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Iconomics as a new Paradigm 
 

A “new economy” or even a “new paradigm” in economic theory has been championed by 

several economists and other social scientists. Joseph Stiglitz, in his Nobel Prize lecture, 

advocated “economics of information” as the next paradigm for sound and relevant economic 

thinking and policymaking.  

 

This approach is mirrored in the Wikipedia entry for “information economics” or the 

“economics of information” as a branch of microeconomic theory that studies how information 

affects an economy and economic decisions, whereas the Journal of Economic Literature 

classification code “Information, Knowledge, and Uncertainty” encompasses the economics of 

information goods, the study of information asymmetries and their implications for contract 

theory and, last but not least, the economics of information and communication technologies. 

 

The latest “ICT-turn” has generated another strand of new economic models inspired mostly by 

the open source, libertarian or hacker movements, such as Yochai Benkler´s depiction of a 

post-industrial networked economy, a commons-based approach which weaves together 

decentralization and collaboration models while proposing a shifting balance of power through 

the social production of knowledge, goods and services. 

 

Although both the informational Stiglitz and the techno-utopian Benkler make extensive 

references to new expectational and motivational structures and behaviors, they both share a 

microeconomic perspective which focuses on information or rather on information-seeking 

agents as the source of economic dynamics, envisaging market mechanisms as insufficient to 

promote either equilibrium or development in the context of rapidly evolving networking 

technologies.  

 
There is an underlying convergence in the beneficial effects of more information and even free 

opinion on markets, hierarchies and social structures supposedly amenable to a new economy 

where resources are not totally owned by private agents and outputs are to a large extent 

inevitably shared, promoting intangible externalities which mirror the benefits of open source 

coding in software development. The economics of open information systems translates 

capitalist societies into open innovation networks which work as permanently revolutionary 

sources of new value, markets and freedom. 

 

Despite the innovative approach to economic theory as well as the acknowledgment of a new 

technological and even informational reality and notwithstanding their specific contributions to 

economic theory and political philosophy, both Stiglitz and Benkler stay short of fully taking 

into account the intangible or symbolic dimensions of economic value. 
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The space-time of icons conforms an ”iconomy” rather than just another economic combination 

of resources in defiance of markets and hierarchies due to imperfect information of 

technological asymmetries. The accumulation of intangible assets by corporations as well as 

new policy frameworks related to the fostering of knowledge and cultural assets in this 

evolving and innovative networked environment may eventually lead to “Iconomics” as a new 

research program and ideological framework. As a matter of fact, since the late 90s the buzz 

has continuously morphed from “information society” and “networked economy” into 

“knowledge economics” and other weirdly denominated disciplines such as “wikinomics”. 

 

The design of connections as the combinatory art of symbol and code creation entices research 

and development models beyond the efficacy of computing networks. A richer perception of 

value creation in the networked society requires due attention to the genius of icon design as it 

imposes new forms on identity and value creation on the effectiveness of production, 

distribution and finance. 

 

One important consequence of the techno-based optimism as manifest in Stiglitz and Benkler 

has been the emerging belief in a “digital divide”, a “lag” in the rhythm of technological 

appropriation by underserved communities, developing nations and ill educated individuals. 

Projects such as the Panglossian OLPC (“one laptop per child”), championed by MIT´s 

Nicholas Negroponte, have made headway into poor countries governments. 

 

Brazil, in particular, as one important space for the global privatization of telecommunication 

networks, has surfed on the same speculative bubble that overthrew the rest of the connected or 

globalized financial markets (and forms of life). Brazilian society has been soaked into a new 

wave of telecom and digital media global expansion as State and regulation zoomed out of the 

scene. The OLPC initiative was almost implemented along with its open-source mantra and 

related “ICT4D” or “information and communication technologies for development” chant. 

 

The main question in face of these economic approaches to the digital divide is: “whose 

Internet is to be developed?” Are we condemned to a natural expansion of market-driven 

technological “inclusion” or can we alter this iconic profile through policy-led changes in the 

organizational cultures of companies and local communities? What should be the role of 

universities (especially large, public universities) in the “tropicalization” of emerging ICTs? 

 

The Internet and the digital economy look quintessentially American. The core technology was 

developed and has been diffused most rapidly in the U.S. The leading firms in e-commerce are 

American. The lead governance functions, such as the granting of domain names, are American 

or dominated by American interests. 

 

On the other hand, the Internet is by its very structure an iconic interface and, from a pluralistic 

cultural anthropology  perspective, may represent the ultimate vehicle for global economic 

liberalization, integration and dynamism. For these very reasons, the rise of the Internet and the 

digital economy threaten entrenched interests and arouse fears of loss of control over collective 

life and cultural identity. 

 

Mediatic capitalism is a new regime of capital accumulation regulated by the value aggregation 

of knowledge creating activities and the development of intangible assets (brands, consumer 

habits, technological standards and service-based value chains). This new form of capital 



accumulation has also led, for policy purposes, to the increasingly relevant clustering of 

“creative industries”, thus turning icon creation into a privately controlled apparatus. 

 

The term “mediatic” stresses not only the growing importance of iconic interfaces that combine 

information and communication infrastructures, softwares and cultural assets but also the key 

role of private agents and intermediaries in the organization of production, distribution and 

financing networks as well as in the formation of social and political narratives.  

 

Infomediaries, regulators and knowledge-based business consortia grasp local creative clusters 

while economic agents and institutions become increasingly leveraged by their skills in the 

design and management of information, communication, knowledge and cultural icons in 

networked value chains, changing the dynamics of power and the control of organizations. 

 

Classical political economy and its Marxian critique debated labor as the source of value, Neo-

classical and post-Keynesian approaches viewed value as a result of mechanical interplay of 

utility and expectations. An iconic perspective cannot result from a solely materialistic or 

utilitarian explanation of value creation and price formation. 

  

Icons as Local Development Assets 

 

The City of Knowledge, a research-action program at the University of São Paulo, Brazil 

(www.cidade.usp.br) has pioneered local development projects since 2001, funded mostly by 

State agencies (Federal as well as regional), focusing on the experimentation with ICTs for 

socio-economic inclusion and, as we have came to define in 2005, “emancipation” through 

digital but also away from digital media and tools (thus our opposition to hardware-centered 

approaches such as the OLPC, among other pork barrel politics geared by social informatics). 

 

From the start, the project was designed not only as open source, networking or ICT4D related 

but mainly as an icon creation experiment, branding knowledge that would be “cloned” at the 

local level, envisaging community-based construction of collective organizations as varieties of 

knowledge management challenges to be dealt with on a socio-constructivist basis. 

 

Among many fruitful insights that cannot be examined at length here, Flores and Winograd 

inspired our evolutionary perspective on computer-mediated systems which need not have “a 

fixed structure built by a programmer but can be an evolving structure shaped by interactions”1. 

 

The main challenge for the construction of knowledge-creating public spaces which involve 

“meaning creation” involving different organizations (and thus different organizational 

cultures) is to adequately rank interaction as a top priority, so that the changing potential of the 

structure becomes continuously evident and tacit knowledge resides wherein as permanent flow 

of intangible assets. New modalities of knowledge production, sharing and certification would 

then be supported by project-based connections to public universities, mirroring the “city by 

projects” (cité par projets) paradigm as depicted by Luc Boltansky and Eve Chiapelo in their 

masterpiece “Le Nouvel Esprit du Capitalisme” (1999). 

                                                 
1 Flores has had experience with social and political organization at the highest level of government, in his 

posts as director the state-owned corporations, Minister of Economics and Minister of Finance in the 

government of Salvador Allende in Chile between 1970 and 1973. Winograd has worked with artificial 

intelligence research at the MIT, Stanford University and the Xerox Palo Alto Research Center. 

http://www.cidade.usp.br/


 

The idea of weaving a knowware, that is to say, a space-time of community-based icons 

designed through shared and diversified learning practices in hybrid (virtual and real) 

networking practices embraces research on the anthropology of digital networks wherein work, 

learning and innovation co-exist in a state of play. “Communities of practice” (after Wenger´s 

approach to knowledge management in organizations) can only be grasped through “composite 

concepts” such as "learning-in-working", which represent “the fluid evolution of learning 

through practice”. In these space-time icons, “the actual non-canonical practices of interstitial 

communities are continually developing new interpretations of the world because they have a 

practical rather than formal connection to that world.”2 The City of Knowledge focused from 

the start on the application of a knowledge management approach to socio-digital inclusion3. 

 

The City metaphor was devised before the publication of Boltanski and Chiapello (1999), but 

their interpretation of the network economy as a moving hierarchy of project-led investments 

and hierarchies reinforced our mission as creators of a new inter-institutional space beyond the 

existing boundaries of the public educational system as well as designing interfaces for 

corporate organizations and regulatory agencies to cooperate with local development projects. 

 

As the project evolved from capacity building and talent mapping into more specific local 

actions, tourism emerged as one important economic sector which combined the iconic nature 

of its products and services with a well established association with the “creative industry” 

framework (which naturally stresses the intangible aspects of wealth creation). In 2003 we 

started a search for localities in Brazil which could offer the opportunity for experimentation 

with digital implementation under intensive touristic activity. 

 

As new e-commerce technologies, uses, business models, and legal frameworks develop 

outside the U.S., they challenge the early dominance of ultraliberal policies and market-friendly 

regulations. In this view, the outcome of these divergent or conflicting technological, economic, 

and regulatory developments may be a number of differing knowledge economies reflecting 

local, national and regional communities. 

 

These communities may drive distinctive lines of technology development in which local firms 

may have an advantage. Differences in policy will affect the development of technology, 

markets and products. The tremendous expansion of mobile telephony in Brazil presents itself 

as a promising opportunity for this policy-oriented approach. 

 

Much has been said over digital television (DTV) and, most recently, over high definition 

television (HDTV). Although the battle among industry standards and converging technologies 

is neither new nor is it about to come to an end, there are still many doubts on the social, 

economic and cultural relevance of many such devices, especially when taking their human and 

environmental costs (in a sense, there is a lingering paradox between digital inclusion and 

Kyoto Protocol, as long as energy production and consumption are concerned). 

 

In Brazil, there’s been a lot of debate on which pattern to follow: the north-american (ATSC, 

also used by South Korea), the European (DVB) or the Japanese (ISDB). Meanwhile, emerging 

                                                 
2 

Brown, Duguid (1991). 
3
 Telementoring projects in the US were also a source of inspiration for educational use of ICTs. See for 

instance http://www.tnellen.com/ted/telebook.html  

http://www.tnellen.com/ted/telebook.html


technologies are being developed so fast that major upheavals of the audiovisual broadcasting 

business may be yet to come. 

 

We firmly believe that, if the adequate amount and focus is invested in human capital formation 

in this area, a window of opportunity may be open for micro, small and medium content 

producers and technology suppliers to arise. Exchanging with Asia, most notably with Japan, 

has now become absolutely strategic for this window of opportunity to be seized by Brazilian 

producers, local development agents and other actors in creative clusters. This is envisaged as 

an exchange of intangibles, not of steel and meat or oil, that largely depends on the civic 

intelligence of educational and economic agents in the countries involved, even and crucially 

beyond government circles to involve communities and societies. 

 

This is also an opportunity for the Brazilian institutions and people involved to learn as well as 

develop an adequate perception of a worldwide market for creative content. That practice may 

enable micromarket entrepreneurship, informal education and mesh business transactions, 

while promoting São Paulo, Rio de Janeiro other urban areas to the next level of local 

development – the globally connected pathway. 

 

As the country evolves into the digital convergence, knowledge-centered society of the 21st 

century, its main industrial clusters (such as São Paulo) are lagging behind in terms of local 

development of networked infrastructures. If immediate research and action geared towards the 

formation of skills and competencies, especially among the poor youth and local communities, 

is not taken by social groups, government agencies, research and development institutions and 

entrepreneurs, the structural bottlenecks will again condemn the Brazilian society to a pattern 

of concentrated, exclusive almost apartheid-like socio-economic regime, despite all the 

democratizing promises of the new digital technologies.  

 

Final Remarks 

 

The creation and management of local icons as a local development strategy leveraged by 

information and communication technologies was tested and partially validated by the 

experiments of the City of Knowledge between 2003 and 2008. Facing a globalized 

infrastructure and multinational oligopolies in the creative industries is not an easy challenge, 

but despite all the difficulties of leading an action-research program at a Brazilian public 

university, the networking and media effects seem to have reached a point of no return, with 

promising opportunities of partnering with local community leaders, NGOs and even telecom 

operators and other incumbents. 

 

Given the prevalence of hardware-centered approaches to ICT4D, such as the infamous OLPC 

initiative led by MIT´s Negroponte and a few corporate moguls in the digital realm, local 

resistance and appropriation of ICTs for local development can actually serve a content-

centered approach as long as the institutional barriers to networking the university, the 

government and private companies are overcome. Not an easy task in a world which is 

definitely not flat, despite the overwhelming effect of the mass adoption of computers, cell 

phones and other digital audiovisual interfaces. 
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