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Abstract: This research paper will explore Manual Castells‟ notion of an 

increased need to access information with an emphasis on network societies, 

and an eye to practical educational concerns. The principles and assertions 

that underlie Manual Castells‟ theory of the “rise” of “networked society” 

are defined by four dimensions: (1) new technological paradigm, (2) 

globalization, (3) enclosing of cultural manifestations, and (4) demise of the 

sovereign nation-state. This paper will consider critiques of Castells‟ 

definition of a new technological paradigm serving as a global 

transformation with implications for stakeholders in the education 

environment. More specifically in the context of my teaching profession, the 

paper argues for the pertinence of Castells‟ analysis for a high school  

Scientific community – as full-fledged members of the network society. 

 

Keywords: Castells, network society, digital revolution, intellectual 

property, open access, public knowledge, secondary students 

 

This paper imposes judgement on the literature by Manual Castells, a 

sociology professor at the University of California Berkeley who supports 

the notion of the “rise” of the “network society.” Castells‟ claims are 

provided along with supporting evidence to show his perspective on trying 

to explain the digital revolution that has engulfed individuals, communities, 

and countries alike similar to a tidal wave crashing on the shore of a serene 

seaside village. Where no one has taken the necessary precautions to 

prepare and organize for the accumulating incident. 

To help paint a picture, this underlying rising has slowly been 

bubbling away and eventually it has come to a point where it has erupted 

along the seams and spilled over in all aspects of life – more so in the 

developed countries, along with views from the sociologists, and 

economists who have supported, added to, or refuted Castells work. 

According to Castells (1996), the term “network society” refers to the 

interconnected nodes of organization that have socially identified 

themselves through economy, society, or culture.  

Castells (2000) postulates that the “network society” arose to great 

strength during the latter half of the twentieth century as a result of three 

factors that occurred: (1) the information technology revolution, (2) the 

capitalism and statism restructuring, and (3) the 1960s social movements in 

the United States and Western Europe. These phenomena, leading to this 

“rise,” are investigated in great depth through his three volume series titled 

The Information Age: Economy, Society, and Culture (Volumes I – III). 
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This paper though, explores one aspect of the “rising:” the information 

technology revolution and the critiques concerning this transformation.  

This paper begins with a historical investigation outlining the events 

leading to the digital revolution of the “network society” from Castells‟ 

sociological perspective. And then leads into Castells‟ theory along with 

supporting evidence and subsequent critiques of his work. Although Fischer 

(1999) draws attention to the fact that Castells is disappointed in not 

receiving more criticism of his work. Despite this fact, several critics have 

been brought to share their voices in light of the lack of extensive critiques 

on Castells‟ notion of a “network society” which describes the rising 

technological paradigm that the world is currently facing.   

Castells‟ findings are then translated to a practical standpoint in my 

professional teaching context looking at the stakeholders involved in the 

educational process. I address the implications of a “network society” in a 

high school context by using a specific example of blogging in which 

students can contribute to the “network society” in a meaningful manner. 

Lastly, recommendations are made for stakeholders who can help facilitate 

the growth and sustainability of the digital revolution by introducing small 

changes which can have large affects in classrooms, schools and the 

broader global community.  

 

The history of the “rise” of “networked societies” 

Castells (2000) feels that there is a need to address a new social structure 

that has arisen in the last quarter of the 20
th
 century. Castells argues that 

technology mediates the interactions of the social structure. It acts as the 

vehicle through which information is transported from one place to another 

to connect the social stratosphere. As alluded to earlier, the escalation of the 

“network society,” also termed the “„material foundation‟ of the 

„informational society,‟” (Castells, 1996) began in the latter half of the 

twentieth century. Castells (1999) explains how the 1970s started the 

manifestation of the technological paradigm, which continued through the 

1980s with its infiltration to military, industry, and workplaces. 

This technological surge continued until computers were commonly 

found in homes as well by the turn of the century. To this day, the surge 

persists with individuals, in particular students, possessing various handheld 

devices (such as iPods and cell phones) that allow them to connect 

instantaneously to the Internet for search of information and to access 

knowledge. The advent of this new social structure is highlighted by Booher 

and Innes (2002) in their analysis of Castells‟ work whereby the accelerated 

pace of the technological revolution is reshaping the material foundation of 

society. Booher and Innes go on to say how this process of globalization of 

technology is actually individualized through the global dissemination of 

words, sounds, and pictures. This power passed on by the information age 

leads to the “rise” of the network.  
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Brown and Duguid (2000) remark that society is blind to the forces 

behind the change to the revolution: societies are “overpowered” by the 

“myth of information” and neglect to see the cause of the network change 

that is occurring before them. This paper will focus on one of Castells‟ 

principles, the new technological paradigm which resonates more closely 

with the educational implications discussed later in the paper. For further 

discussions on the remaining principles, consider Castells‟ (1996) work 

titled The Rise of the Network Society. 

 

New technological paradigm 

The technological paradigm, as defined by Castells (2000) refers to the use 

of microelectronics and new communication software to create new means 

of social interaction and organization. He compares this shift to the 

industrial revolution whereby the industrial society could not be separated 

by the industrial revolution that relied heavily on energy distribution and 

creation. Similarly, the technological revolution which consists of the 

Internet and its coinciding software, widgets, search engines, Web 2.0 tools 

and so on cannot be separated from the “network society.”  

Yet, Smart (2000) counters Castells‟ argument by pointing out that 

this information age may not really be a new concept. It may just be a new 

way of expressing something or re-labelling a phenomenon with a more 

“techno-cratic” term – instead of placing it on the same foothold as the 

industrial revolution, it should be reconsidered. As Smart (2000) cautions, 

“The tendency to consider our own time as significantly different, if not 

unique. It is a tendency of which to be wary” (as cited in Foucault, 1983). 

Smart (2000) believes that Castells‟ work has many shortcomings as it may 

be too concentrated on readily labelling a new society without accurately 

clarifying his stance. This shows that Smart, amongst others in the field, feel 

that Castells‟ perspective may not be clear to all, especially to those in 

disciplines other than sociology.  

In 1999, Van Dikj‟s investigation found similar results. He pointed 

out that only Castells‟ “admirers” felt his literature sought to represent a 

theory on the network society. In fact, when Van Dikj (1999) discussed the 

comparison of Castells‟ theory to that of Karl Marx‟s Capital and Max 

Weber‟s Economy and Society, he discovered that Castells‟ discussions of 

the information age were not of the quality (in terms of generalizations and 

abstractions) of the work by Marx and Weber. 

 

The dangers of transformations in a “network society” 
The inconsistencies in Castells‟ technological paradigm “theory” lead Smart 

(2000) and other critics to believe Castells‟, “relationships between these 

complex structural transformations are far from clear.”  Smart (2000) 

demonstrates that Castells‟ definition of networks is all encompassing: 

Smart exclaims that Castells himself points out this very notion when he 

says that networks are everywhere and everything such as coca and poppy 
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fields, structured gangs, landing strips, televisions and so on (Smart, 2000). 

But Smart is puzzled; if networks are ubiquitous how does this translate to a 

significant transformation as labelled by Castells? This leads Smart to be 

further confused about the clarity and authority of Castells‟ work because 

Smart feels this may not really be a transformation but a simple change of 

scale. Van Dijk (1999) agrees that “Castells‟ conceptual elaborations of the 

characteristics of the information age are … sketchy.” 

In spite of the critiques, Castells (2004) confirms that networks have 

always been present because they are responsible for organizing social life: 

he poses a similar question to Smart by asking, “Why is it only in recent 

years that network societies have come to the forefront of social practice? 

Why the network society now?” Castells‟ answers his own question by 

explaining that some social structures would never have emerged if it were 

not for the technology. In the 20
th
 century, it is the central technological 

paradigm, through the advent of microelectronics and communication-based 

software, which has allowed for social structures to organize themselves 

through the technological network: hence the name “network society.” As 

computer hardware, software, and programs become more and more 

advanced, and more easily accessible to others (due to their commonality 

and lower expense) the “rise” is going to keep continuing and advancing the 

structures of networks and encouraging more “network societies” to form. 

 

Educational implications 

In response to research on social structures, Harris (2000) compares 

Castells‟ work with that of others. Harris (2000) finds there is a distinct 

underestimation in Castells‟ theory concerning the intricacies of technology 

and social organization. He states that Castells‟ view on the intent of 

networks is questionable because Castells believes that efficient knowledge 

generation and processing is the primary function of networks for the self. 

Harris (2000) disagrees with Castells as he points out the need for 

collaboration with others to share knowledge is equally, if not more so 

important in building alliances and not simply outsourcing content and 

diffusing knowledge.  

Nonetheless, Harris (2000) regards Castells as one of “the most 

influential proponent[s]” who has shown that the technological paradigm 

when united with organized structures had lead to the “network society.” 

Harris (2000) provides an example to support Castells‟ notion of a “rise” 

where Britain‟s virtual Open University campus represents a model of a 

decentralized institute that has incorporated course content and technologies 

to support a fundamental approach to open knowledge access in accordance 

with Castells theory of transformation: a new form of exchange is created 

by networks and information communication technologies (Harris, 2000). 

This is especially important in educational settings, where Jefferies study in 

2003 stresses the importance of collaborative learning to empower students 
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in building connections coupled with the new technologies to “network” in 

the information age. 

More and more professionals, communities of people, policy 

makers, and students are turning towards digitized means as a result of the 

“rise” of networks. Take the science student investigating the effect of using 

different concentrations of salt water to grow lettuce seeds. Where does the 

student turn to get more information on how to prepare a solution, or 

determine the procedures for the experimental setup? A simple “Google” 

search is the answer. The textbook, going to the library, or drawing on 

previous knowledge, is secondary to the Internet. The Internet is a quick and 

easy solution and its functionalities allow one to search and find relevant 

information in seconds. Educators must find ways of harnessing the 

“network society” for their students as a portal to the rest of the world. 

Therefore, educational implications of the digital revolution need to be 

considered in relevance to Castells‟ theory.  

 

Implications for science students (a specific example) 

This section outlines the implications a technological revolution has on 

education, one in which the learning insists on the use technology; 

specifically in the context of my teaching profession. The paper argues for 

the pertinence of Castells‟ analysis for how secondary science students, as 

full fledged members of the network society, can identify, create, assemble, 

and share knowledge with the rest of the scientific community. Castells 

(1999) insists that the notions of the “network society” be brought to 

schools to educate the public early, on their schooling experience. However, 

he is quick to point out that “increasing computer equipment is not the 

answer, as schools must be reformed, and pedagogy transformed to be apt to 

the task of educating creative, flexible, autonomous individuals.” As 

expressed by Brown and Duguid (2000),  

Real social danger today is that the technology is erupting and 

moving so much faster than it ever ever ever has in all of our 

historical experience…[It‟s] time to start adapting society to this 

revolution in the technology. There‟s a lot of potential dangers ahead 

if we don‟t adapt it successfully. 

Brown and Duguid‟s statement clearly reflects the need for the efficient and 

effective incorporation of technology in the educational setting. Educators 

need to inform themselves in their current practices with the ever advancing 

speed of technological innovations that are becoming ubiquitous. Take for 

instance the cell phone, which had 16 million subscribers in 1991 and in 

2006, there were over two billion users (Castells, 2007). And today, these 

communication devices are in the hands of even elementary school children 

in some countries. This “rise” of the information age, as outlined previously 

by Castells (2000) needs to be carefully considered and harnessed by 

educators into their classrooms. 
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 How can secondary school teachers address the ever-increasing 

access to knowledge through the rising “network society” as presented by 

Castells and bring this notion into daily classroom routine? This section 

outlines why a blog for example can support the “rise” of the “network 

society” by encouraging students to participant in an open access 

environment with the right to create, use, and share in scientific knowledge. 

As suggested by current research, science teachers can focus on making 

their courses more accessible to their students using Web 2.0 tools: tools 

such as wikis or blogs to facilitate in the collaborative knowledge 

dissemination process (Villano, 2008). Educators can give their students 

greater ownership of the class, by having students create their own blog and 

having them develop meaningful content to be disseminated to others. By 

providing students a means of sharing and building on the classroom 

discussions, with some guidelines, students will take more ownership and 

feel more motivated to be active participants in their learning of the 

scientific community (Read, 2006). 

 In 2006, Read‟s case study of student motivation and blogging 

showed that students were motivated to blog as they gained an audience and 

thus had recognition of their work as they were able to “make their mark 

upon the world, and leave their footprints on the sand of the Internet.” She 

found that it was important for teachers to introduce blogging to students as 

it allowed them to grow and develop their writing and technology skills as 

they are able to control the appearance of their blog space. This increased 

motivation can lead to greater productivity and connectivity with the issues 

discussed in class in a more meaningful manner for students are “digital 

natives,” a term designated by Prensky (2001) for students speaking the 

digital language. 

Furthermore, a central science blog site should include links to open 

access resources where material is free to use. Students should be given 

ongoing informal lessons throughout the course on intellectual properties 

such as what sorts of information they can use freely, why it is crucial to 

attribute the authors of the original piece, and the importance of doing so. In 

addition, students need to be shown how to properly cite links and how they 

themselves can share their work with the rest of the science community. 

Students should also be trained on detecting how to determine if a document 

is valid and has authority. 

 More over, to expand on the notion of “network society,” the 

classroom blog ought to extend to the larger school community as well by 

inviting other classes to act as peer-reviewers. By encouraging critique 

across classes, or from different subjects, the classroom scientific 

community can expand and disseminate the knowledge to the entire school 

community. By making others aware that there is a “rich” network of young 

scientists logging their data, results, and discussions serves as an example 

for budding scientists to keep track of information and monitor their 

progress in their scientific thinking. The teacher can also establish a class 
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journal whereby students can have their work published and then archived 

for future access. These scientific research investigations can be shared with 

the school community and the district. The teacher can present the class 

blog at conferences to encourage a more global outreach – this could result 

in joint efforts with teachers from other regions. For instance one journal 

could be called: The Young Scientific Explorer in Western Canada while 

another could be named The Young Scientific Explorer in Eastern Canada.  

With the continuing “rise” of the “network society” it is easier than ever to 

initiate contact with professionals in similar fields to unite communities of 

students on a more global level. By having educators raise awareness for a 

need for high school students to collaborate with others and share their work 

in the public forum as an important skill in the workforce, other 

professionals will also want to contribute and have their students be a part 

of the “rise.” 

 

Conclusion 

In light of the evidence presented, this paper has attempted to draw a bridge 

between Castells‟ “rise” of the “network society” and educational 

implications for educators to consider. By analyzing Castells‟ theory of 

transformation to the technological paradigm, and despite the criticism the 

theory has received, Kelly and Kenway (2001) share Castells notion that “as 

an historical trend, dominant functions and processes in the information age 

are increasingly organized around networks.” This has various implications 

for educators in classrooms such as encouraging the use of web-based tools 

to build on class concepts and to share knowledge internally and globally. 

To promote the dissemination of technology combined with organized 

structure, and to facilitate the “network society,” several suggestions (see 

Table 1) are made to the stakeholders involved in the educational process to 

encourage and support the inevitable and continuing growth of the “network 

society.” 

To conclude, with Castells‟ allusion to the rampant “rising” in the 

technology regime that is continuing at unprecedented speeds of any 

revolution before it‟s time, stakeholders can make informed decisions on 

how they will go about managing the issues surrounding the “network 

society” and it‟s interconnectedness to the larger community. In particular, 

educators who are aware of Castells‟ technological paradigm can implement 

Web 2.0 tools in their classrooms – in hopes of encouraging their students to 

share with and be a part of a larger network community. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



ACCESS TO KNOWLEDGE: A COURSE JOURNAL, 1(2), 2009 

8 

 

 

 

Table 1 

 

Recommendations for Stakeholders to Accommodate the “Network Society”  

 

Stakeholder 

  

           Suggestions 

 

 

Ministry of 

Education 

 

Provide proper support to teachers (especially those who 

are unfamiliar/uncomfortable with the digital world) 

undertaking initiatives to support the “network society.” 

This could be in the form of providing live online help, 

a forum where teachers can network with other teachers 

and so on 

 

Information 

Technology 

Coordinators 

(ITC) 

Allow for open source software to be freely downloaded 

onto school computers, without having teachers put in 

requests (which could take several months to process) 

for particular programs to be installed by the ITC 

 

Administrators 

(principal/vice 

principal) 

Promote the growth of the “network society” by 

providing in-service workshops during Professional 

Development (ProD) days. 

 

Allow teachers to follow up issues in subsequent ProD 

days. For instance, teachers who had difficulties 

troubleshooting or using a particular Web 2.0 tool 

should be able to get meaningful feedback and support 

from their colleagues 

 

Encourage proposals from teachers who need additional 

support in terms of technology or resources, in order to 

promote the transformation to the new technological age 

 

Teachers Start with small changes in their classroom, such as 

setting up a class blog and having students contribute to 

the building of knowledge in their classrooms 

Tap into the technological knowledge of their students, 

who are “digital natives,” as they have been born into 

the digitally revolutionized world 
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