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PANEL 

Bell Meets Taylor: Demystifying 
Knowledge Work 

1. INTRODUCTION 

Participants 

Steve Fuller 
University of Durham, UK 

Amir Hartman 
University of Pittsburgh, USA 

Sujatha Raman 
University of Pittsburgh, USA 

The theme of this panel is the impact of injormlltion technology on information work. The well
known debate on the relation between new electronic technologies and skill initially turned on 
the dichotomy of massive upskilling versus deskilling of work. For Bell, work in different 
sectors was increasingly becoming knowledge-based, hence high-skilled. For Braverman, both 
blue-collar and white-collar work was becoming routinized with the application of Taylor's 
scientific management principles. The mental component of work (knowledge functions) was 
being separated from the manual and taken over by managers. 

The large scholarly literature following these predictions has generally noted that the empirical 
evidence is mixed, with the outcome depending on type of job, organization, industry, 
technology, or national context So, it is quite common to hear that we must distinguish between 
say, electronic cash registers and flexible manufacturing systems (FMS). The mixed-effect view 
when applied to information technology (IT) has resulted in predictions of a dual workforce -

W. J. Orlikowski et al. (eds.), Information Technology and Changes in Organizational Work
© IFIP International Federation for Information Processing 1996



Demystifying knowledge work 19 

with high-skilled information or knowledge producers at the top and low-skilled information 
handlers and processors at the bottom. 

The panelists take issue with the core assumption of this claim for a dual info-workforce -
namely, that information production work or "expertise" is inherently high-skilled and complex, 
immune to a division into smaller routine tasks. Collectively, they argue that IT makes it 
possible to deskill the most mystified types of cognitive work, while simultaneously elevating 
the importance and skill of hitherto "lowly" support work. Contrary to Braverman, the outcome 
of the Taylorization of Bell's knowledge-workers could actually be progressive in the sense of 
subverting traditional hierarchies. Where the panelists vary is in their vision of the difference 
between potential and actual outcomes in the ongoing transformation of information work. 

The panel is therefore set up to bring out what might happen in actual organizational settings 
from the confrontation of Bell's information work with the deskilling tendencies of Taylorism, 
mediated by information technology. Drawing on historical trends, Steve Fuller lays out the 
"strong" argument for a radical demystification of expert work, a deskilling that is socially 
progressive from his standpoint. Amir Hartman and Sujatha Raman each take up a specific case 
- audit work and academic work, respectively - to show how the actual outcomes will 
depend on the struggles (or lack thereof) in these settings. Drawing on the social constructionist 
position, they explore how particular occupational groups could represent their work as high
skilled even in the face of "actual" deskilling. On the other hand, actually upskilled work can 
continue to be devalued or subject to intensified control from above. 

2. PAPER ABSTRACTS 

Through an exploration of the possible impact of expert-systems on scientific and technological 
work, Steve Fuller will make the case for "Why the Post-Industrial Society Never Came." 
Fuller will argue that expert systems contain the radical possibility of diminishing the mystique 
of expertise and intelligence through automation and deskilling. Rather than bemoaning this 
trend as the elimination of human expertise, Fuller notes that expert-systems displace particular 
groups of experts in the hierarchy of cognitive labor and make currently "invisible" and under
valued tasks, such as those performed by technical support personnel, more valuable. 

Amir Hartman will take us through the wonderful world of Big 6 Accounting. Describing 
empirical work which investigates the notion of the "postindustrial" organization, Hartman will 
make visible the realities of computerization and the day-to-day worklives of audit profession
als. In his discussion of "The Alienated Auditor," Amir Hartman will make the case that both 
utopian and dystopian notions of work computerization are inadequate. Rather than wholesale 
deskilling or enskilling of audit work, what he finds is a combination of both. Following up on 
Fuller's claim that expert systems displace traditional "winners" and benefit the "losers" in the 
occupational distribution, he shows why it has not happened so far in this instance. 

Can academic research be "offshored" to Third World countries or otherwise "outsourced," 
much like production processes for goods ranging from automobiles to computer software? 
Sujatha Raman will explore this reflexive question in her description of the "Brave New 
Academy- Downsized." She will first outline instances that show how academic research has 
already become routinized. Word processors and the Internet enable the break-down of text 
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production into tasks that can be perfonned by different people in different places. In the 
context of the privatization of universities and a continued demand for symbolic capital 
(infonnation), this could make the outsourcing of academic work feasible. How the strain of 
competition, plus the increasing pressures for accountability, will affect our own work becomes 
a moot question. 

Each panelist will speak for no more than fifteen minutes in order to give sufficient time for 
audience discussion of the two key issues they are raising: (l) the possibilities for the 
transfonnation of knowledge work in general, entailed by different ways in which IT could be 
successfully constructed and institutionalized, and (2) the transfonnation of our own (i.e., 
academic) work through similar processes. 


