
content, and to ensure that actors in pornographic
media are of legal age. In the United States, several
legal efforts to regulate primarily commercial sources
of pornographic content often met with heated debates
revolving around the issues of censorship and the First
Amendment. The Communication Decency Act
(CDA) of 1996, for example, covered a wide variety
of activities, including the distribution of pornography
on the Internet. Challenged in federal court by civil
rights groups such as the American Civil Liberties
Union (ACLU), the portion of the CDA relating to
indecent speech was found unconstitutional due to
its infringement on the speech rights of adults on 
the Internet. A second attempt, the Child Online
Protection Act (COPA) of 1998, which demanded all
commercial Web publishers offering “material harm-
ful to minors” to restrict their sites from access by
minors, was struck down by the Supreme Court in
2004 as unconstitutional. A year earlier, however, the
U.S. Supreme Court upheld the constitutionality of a
2000 law, the Children’s Internet Protection Act
(CIPA), challenged as unconstitutional by the ACLU
and the American Library Association (ALA). CIPA
mandates that schools and libraries receiving federal
funds for Internet connections must block or filter
access to visual depictions that show obscenity, child
pornography, or other material “harmful to minors.”

Technology-based tools, such as software filters that
limit access to certain Web sites, constitute another
attempt to control the distribution of sexually explicit
material online. Many Web sites provide a warning of
their pornographic content upon entry, requiring users
to affirm that they are at least 18 and wishing to view
sexually explicit material. Commercial Web sites often
restrict access by using an online Adult Verification
System, which seeks to differentiate between adults
and minors by requesting a valid credit card number to
buy a “membership” to the site.

Antonia Levy

See also Abuse, Child Sexual; Cyberspace; Obscenity;
Pornography; Pornography, Child; Violence, Sexual
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POSTINDUSTRIALISM

Technological advances in the 19th and 20th centuries
gave rise to industrialism and improved the overall
quality of life in the United States and most of Europe.
With the general rise in income came an increasing
demand for services to sustain this higher standard of
living: improved education, leisure activities, enter-
tainment, health care, and information provision.
However, many of these new services, unlike a major-
ity of manual tasks in agriculture or industry, could
not be mechanized. Because these tasks were more
complicated to reproduce and often required more
education, service industry workers became much
sought after, more of a commodity than industrial or
agrarian laborers and more expensive to employ. This
shift from industrial, manual labor to a service-
focused industry centered on the distribution and 
production of information is often referred to as
“postindustrialization.”

The Rise of the 
Postindustrialist Society

Sociologist Daniel Bell was one of the first to develop
the idea of the postindustrial society. In his book, The
Coming of Post-Industrial Society (1973), Bell sug-
gested that the postindustrial society—the informa-
tion society—is not merely characterized by a shift
from goods- to knowledge-based industry, but partic-
ularly by the nature of this knowledge. The 
transformation of an industrial to a postindustrial or
information society is accompanied by, if not caused
by, an increasing dominance of scientific rationality in
the political, economic, and social spheres. In indus-
trial societies, most people are involved with the pro-
duction of material, tangible goods. The postindustrial
society, on the other hand, is led forward by information,
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knowledge, and services. It is also dominated by 
science-based industries. Subsequently, the “old”
industrial elites gradually yield to “new” technical
elites whose human capital—their technological and 
scientific knowledge—places them at the top of the
restructured social and economic hierarchy. While
industrialization systematically kept certain segments
of society in marginal positions to maximize profits,
the postindustrial society emphasizes educational
achievement for transcending social boundaries and
leveling the social playing field. Supposedly, the new
nature of capital would thus give everyone equal
opportunities to benefit financially from the opportu-
nities information and technology development 
provide.

Some scholars, convinced of the egalitarian pow-
ers of the postindustrial society, view the social, 
cultural, political, and economic effects of postindus-
trialism within utopian or dystopian perspectives. They
suggest that the emphasis on merit, information, and
technological development will eventually level
the social and economic playing fields. Furthermore,
they argue that the postindustrial society’s reliance on
human rather than nonrenewable natural capital
places less pressure on the world’s natural resources
and is, therefore, much more environment-friendly
than its predecessor.

Others believe that the leveling powers of the
information society are exaggerated, even elevated
to mythical levels. They think the intellectual (edu-
cational) demands necessary to be competitive in 
the information society—paired with a decreasing
demand for manual industrial labor—put historically
marginalized groups at an unbridgeable social disad-
vantage. Given the inherently capitalist nature of
society, postindustrialism may improve the overall
standard of living for the working and middle
classes, they maintain, but for those at the top end 
of society, this will occur at a much greater rate. 
The gap between the lower and upper classes will
thus actually increase. Furthermore, critics note 
that instead of relieving some of the damaging effects
of industrialization on the environment and its
resources, postindustrialism places different yet
additional pressures on it.

Most Western societies are currently in or working
toward postindustrialization, leading to a gradual real-
ization that such utopian views of the postindustrial
society are erroneous or, at least, too optimistic.
Studies show that, often, historical economic and 

cultural privileges give industrial elites and those who
benefit from industrialization the necessary human
capital to take the lead in the developing information
and service industries. Many of those who benefited
the least from industrialization continue to face insti-
tutional roadblocks that hinder the necessary intellec-
tual and technological development necessary to
compete successfully in the new information society.
It would appear that utopian views of postindustrial-
ism falsely assumed that the information-based capi-
talist system is inherently different from, or not as
competitive as, industrial capitalism.

The speed with which advances in information
technology are taking place suggest that only those
with the necessary intellectual and financial resources
are able to keep or catch up with those already
involved in the industry. Furthermore, inequality in
educational resources available for students in the
West, particularly in the United States, indicates that,
as long as social class influences educational opportu-
nity, the democratizing forces of the information 
society are limited. On a global scale, the growing
(economic) dominance of information technology,
and thus of educational achievement, means that the
divide between rich and poor countries may widen
further in years to come, making it increasingly diffi-
cult for industrial societies to catch up with those in
postindustrialization or already postindustrial.

Finally, while some scholars maintain that service
industries place less pressure on natural resources and
are much more environment-friendly than their prede-
cessors, the increasing standards of living in postin-
dustrial societies have also led to an increase in waste
that food and restaurant businesses produce or else do
little to decrease their reliance on oil. In fact, increas-
ing standards of living also increase demand for mate-
rial goods, continuing to strain natural resources all
over the world. In theory, the democratizing forces of
the postindustrial, information society seem promis-
ing, though in practice, it would appear that postin-
dustrialization in most societies has yet to effectively
diminish socioeconomic inequality.

Marc JW de Jong
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POSTMODERNISM

Postmodernism is a complex term, and it is important
to define its boundaries as it concerns social prob-
lems. Generally speaking, analysts examine the post-
modern world with a focus on four areas: the
self-concept; moral and ethical discourse; art and cul-
ture; and globalization. In the context of social prob-
lems, the conceptual development of postmodernism
and globalization has been influenced by the ideas 
of such leading exponents as David Harvey, Jean-
François Lyotard, and Michel Foucault.

Harvey describes modernity as the period after the
end of the Enlightenment that began at the start of the
industrial revolution and went well into the 20th cen-
tury. The Enlightenment promoted thinking in a more
rational, uniform way in order to achieve rational but
conditional progress. Postmodernists, however, ques-
tion the validity of such a single truth or uniformity.
Society, to them, is more complex than belief in a
rational, singular truth, and social problems have more
causes than any formalized list. In the age of greater
globalization, social problems have become interna-
tional, with a greater comparative focus on issues such
as education and poverty. The new postmodern condi-
tions thus lead to a questioning of modern ideology.

Postmodern theory focuses on a critical, almost
skeptical, view of society. Lyotard argued that grand

narratives such as Marxism were in decline. Grand nar-
ratives are stories that contain knowledge or a discourse
that supports a universal truth. A grand narrative is a
story big enough to encompass social problems and
provide potential social solutions. Lyotard highlighted
the Marxist concept of class—in particular the division
of society into the proletariat and bourgeoisie—and the
argument that the working class would overthrow the
middle class through class conflict and consequent
social revolution. Marxism implied that history is 
progressive and knowledge is liberating. However,
Lyotard questioned the notion of the emancipation of
humanity and that knowledge produced by science is
truth and therefore eternal. Lyotard argued that these
arguments had lost respectability since the end of the
Second World War. The Marxist argument that the pro-
letariat would overthrow the bourgeoisie after a politi-
cal and consequent social revolution did occur in some
cases, but not universally. Lyotard suggested that
people still believed in grand narratives, but as time
progressed, society changed and the grand narratives
fragmented. Indeed, grand narratives are visible in both
nationalist and religious conflicts. Lyotard thus ques-
tioned the validity of grand narratives in a postmodern
world that has witnessed enormous changes.

The construction of both modern and postmodern
knowledge and its usage relates to social issues and
problems. Foucault’s work examined the complex his-
tories of social knowledge as codified within institu-
tions. He argued that institutions (e.g., the penal
system) could never be neutral. Foucault wanted a
focus on how institutions were linked to operations of
power in society. He argued that the self was inter-
twined with social structures. Power was visible through
the knowledge of control (i.e., surveillance, rules, and
regulations). Discourse, for Foucault, involves the
institution (e.g., the prison service) putting language
to use (e.g., the state formulating a prison policy), and
a discipline (e.g., the law governing criminals). Foucault
was interested in how knowledge evolved before, dur-
ing, and after modernity. The control of knowledge
has become a continuing political issue with its own
discourse. In a postmodern context, times changed but
the institutions remain, with little more than incre-
mental changes. Discourses remain systems of 
exclusion (i.e., for criminals in jail), but the social cat-
egories that have been created (e.g., the criminal)
remain. Foucault suggests that we question current
discourses and examine forms of power and knowl-
edge that are around us in society.
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