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The Development of Information Space and the Space of Flows: 
Pioneering New Regions of Productivity in the Global Economy 

 

The current structure of information space and the space of flows described by 

Manuel Castells can be seen as a progression in history that involved the abstraction of 

capital and labor and the concurrent rise of the global city as information hub and world 

cultural node.  This Space has no relationship to traditional implications of time or the 

traverse of physical space, nor does it treat labor or social interests as they have been 

handled in the past. With the advancement of communication technology and the rise of 

the internet, the non-spaceness of this space is ever more real.  Castells quantifies two 

primary aspects of this information space: one, the power of networks, partnerships, 

agglomeration, and communication, and two, the power of identity found in branding, 

image, and abstract value (2003).  Global cities are now driven by values relating to the 

flow of their economies over any physical reality, and the effect on the lived city is one of 

social/labor alienation and a reformation of network bonds focused on the 

individualization of skill and the emergence of contracted work at both micro and macro 

scales.   

This system’s origin can be seen in the rise of futures trading and the birth of the 

stock market.  In Cronin’s treatment of the history of Chicago’s Board of Trade (1991) he 

follows the structure of transportation and trade, which ultimately leads to the abstraction 
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of goods and the rise of identity in the salable commodity.  Cronin illustrates the chain of 

progression where shipping-friendly watersheds led to the increased transport of grain, 

which led to a rise in the trade of goods.  The profitability of this trade led to the 

introduction of the middle-man merchant, and as the merchants grew wise to the 

information surrounding profitability, they began to speculate on the value of these 

goods.  This speculation created an abstraction of the actual goods, focusing on the 

identity of the value, and this abstraction led to a mentality of efficiency, where profit and 

future profit became the focus of trade, rather than the actual relevance of the goods 

traded.  This abstraction also tied the identity of the goods to the future value of goods, 

and thus was born futures trading and the value of the Brand (Cronin 1991).  Today, 

futures trading dictates markets around the world and has become the dominant economic 

paradigm of our global economy, one without a conscience or awareness of the actual 

goods or the everyday life that surrounds their production.  This information economy 

drives the growth of cities (and the decline of cities), instructing our future interactions of 

culture and space. 

In the system of our current global economy, goods and labor are analogous with 

information. Economies are driven by the mechanism of their primary goods/information 

transit system, which is, at best, abstract and difficult to understand, as it is fast, 

technologically intricate, and exists in virtual space (everywhere and nowhere). News and 

information effect the global market like gossip in a school yard.  The culture of 

speculation formed around the Chicago grain trade has expanded to a global trend and 

this combines with advanced internet technology to create instantaneous economic 

responses to information.  Global economic entities are obsessed with price and the 
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projected value of goods rather than the physical reality of quality, or the economy’s 

relationship to real world. Oil prices (read: the price of transport of goods ie. the price of 

goods) fluxuate moment to moment in relationship to speculative information about the 

Middle East region (Iran? Afghanistan? Iraq?) provided by an international network of 

inter-governmental gossipers guessing on the integrity and personal character of world 

leaders. 

Castells describes an array of societal impacts and social trends in his exploration 

of the diffusion and deepening of information systems. When the global economies no 

longer relate to time or space, an uneven social geography emerges that is geared towards 

efficiency and profitability (2003).  The economic system of information space has a 

tendency towards exploitative practices, taking only what it needs to profit regardless of 

the physical implications in the lived world. Network enterprises, where partners come 

together ad-hoc to form units to build capital, are utilized by any competitive global 

player and laborers are used and discarded at will. In this system, capital champions over 

labor, and global cities drive profits by downsizing, subcontracting, and outsourcing 

(Castells 2003, Sassen 2005). 

Amin states that as “highly concentrated command points in the organization of 

the world economy” global cities require the space of places i.e. “information-based 

value production complexes” (2000). These cities need to create value pure and simple, 

for instance, in their generation of intellectual property or in an abstract generation of 

profit based on speculative futures of goods (good old stock market trading).  This 

relationship of value can be traced directly to the system of futures trading originated in 

1860’s Chicago, a period of history that has established the structure of our global 
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economy today.  The information networks of these economic spaces can have both 

positive and negative impacts. On one hand, the specialization/individualization of work 

that has resulted from this information space has given rise to unemployment, but if 

practiced in a well-functioning network society, these systems can also facilitate 

innovation and flexibility.  The historical trajectory of information-based space points 

towards an alienation of humanity, but may also connote a renaissance of social capital 

and network, where communication, alliances, and community (such as grassroots 

movements) increase in the opaque ether of the digital space (Amin, 2000). The future 

development of the information space cannot be well predicted, as it is not tethered to the 

physical realities of the world.  Rather, it is a dynamic system that will be shaped by the 

flow of trends, and driven by the developments of its transport mechanisms, 

unpredictable and chaotic. 
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