Knowing Subjects - Social exclusion and the dialogics of transition to the knowledge economy

Much recent public debate has focussed on the ‘dot.com revolution’ and the advent of a  ‘knowledge economy' (for example Gibbons et al 1994; Neef 1999; Stewart 1999). The government has stressed the need to create education and training opportunities for groups who have failed in formal schooling and who are seen to be  'at risk' of exclusion from the information society (Dti 1998; DfEE 1998). The overall aim is to ensure the acquisition of flexible skills and dispositions deemed essential to success within continually changing work environments (Pearce and Hillman 1998; Bentley 1998). There is an emergent consensus that this new breed of ‘knowledge worker’ has to think and talk dialogically, drawing creatively on others ideas and experiences, especially when they are very different from one’s own (Cortada 1998; Badaracco 1991). In short, dialogic ‘teamwork’ is seen as the most generative context for producing innovative, problem-solving approaches and thus most likely to render timely ideas and products (Johansen and Swigart 1995).   

The promotion of horizontal communication networks across institutionalised knowledge boundaries has been a key feature of ‘soft’ capitalism (Thrift 1998), this approach is frequently encouraged by 'new age’ styles of managerialism as a major source of personal adaptability and structural innovation (Heelas 1992: Lewis and Melton 1992); it is also seen as a characteristic feature of information communication technologys (ICT) work processes (Du Gay 1996). The transfer of dialogic models of ‘smart knowledge’ from economy to governance can be seen in New Labour’s ‘Third Way’ with its espousal of focus group politics and joined up policies designed to tackle entrenched forms of social exclusion amongst historically disadvantaged groups (Blair 1998; Giddens 1998).  

But how far do the young people targeted by these initiatives - and their adult mentors -actually exemplify these qualities of dialogicality in their styles of learning, both at the level of formal classroom interaction, and in the stories they tell themselves about where their lives are going?  What role do factors of race, gender and generation play in brokering or blocking moves into beginners positions within knowledge based communities of practice? Is the resistance of many young - and older - people to this process bound up with their loyalty to other, more embodied and socially embedded forms of inter-subjectivity? (Cohen 1999a, b).

These questions, which are central to the present proposal, have been the subject of much recent speculation (see Gill 1996). The key role that computer games and the Internet play in youth culture encourages some educationalists to suggest that these particular personal investments can be turned into intellectual assets (Shields 1996; Abbott 1998). This can be accomplished through motivating groups of young people, otherwise resistant to formal education, to take up vocational ICT courses that in turn open up access into the creative industries (DfEE 1999; Sefton Green 1998). At the same time there has been much anxiety about the predicament of white working class boys whose forms of social apprenticeship have left them stranded within declining cultures of manual labourism and iterative monologues of racism, misogyny and little Englander nationalism - although this too may be only one side of the story (Haywood and Mac an Ghaill 1997; Epstein et al 1998).

Feminist educationalists have recently produced evidence that girls' peer talk may be more dialogic than boys, but that mixed sex groups revert to mono or duo-logic styles of address, talking past rather than to one another (Cameron 1997; Creese and Hey et al 2000). Equally, black vernaculars have been argued to display strong codes of call and response, supporting ‘in house’ styles of multi-vocality (Hewitt 1986; Rampton 1998) although rap can also have a strong monotonal register linked to afrocentrism (Gilroy 1993).

One possible implication is that the kinds of subversive internal dialoguing associated with marginalised or minority cultures, with their elements of parody, transgressive ventriloquism and ‘talking back’ could potentially be converted into entrepreneurial forms of ‘creative industry’ (see Landry and Ransom 1999). This has not however been put under empirical pressure from a critical perspective that explicitly problematises the connection between dialogics and the knowledge economy.

The Dialogic Turn in the Academy
Our prime focus here is on the opportunity networks opened up or closed off by particular cultural agenda, communication media and social contexts of learning (Granovetter 1985; Demos 1997). The movement of large numbers of young people from non-traditional (including black and other ethnic minority) backgrounds into further and higher education has taken place to a significant extent along ICT progression routes, especially in the case of men (Madood and Shiner 1994). In the new polyversities customary academic hierarchies have been shaken up, in some cases producing a learning culture that deliberately blurs many of the customary distinctions between student and work trainee, technical expert and intellectual (Etzkowitz and Leydesdorff 1997: Smith and Webster 1997). The ‘crisis of validation’ that has attended changing divisions of labour within the Academy (see Dominelli and Hoogvelt 1996: Ball 1999, Hey 2000a) has so far received scant empirical attention. Yet, it has been massively registered at a more abstract level in recent debates about research epistemology (for example Lather 1991; Gill 1998) and within the sociology of knowledge (Bernstein 1996).

Starting from a critique of monologic research accounts centred on the fiction of an omniscient, authorial voice (Haraway 1988), it has been argued that the discourse of the Other – other race, class, gender, generation etc  – is always and already present as both limit and condition of any sociological knowledge whatever (Cohen 1997; Hey 1999, 2000b). In this view, empirical corroboration is an intrinsically dialogic process shaped by the play of difference; the attempt to suppress these dynamics by constructing some transcendent position of observation and judgement may be an ill-advised strategy for many kinds of qualitative research (Denzin and Lincoln 1994) 

Research dialogics have tended to rest on highly normative definitions. Those influenced by Freire (1970), following Mead and Schutz, see dialogue as a means whereby a convergent agenda of topics or unified worldview is arrived at as the basis of collective action (Mies 1983). Biographical or ideological differences that cannot be articulated within this frame therefore tend to remain unvoiced. Action Research, it could be argued, still operates largely within this paradigm (see Zuber-Skerritt 1996) as does much feminist research which stresses the interview as an arena of convergent inter-subjectivity and feeling (for e.g. Oakley 1980; Finch 1984; Reinharz 1983).  

Bakhtin’s dialogism, in contrast, emphasizes that divergences in voice, register, standpoint and power sustain topic elaboration, helping to resist narrative foreclosure associated with the pressure to achieve consensus (Bakhtin 1986, 1994; Todorov 1984, 1990). Poststructuralists have claimed Bakhtin’s notion of  ‘interanimation' between speech genres (Bakhtin 1986) for their own paradigms of intertextuality (see Morson and Emerson 1989) whilst feminist researchers have applied it empirically to understand how girls' discourses articulate positions of class dis-identification within friendship networks (Hey 1997). The new sociology of knowledge has introduced experimental conversational forms into the presentation of research findings, the aim being to give space to the arguments going on inside the writer’s head as well as in the wider research community (Ashmore 1989; Woolgar 1988). Finally feminists and post-colonial theorists, attempting to reconcile Freire with Bakhtin have argued for a ‘transversal politics’ that builds dialogic alliances or ‘third spaces’ between divergent oppressed groups (Yuval Davis 1996: Soja 1996)

Some of these recent moves continue to see dialogics as a resource of playful, multivocal speech acts that subvert formalised humourless monologues of power or ‘political correctness’(see Holquist 1990). However, this simple opposition has increasingly been challenged (Gurevitch 2000). Even within a single speech genre, such as the on-line chatroom for example, there are a range of positions and practices - from the discursive ingenuity of the ‘wizard’, to the compulsive repetitions of the ‘blatherer’ and ‘spewer’ or the pseudo participations of the ‘lurker’ and  ‘net geek’(Hine 2000). 

The possible configurations of strong (+) and weak (0) strategies of topicalisation and cultural resource we wish to map in this study can be summarised as follows: [image: image1.wmf]Dialogic
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The Problem of Method 

The evangelical tone in which some versions of dialogism have been pursued has rightly aroused skepticism amongst sections of the academic research community (Hammersley 1999). Many remain unconvinced that putative methodological commitments to a more democratic research practice can ever escape the wider structures of knowledge/power that frame the relationship between universities and their informant communities (Clifford 1986) as such the attempt to create micro-worlds of discursive equality only prolongs the agony (Stacey 1988). 

Despite these reservations, recent educational thinking would seem to indicate that in principle dialogic research, by offering informants a position of legitimate, if still peripheral, participation in the process of knowledge production may help enhance informant reflexivity and powers of articulation (Brice Heath 1983,1994; Lave and Wenger 1991). This approach avoids the intellectual asset stripping that some have seen as characteristic of the traditional researcher/researched relationship (Opie 1992; Reay 1996) without compromising the relative autonomy of the researcher account. But what are the conditions needed to obtain to ensure best outcomes?

There is some evidence that dialogic interviews, where ‘researcher’ and ‘informant’ roles are periodically reversed, are easier to sustain where there are strong elements of shared cultural biography or parity of status between the partners (Platt 1981; Tripp 1983; Portelli 1997).  The development of the Internet may however be changing the rules of the game (Jones 1998; Hine 2000 op cit). Potentially on-line discussion groups create virtual communities of informants linked to researchers via multiple channels in a way that undercuts many expert knowledge hierarchies. This communicative mode also challenges the simple normative model of dyadic exchanges and face to face communication upon which most theories of dialogism have hitherto been based. But so far there has been no attempt to evaluate the direct uses of the Internet as a medium of interactive research nor has there been any systematic attempt to investigate what is gained or lost in terms of theoretical yield or empirical richness by the dialogic turn. 
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