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High-Tech Populism in the Information Age

Jeremy Rifkin

November elections that

swept the Republicans
into power in the U.S. Con-
gress for the first time since
1952, pollsters asked voters in
focus groups why they
switched their party alle-
giance so abruptly. To their
surprise, the pollsters found
that the real causes fueling
voter unrest had little to do
" with either the Republican
Contract for America or Pres-
ident Clinton’s New
Covenant for  America.
Rather, voters were register-
ing a far deeper fear—one
that was little talked about
during the campaign. Sensing
that an enormous shift is taking place in the economy,
millions of Americans are beginning to worry that there
may not be a place for them in the new high-tech In-
formation Age. Talk of balancing budgets, imposing
term limits on Congress, and ending unfunded mandates
does little to address the underlying concerns of a work-
force plagued by declining real wages, dead-end jobs,
part-time temporary employment, and long-term struc-
tural unemployment.
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Concern over diminishing jobs in a changing econo-
my is being voiced with increasing frequency in
Congress and in state legislatures, as politicians turn
their attention to the welfare issue. While there is gen-
eral agreement among the leaders of both political par-
ties that welfare benefits must be limited in duration
and that all able-bodied people must be retrained for
jobs, neither Republicans nor Democrats have bothered
to ask the more fundamental question: What jobs?’
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We are long overdue for a political debate in this coun-
try—and indeed around the world—over how best to
address the profound changes taking place in the nature
of work as we make the transition into the Information
Age. That debate should include a discussion of alterna-
tive ways of defining human worth now that the com-
modity value of most people’s labor is diminishing in an
ever-more automated global marketplace.

The Dawn of a New Economic Era

After years of wishful forecasts and false starts, the
new computer and communications technologies are
finally making an impact on the workplace and the
economy, throwing the world community into the grip
of a third industrial revolution. Information Age tech-
nologies are already eliminating entire employment cat-
egories. Many jobs are never coming back. Blue collar
workers, secretaries, receptionists, clerical workers,
sales clerks, bank tellers, telephone operators, librari-
ans, wholesalers, and middle managers are just a few of
the many occupations destined for virtual extinction.






