
The following text is taken from pages 11-16 of Whitworth, A. (2009), Information 

Obesity, Chandos Oxford.

Below are various sequences of thirty bytes. A byte is a unit of information 

storage that (with text) equates to one letter, number, symbol or space. In terms of 

quantity, the phrases are equal. But what of their value?

fqw2**;K>:py&% Wnjwi96#,8$HC0+

East gerbils leave Scotland no

Portsmouth won the 2008 FA Cup

Nissan shares went up 8¢ today

We will be on holiday tomorrow

Love thy neighbour as thy self

The first is completely meaningless. The second is readable, but nonsense. The 

third has meaning and is actually about something: it is a fact and therefore information 

in a human sense. On one level it is fairly trivial, valuable perhaps if one needed an 

answer in a quiz. However, the statement summarises many things, like the hundreds of 

games which comprised the competition and the money exchanged as a result, directly 

(gate receipts, TV income) and indirectly (transport costs, gambling). It will also provoke 

an emotional response in some people: others will find it irrelevant.  

The fourth statement is also factual, and might be extremely valuable to investors 

in this company, not to mention its employees. It is this kind of information which flows 

through the world’s financial systems, forming a basis for the exchange of huge amounts 

of money, as investors and brokers seek to maximise returns. The significance of these 

flows for the development of ICT is returned to below and in Chapter 4. 



The fifth statement may also be a fact, but is different from the previous two in 

terms of its significance. Nevertheless it summarises a reasonably complex process 

involving the movement of several kinds of resources. It wraps inside it a set of values 

relevant to the whole idea of “going on holiday” and what this means for life in the 

modern era. It may also be information which makes someone happy, and that alone 

gives it value. 

 With the final statement, we move beyond simple facts. Regardless of one’s 

religious beliefs this is a deeply profound observation about how we might learn to live 

together peacefully. Consequently, it touches on the controversial question of what 

makes for “truth” and how different interpretations of these “truths” can be valued.  

What should be clear from this exercise is that the quality of any piece of 

information is variable and its value largely depends on context and interpretation. To 

get a grip on this diversity let us explore four different ways in which information is 

valued. 

• personal, or subjective value; 

• scientific, or objective value;

• economic value and

• community value, both of which are intersubjective values. 

*      *      *

It is impossible to generalise about the ways information might be valued at the 

subjective level. Personally, I am indifferent to Portsmouth FC and rather more 

interested in the next club east along England’s coast, Brighton & Hove Albion FC.... I 

don’t own a car, so information about the cost and punctuality of the local rail service is 



more important to me than it might be to my neighbours. I care about how my son gets 

on at school and whether he and my wife are currently happy. I could go on, of course. 

In short I have a configuration of interests in the world which make up my personal 

environment. It will change over time but at any point there will always be some 

information that in practical terms is valuable to me but not necessarily to others. 

It is not just a matter of current circumstance, however. Like everyone else I have 

a personality, a set of moral values and beliefs, likes and dislikes, which are a 

consequence of many things including my family background, education and other 

prior experiences. Any new piece of information does not simply fall into my mind as it 

would into a hole in the ground, but interacts with what is already there, with what I 

know, remember and understand…. 

Subjective value is very significant. How could it not be? For anyone, it is going 

to be their primary filter for information. To filter, one must inevitably ask: “Do I care 

about this? Do I value this?”. As a result, the subjective form of value forms the basis of 

much of the teaching of information literacy, currently the favoured strategy for 

combating information obesity (see Chapter 5). 

Nevertheless there are problems with relying solely on subjective value, and 

these have long been recognised. One problem is how to aggregate these subjective 

values into collective decision making; a problem on which the art of politics is based. At 

some point the values, needs, or circumstances on which I base my life may come into 

conflict with others’. Interpretations of the same information may differ. We may be 

competing for resources. These conflicts arise all the time and we have, as a society, 

developed various means for dealing with them: from simply talking differences 



through (amicably or not), through arbitration, voting, decree, litigation and—though 

sensible people should hope it never reaches this—exercising force to get one’s way. 

Learning about the strategies which exist for resolving conflict is a substantial part of 

what it means to grow out of childhood, past the stage where we believe ourselves the 

centre of the world. It is one link from the individual into their communities. 

It is also difficult to treat all personal, subjective values equally. To refuse to pass 

judgement on particular points of view, through a belief that individual opinions must 

be respected, is a philosophical stance known as relativism. Most people would probably 

accept that at times, a relativistic stance is hard to maintain, like when faced by outright 

racial or religious prejudice, the hatred of women, or the glorification of violence and 

murder. Yet even here it is difficult sometimes to draw clear lines between “right” and 

“wrong”. Is abortion justified, or murderous? Is it wrong to kill someone if they demand 

the right to die? Questions like this may be resolved by individuals who develop an 

opinion one way or the other, but are more difficult to resolve at the level of a group or 

society. They are ongoing questions of morality or ethics, and good examples of the kind 

of knowledge which has intersubjective value. We will return to this below.

There is another reason to treat relativism with suspicion. Information held in an 

individual mind—or a community’s, organisation’s or society’s stock of knowledge—

may be “wrong” in an objective sense. In Counterknowledge (2008), Damian Thompson 

forcefully makes this point by discussing a range of what he considers dangerous and 

unscientific points of view, and how these damage the intellectual resources of society. 

He attacks, amongst others: creationism; alternative histories (like the idea that lost 

civilisations existed before the Ice Age); alternative therapies like homoeopathy; 



conspiracy theories; and more. Thompson’s book will be discussed in more detail in 

Chapter 5, but for now, let us look at why he feels this kind of knowledge is without 

value. His judgment is based on how the procedures of scientific method validate certain 

beliefs, theories or practices. Scientific method is a rigorous means of valuing 

information objectively: that is, not subject to the biases, whims or misconceptions of 

individuals. The following quotes make Thompson’s basic point: 

We are lucky to live in an age in which the techniques available for evaluating the truth or 

falsehood of claims about science and history are more reliable than ever before…. One of 

the greatest legacies of the European Enlightenment is a scientific methodology that allows us 

to make increasingly accurate observations about the world around us. (1-2)

The tests applied to empirical statements are, for the most part, impressively rigorous, and they are 

applied by a scientific community that… is made up of individuals from diverse ethnic, 

religious and cultural backgrounds….from time to time scientists arrive at the wrong 

explanation of natural phenomena; but these mistakes are usually rectified by later hypotheses 

that better fit the data. So, when scrupulous researchers overwhelmingly agree that a 

particular claim is a statement of fact, the probability that they are right is extremely high. (28)

However, there are limits on how useful scientifically validated knowledge can 

ever be in our everyday lives. Because these forms of knowledge are objective, they 

cannot and never will be able to explain or support subjective forms of value like 

aesthetics or the sublime (the sort of experience one has when watching a perfect sunset, 

or listening to great music). Second, they are often inadequate for understanding 

“complex social phenomena”, and are not usually to hand when one needs to apply 

oneself to a new or unexpected situation where an immediate response is required. None 

of this affects the objective value of scientific knowledge, but it clearly affects other 

forms of value. (See Chapter 5.)

The structure of scientific method, and the organisations which have grown up 



around it, are also social systems, and objectivity can therefore be distorted within them. 

This point was famously made by Kuhn in The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (1970). 

Kuhn observed that science could entrench itself in paradigms, systems of belief which 

had become institutionalised into an “establishment”. However well justified and 

validated through scientific method, knowledge which challenged this paradigm—thus, 

the stature of scientists with positions and careers based on the values embedded in the 

paradigm—could be rejected or ignored; its publication and validation refused. 

Paradigms rarely changed unless evidence became overwhelming: or, more likely, those 

entrenched in the paradigm retired or passed on. A significant example was Wegener’s 

theory of continental drift, deduced from strictly-conducted observations in geology and 

palaeontology. Geologists prior to Wegener had been taught that the Earth’s crust was 

rigid, and observations and theories were grounded in this fundamental principle. Now 

we know that the lithosphere, like the Earth’s other spheres, is dynamic, but due to the 

establishment’s adherence to the previous paradigm, it was decades after Wegener’s 

death in 1930 before his theories were fully accepted….  

The point is not that scientists are engaged in some giant conspiracy to keep new 

ideas down. As Thompson says, this sort of conspiracy theory is itself a form of 

counterknowledge. It is merely to say that certain ways of thinking can become 

embedded into institutions and organisations and resist changes in the manner of an 

immune system fighting off a virus (see also Chapter 9). It is a classic example of how 

information can become embedded in the environment and form conditions which are 

not conducive to the spread of certain (rival) memes. 

Objective values can be distorted in another significant way, one Thompson 



castigates throughout his book, particularly when discussing pseudohistory and quack 

medicine. That is, there is a market for it. Publishers have a greater interest in producing 

counterknowledge for consumption than they do in refusing to distribute it due to its 

unscientific nature. This criticism refers to another significant form of value; indeed, the 

most significant in the modern era: economic or market value.  

Information is something with potentially unlimited economic value. We live in a 

capitalist economic system, based on the use of resources in the pursuit of profit. In a 

production process, value is (ideally) added at various points by producing something 

which can be sold for more than it cost. Information is just one resource which enters 

this process (others include raw materials, energy, labour and technology), but it is 

becoming the most significant one. Mason et al’s observation that information can 

substitute for aluminium in cans is only one example. Information about how to market 

a product, gathered from surveys of consumers and their spending or other habits; 

information about what one’s competitors will release for Christmas; advance 

knowledge of legislation which may affect business; even information about the weather 

forecast, so a supermarket can move disposable barbecues to a prominent shelf should 

sunny weather be due. All, and more, are vital for conducting business in a competitive 

market. Fuelling it all is information about stock, currency and commodity prices, 

endlessly circulating and constantly influencing the world’s financial exchanges. On top 

of this is the value of information about our personal lives, our credit history, even our 

movements, constantly gathered and stored by companies and governments. Finally 

there is the vast amount of information produced purely for consumption. 24-hour news 

channels need news, so news is written; magazines need pictures, so pictures are taken;  



and so on. In “information industries” like the arts, media and indeed education, almost 

all added value comes from the exploitation, packaging and production of information. 

Information in such a setting becomes valued not because of its “truth” (scientific or 

otherwise), nor even its aesthetic values, but because it will sell (Lyotard 1984: 84).

Like the scientific establishment, markets are human constructions, media for the 

transmission of information. Markets are not objective like mathematical operations, 

which help calculate exchange values, are objective. Economics is a social science, not an 

objective one, and the measures of value it develops are the result of interactions 

between people: neither objective, nor subjective, but intersubjective. 


