education for citizenship in this complex world.
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