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The Age of Information

There is no aspect of our life that left unchanged by the age of information. The amount, storage, distribution and accessibility of the information have radically changed. The number of agents (people, groups or organisations) capable of keeping in touch on a daily basis is increasing day by day. In the age of information everybody can give and receive information everywhere about everything. As a result social status depends on one’s share in the communication processes - which will bring about a much more discontinous, personified and flexible stratification dimension system than there had been ever before (Castells 1996; 1997; 1998). 

In the information age both humanity and the globe will lose their abstract appeal. The stage and the cast playing the human comedy will be uniform and unified to an unprecedented extent, while, the comedy itself will go on (Dessewffy 2002). Humanity will be divided into two categories according to the extent the new opportunities are accessible to them. Many people call this divide a gap, separating those who live inside the information society and those who live outside of it. The history of mankind is the history of divides between human groups. The digital divide, however, seems to be bridged easier compared with the divides that existed before. The digital revolution is a bloodless one (Dombi – Lafferton 2001).

The function, organisation, structure and system of science will also be different in the age of information. Sociology will necessarily be affected, as information society will bring about innovations which pre-information age sociology lacks the language, the methodology and the theoretical apparatus to describe (Nyíri 2001; 2003).

The Paradigm of Predigital Sociology

One of the numerous illustrations of classical sociology is the research conducted by Lazarsfeld, which revealed that a model can predict even such seemingly nebulous collective actions as the outcome of the elections (Lazarsfeld – Berelson - Gaudet 1948). Lazarsfeld’s methodological model deomonstrates how a set of accurately formulated questions can be accurately answered. Social reality as assumed by the Lazarsfeld paradigm is based on axioms which will no longer hold in the age of information.

Pre-digital sociology sets out to find constant principles. Even if the world was not perceived as stable and continous, the forces bringing about changes seemed to be so. The order of the social things was investigated by means of multivariate mathemetical statistical analysis. Sociologists were convinced that change was always for the better. They identified the basic unit of social structure as ’class’ if they followed Marx, or as ’stratum’ (’order’) if they followed Weber. The groups within society were imagined being connected by force of economic, cultural, and political capital. There could be inter- or intragenerational mobility between the groups. Processes of mobility could only be interpreted within the spatially and temporarily confined framework provided by the nation state. The subjects of sociological inquiries lived in nation states and the nation state provided the audience for sociology as well (Némedi 2000). 

The sociologists were driven by a modernist, progressivist, emancipatoric reformist furor, which also set the critical direction of sociological writings. The sociologists wanted to reform the world in the name of equality, justice, tolerance and conflict resolution - seeking a remedy for social maladies. The sociologist would think that having a certain clairvoyence and a stable value system made him a natural ally of the reformer politician. The sociologists wanted to perform the role of the public intelectual and the politician at the same time and thought that their  mission was to assist the advent of ’good society’. 

Thousands of costly surveys were carried in the hope  that the results will help to solve the „problem”. In western societies (and then in eastern ones trying to reform themselves in the mould of their western counterparts) a galaxy of sociological institutions was created with the aim of problem solving (university departments, faculties, institutes, societies, journals and publishers, etc.).

As multivariate mathemathical statistical procedures gained prominence, more and more complex, interesting and theoretically tense results were produced. Multidimensional analytical information processing technologies were ahead in exploring the imagined social reality, but they could not compete with the passing of time. Predigital sociological research was a time-consuming process. Data collection took months, and this not only made research rather lengthy but sometimes obscured what was being measured. The input and analysis of the data sometimes took so long time that the time span between data collection and the publication of the results may have been an entire decade. The publications should have been published in the „Review of History” instead of in the „Review of Sociology” Reform furor driven sociologists, however, wanted more than conducting research in search for the holy grail of truth. They wanted to be part of sociopolitical decision making, of practical measures. The long time span between data collection and the completion of a research project made this impossible. This was one of the reasons why the results were no avail.The results were only used to justify the actions taken by the political elite.

The Paradigm of Digital Sociology

The digital age makes it possible to store and analyse data according to any given criteria in unlimited scope. Since all these data are generated within society, it is natural that sociology should be interested in them (György 2003). 

The starting point of digital sociology is the totality of real time real data generated in  society. Sooner or later the functioning of all the organizational and in dividual actors will be realised in electronic space. This will result in the production of real time, digitally stored data referring to real actions. This means that there will be no more need for the time consuming and costly sociological research always involving only a sampled population, based on obtrusive methods such as interviewing or laboratory experimentation.

Analysis of data bases generated in real time, referring to real actions and covering the entire population calls for special theoretical and methodological skills. As for the theoretical framework, it needs to be taken into consideration that there are no static boundaries between the entities which are the subject of study, be they people, groups or organizations. There are no boundaries between academic disciplines either. There is an ostensible similarity between the mathematical models used for describing social actors living in electronic space and those scientifically describing natural phenomena (Fokasz 2003). From the perspective of chaos and order man seems to be but one of the ever moving specks of dust in the universe.

The methodolical innovations include continually tracing and fusing the various databases making furher analysis possible The sociologist who is well versed in the questions of the digital age must also be a computer programmer and software engineer. For digital sociology experimenting will become a priority. Experimenting has been used before in social psychology. There was no adequate selection and screening processes ensuring the representativeness of the experimental subjects, measurement of the dependent variables was far from being perfect.. The digital age will open new perspectives for experimenting especially in social psychology making it possible to reveal new ways of  dealing with people on the fields of teaching, commerce, entertainment, health care. 
Information society will create radically new social groups. The relationships between members of the same group and the relationships between members of different groups will be basically different than the system of relationships laboriously studied by predigital sociologists. Communication will serve as the basic principle of the creation of social structures. Communication by means of internet will expand the scope of cummunity building int he society. Communication capital can be measured by patterns of social network which gradually replaces the role of economic, cultural and politcal capitals measured by wealth, income, place of residence, gender,  family status, education, etc.

In the paper we shall attempt to contrast the traditional structure model with the new structure model to be created empirically, on the basis of the communication network We used a real time database involving the entire population. Communication clusters were created reflecting the widening networks of people who frequently call each other on fix telephone.  The status of the individual members of the different groups was measured along the axis connecting the centre and the periphery of the group. The communication database was fused with other databases enabling us to look at classical social structure indicatiors, mobility tendencies and lifestyle variables that are especially important in the structuring of postmodern society (creativity, tolerance, nonconformity, innovativity) within one single model.

Social inequalities will not vanish in the space of communication networks. However, what we expect is that the inequalities in communication patterns will be more transient and more flexible than the inequalities found along traditional stratification criteria.
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