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Abstract: The hegemonic construal of ‘the Fourth Industrial Revolution’ portrays rapid 

technological developments as a bold, new industrial revolution. Since there is sparse 

evidence of any such revolution across the totality of social, political, cultural and 

economic institutions, locally and globally, the focus must turn to how this ideological 

frame functions to further the interests of social and economic elites worldwide.  This 

article examines the way that Klaus Schwab, as the principal intellectual of the World 

Economic Forum and the interests it represents, has formulated and disseminated this 

ideology. It argues that the ‘Fourth Industrial Revolution’ frame is one that bolsters the 

‘contingent’ neoliberalism of the post-Washington consensus period, and therefore serves 

to obscure the continuing decline of the globalised world order with something of a ‘brave 

new world’ narrative. It is suggested that the association of neoliberalism and networked 

ICTs tends to rupture in the face of current crises, and that this may lead to increased 

counter-hegemonic use of ICTs in future – not a Fourth Industrial Revolution, but a 

turning of the Third Industrial Revolution against itself. 
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Introduction 

There are no good reasons for believing that a Fourth Industrial Revolution exists; and plenty of 

good reasons for believing that a Fourth Industrial Revolution does not exist. But there are several 

good reasons for declaring a belief in the Fourth Industrial Revolution.1 

Tightly packaged, the 4IR is amongst us. The idea of the Fourth Industrial Revolution (4IR) 

appears hegemonic in contemporary times. Global intellectuals, corporate leaders, politicians, 

educationists, and ordinary people across the spectrum – whether they be conservatives or 

progressives – tend to operate as if it just is the case. There are debates about the 4IR, but few 

question that there is a 4IR. However, in a previous article in Theoria, upon which I seek to 

elaborate in this piece, I argue that there is really no such phenomenon as a 4IR (Moll 2021).  That 

claim is based on the clear lack of any evidence that there is a contemporary, grand confluence of 

digital technologies that is radically transforming work, society and global power. Yet the prophets 

of the 4IR (or, to use a term that is analytically more accurate, the ideologues) seem to hold sway. 
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In the earlier article, I suggest that the context of belief in the ‘4IR’ is ideological. In 

shaping the collective and individual identities of billions, it functions in the interests of global 

economic and political elites. These elites are currently threatened by the fact that the digitalised, 

information-driven, international order is in trouble: 

Portraying rapid technological development as a bold, new industrial revolution is a far stronger ideological 

strategy for those seeking to mobilise political, social and economic forces to secure their position of 

dominance against these threats than a whimpered appeal that we revive and repair the Third Industrial 

Revolution [3IR] in which we actually continue to live. (Moll 2021: 30) 

This article seeks to develop that argument, by examining how 4IR ideology works in our society.  

The argument commences with an account of ideology, across psychological, political and 

sociocultural strata of society. It goes on to sketch the metaphors that transmit 4IR ideology around 

the world, to the point where it appears hegemonic. Then, it describes how this framing was laid 

down by Klaus Schwab in 2016, to become a trite formula that repeats itself continually in our 

messaging chains. A review of the argument that there is really no 4IR follows, after which the 

claim that it ‘exists’ only as ideology is explored in relation to the ‘contingent’ neoliberalism of 

today. The last section considers resistance against ‘4IR’ ideology, suggesting that such counter-

hegemonic activity is often self-defeating because it still clings to the belief that there is indeed a 

4IR.    

The Hegemony of Ideological Frames  

Ideology can be conceived as a loosely-coherent, mostly tacit, belief system that functions, 

epistemically and practically, to motivate our actions and inactions. It is a framework of 

“worldviews, narratives, values, and norms that justify, challenge, and/or interpret a given social 

and political order, often by invoking an ideal vision of the social world” (Neubauer 2011: 213). 

‘Ideology’ thus has a positive sense, denoting the dominant existential frame within which we 

understand and act upon social reality. It also has a critical sense, dating back to Antonio Gramsci, 

referring to the manner in which social, economic, political and legal institutions, and the 

discourses that emanate from them, serve to naturalise this framework of belief, making it opaque 

and no longer visible as ideology (Fairclough 2001). 

The cognitive scientist, George Lakoff (2008; Lakoff and Johnson 1980; 1999) studies the 

cognitive constitution of ideology by frames – metaphors, symbolic representations and cognitive 

heuristics that together constitute the ‘common sense’ of a dominant political and socio-economic 

system. Lakoff’s neurolinguistic research demonstrates that these frames activate particular mental 

schemas, which condition our reasoning and perceptions about any issue. Our embodied minds act 

to impose a specific understanding of reality. Our politics and morality are physically constituted 

in our brains, where neural binding turns frames into the ‘executing schemas’ of the mind. Such 

frames are not innate, but once internalised as social narratives, they are activated ‘unconsciously, 

automatically, as a matter of reflex’ (Lakoff 2008: 34) – hence their ideological function. In 
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Metaphors We Live By, Lakoff and Johnson (1980), suggest that frames influence every aspect of 

our lives profoundly –  we cannot not think metaphorically. Any issue can be articulated and acted 

upon meaningfully only within the logic of its metaphorical framework.  

Lakoff has affinities with early twentieth century Marxist humanists such as Gramsci, 

Theodor Adorno, Max Horkheimer and Herbert Marcuse, who analysed how ideology works at 

the social level to obscure from people the real conditions of their own lives.  

Gramsci elaborates the classical Marxist view of ideology, specifically Karl Marx’s view 

that class conflict inherent in economic relations of production directly determines ‘the legal, 

political, religious, artistic or philosophic – in short, ideological forms in which men become 

conscious of this conflict and fight it out’ (Marx, 1859). However, Gramsci’s notion of hegemony 

transcends this economic reductionism. Hegemony appears as the political or cultural dominance 

of one group of people over another, based primarily on the consent of the dominated. So it 

operates by the creation and reproduction of a weltanschauung – a world view that produces some 

kind of social stagnation, or ‘moral and political passivity’ (Gramsci 1971: 333). ‘Traditional 

intellectuals’ work unwittingly – regarding themselves as autonomous -  and ‘organic intellectuals’ 

of the ruling bloc work deliberately to maintain this weltanschauung (Gramsci 1971: 3-6; Salamini 

1974: 366-368). Where Lakoff talks of the prevailing ‘common sense’ that orders our everyday, 

mundane understanding of the world in psychological terms, Gramsci talks of it in social terms. 

Collectively, the Frankfurt School (including Adorno, Horkheimer and Marcuse) reveals 

‘technological rationality’ as the ideology of domination and social control that typifies advanced 

industrial societies. It fashions everyday life into a ‘a world of instrumentalities’ that regulate our 

beliefs, experiences, and thoughts (Marcuse 1964: 18). Adorno and Horkheimer (1944) describe 

the ‘culture industry’, the ensemble of media forms such as film, radio and newspapers (today, we 

add television and social media, the most pervasive media forms ever) that ‘enframes’ ideological 

representations of the world: ‘technology acquires power over society … [as] the power of those 

whose economic hold over society is greatest. A technological rationale is the rationale of 

domination itself’ (1944: 2, my emphasis).   

With regard to the distinction between ‘myth’ and ‘ideology’, Jan Rehmann (2013) argues 

that Gramsci’s opposition to economic reductionism led him to distinguish ideology from myth 

(‘mere ideas’). He conceived ideology as a terrain of conflict (a ‘site of struggle’): it is ‘anything 

but illusions and appearances’ (Gramsci, in Rehmann 2013: 118). A myth is a legend, a false story, 

typically accepted as such (e.g. Bigfoot). However, when myths are propagated as ‘the way things 

really are’, they function ideologically (Tudor 1972: 139). Myth becomes instantiated socially and 

psychologically as an ideological frame that can function hegemonically. 

The account thus far is one of how ideological mechanisms obscure from people the 

conditions of their own existence and oppression, subjecting them to hegemonic domination. Yet 

I have stressed the humanist theorisation of ideology across psychological, political and cultural 

strata, by Lakoff, Gramsci and the Frankfurt School respectively. Indeed, I want to resist the 
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‘theoretical anti-humanism’ of Louis Althusser, and similar formulations, in which there is no 

possibility of action against the hegemonic ideology of technocratic capitalism.  

Althusser says, for instance, that activists who ‘attempt to turn the few weapons they can 

find … against the ideology, the system and the practices … do not even begin to suspect … [that] 

the system is bigger than they are and crushes them’ (1971: 157). Althusser’s view is a pessimistic 

political account of Gramsci, in which the reproductive functions of ideological state apparatuses  

predominate absolutely over any possibility of emancipatory action. There are similar accounts of 

Lakoff, which interpret frames as neuropsychological bindings that become our personal 

ideological shackles (Ferrari 2007). The pessimism in Adorno and Horkheimer (1944) and 

Marcuse (1964) about overcoming technological rationality is also widely recognised (Sawchuk 

2005; Rose 1990). In a sense, they are casualties of their own penetrating insights into the ‘one-

dimensionality’ of technocratic capitalism. Brad Rose (1990: 63) suggests that the force of 

Marcuse’s account of the pacification of citizens, the elimination of critical thought, and the 

proliferation of superficial mass culture, could not but have produced such pessimism.  

However, all these theorists have strong theoretical and activist orientations to overcoming 

ideological domination. Gramsci’s view of the possibility and necessity of counter-hegemonic 

struggle is well known. Critics forget that Lakoff’s academic terrain is cultural linguistics, in which 

articulated language constantly changes in political contestations, and so must be neurologically 

instantiated in new forms from time to time. His political work exposing the dominant 

metaphorical frames of Trumpism is testimony to the ideological contestation inherent in his work 

(Lakoff 2008; 2016). Finally, in the Frankfurt School itself, there are strong commitments in the 

notion of ideologiekritik to cultural and ideological struggle against ruling class domination – e.g. 

Erich Fromm’s (1961) critique of Althusser’s ‘falsification of Marxism’, and indeed Marcuse’s 

later works (1969; 1972). 

The trajectory of the argument that follows moves from analysis of the hegemonic 

functioning of ‘4IR’ ideology to the possibility of counter-hegemonic action against it.  

 

The Frame of the ‘Fourth Industrial Revolution’ 

 

Klaus Schwab (2016) famously intervened in global discourse about the digitalised information 

economy by introducing the notion of the 4IR at the World Economic Forum (WEF) in Davos in 

January 2016. Of course, many of the ideas that he was working with were not his own. Industrie 

4.0, a strategic initiative of the German government launched in 2011 to increase digitisation in 

manufacturing (Fuchs 2018; Reischauer 2018), obviously influenced Schwab. Christian Fuchs 

(2018) calls it the ‘Digital German Ideology’, which will delight those old enough to spot the 

allusion! Already, in 2015, the World Summit on Technological Unemployment was debating 

‘disruptive technologies that will allegedly create jobless growth and worldwide unemployment 
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… [owing to] robotics, artificial intelligence, 3D-printing, and other innovations with enormous 

disruptive potential’ (Peters 2017:1). 

However, Schwab and his ghostwriters put an impressive ideological package together in 2016. 

With the notion of the 4IR, he introduced a cluster of metaphors to narrate the supposed revolution. 

This frame of the imagined 4IR is by now well established. It is largely tacit, but let us try to make 

it explicit. It operates as a formula: 

1. List from 7 and 15 technologies, mostly digital, that sound smart, make us feel outdated, and leave us 

in awe of the future. Even if they are not 21st Century innovations, declare them so. 

2. Declare that there is amazing, unprecedented convergence between these technologies.  

3. Suggest that they produce changes that will disrupt and transform every part of our lives. 

4. Appeal to each of the previous industrial revolutions as an exemplar of the current one. 

Together, these moves will establish your authority in the matter of the 4IR. If possible, in relation to point 

4, name one or two core technologies or energy sources in the previous industrial revolutions. Proven 

suggestions are the steam engine for the 1IR; the internal combustion engine, petrol and/or electricity for 

the 2IR; computers, smart phones and/or nuclear energy for the 3IR (you would have mentioned the Internet 

in point 1, so try to avoid that here). 

 

Schwab himself establishes the standard: 

The 4IR is unlike anything humankind has experienced before. … think about the staggering confluence of 

emerging technology breakthroughs, covering wide-ranging fields such as artificial intelligence (AI), 

robotics, the internet of things, autonomous vehicles, 3D printing, nanotechnology, biotechnology, materials 

science, energy storage and quantum computing, to name a few. … they build on and amplify each other in 

a fusion of technologies across the physical, digital and biological worlds … The first industrial revolution 

… [was] Triggered by the construction of railroads and the invention of the steam engine, … The second 

industrial revolution … made mass production possible, fostered by the advent of electricity and the assembly 

line. The third industrial revolution began in the 1960s. It is usually called the computer or digital revolution 

because it was catalysed by the development of semiconductors, mainframe computing, personal computing 

and the internet … I am convinced that the 4IR will be as powerful, impactful and historically important as 

the previous three” (2016: 7 & 11 & 13; my emphases).  

Other ideologues of the 4IR replicate the message closely: 

The “fourth industrial revolution” captures the idea of the confluence of new technologies and their 

cumulative impact on our world. Artificial intelligence can produce a medical diagnosis … Robots can 

manufacture cars faster and with more precision … 3D printing will change manufacturing … in almost 

inconceivable ways. Autonomous vehicles will change traffic flows …The first industrial revolution spanned 

1760 to 1840, epitomised by the steam engine. The second started in the late 19th century and made mass 

production possible. The third began in the 1960s with mainframe computing and semi-conductors. The 

argument for a new category – a fourth industrial revolution – is compelling. New technologies are 

developing with exponential velocity, breadth and depth. (Harvey 2017) 

The first three industrial revolutions were characterised by technological advancements but not at the rate of 

current times. ... The new revolution encompasses new ideas, new possibilities, new creations, and new 

inventions. This new revolution is about breaking frontiers. … [it is] characterized by a much more ubiquitous 

and mobile internet, by smaller and more powerful sensors that have become cheaper, and by artificial 
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intelligence [AI] and machine learning …  includes gene sequencing, nanotechnology, renewables, and 

quantum computing. … It is the fusion of these technologies and their interaction across the physical, digital, 

and biological domains that make the 4IR fundamentally different from the previous revolutions (Kayembe 

and Nel 2019: 81-82). 

The 4IR – characterized by the fusion of the digital, biological, and physical worlds, as well as the growing 

utilization of new technologies such as artificial intelligence, cloud computing, robotics, 3D printing, the 

Internet of Things, and advanced wireless technologies … has ushered in a new era of economic disruption 

… However, Africa has been left behind during the past industrial revolutions. Will this time be different? 

(Ndung’u  and Signé 2020). 

The number of relays of this kind in the message chain goes on and on. The ideology of the ‘4IR’ 

is apparently hegemonic.  

The Establishment of the ‘Fourth Industrial Revolution’ as Ideology 

The annual WEF excursion to Davos brings together global economic elites: corporate 

heavyweights, heads of state, global intellectuals, the cream of the world’s media, and their 

entourages. The WEF styles it as the mobilisation and networking of world leaders ‘for a more 

inclusive, cohesive and sustainable future’ (WEF 2021).  The cohesion that it seeks is of course 

ideological cohesion. In 2016, it was triumphant. World leaders returned home with a formula that 

seems to convince their subjects, constituents, customers or clients that we are on the brink of a 

brand new order. From then onwards, the notion that a 4IR is upon us has become hegemonic in 

social, political and economic discourse around the world.  

Schwab (2016) taps successfully into our psychological propensities to be in awe of 

technology, our internalised technological rationality. He proclaims the unprecedented speed, size 

and scope of the ‘4IR’, in relation to previous industrial revolutions. The velocity of change, he 

says, is exponential rather than linear; the combining of multiple technologies is broader and 

deeper than ever before; and the systems impact is now total, across the whole of society and the 

global economy (2016: 8-9). Thus, he asserts, ‘disruption and innovation …. is faster than ever’ 

(2016: 14). Simultaneously, Schwab dismisses much of our expertise on this matter: ‘I am well 

aware that some academics and professionals consider the developments that I am looking at as 

simply a part of the third industrial revolution’ (2016: 8).  

Consider some of the expertise that he ignores. First, the massive contribution of Manuel 

Castells, the Spanish sociologist acknowledged as the primary theorist of the network society, that 

is the ‘society whose social structure is made up of networks powered by micro-electronics-based 

information and communications technologies’ (Castells 2004: 3). Castells (2000) theorises the socio-

economic organization that emerged in the seventies, ‘tooled by new … technologies that are at 

the roots of new productivity sources, of new organizational forms, and of the formation of a global 

economy’ (Castells 1999: 2). He shows that the entire world was organised around networked 

information systems by the nineties. However, the critical role of networked information and 

communication technologies (ICTs) is a ‘double-edged sword’ (Castells 1999: 3): some countries 
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accelerate economic growth by introducing digital economic systems, but those not able to do so 

become increasingly marginalised. “Their retardation becomes cumulative” (1999: 3). Castells 

writes extensively about what he terms ‘the other side of the information age: inequality poverty, 

misery and social exclusion” (1999: 7), all of which are currently the growing legacy of the 

globalised, information economy. 

Evidently, Schwab has been influenced by Castells. His substantive ideas are strategically 

repackaged versions of the latter’s arguments about the socio-economic location and functioning 

of networked information technologies. Yet he cites Castells only once (Schwab 2016: 86). 

Schwab’s problem is that Castells does not deal in the ideological currency of ‘industrial 

revolutions’. The latter’s empirical research does not evidence a fundamental digital 

transformation of society in the contemporary era, nor does it lend support to the ‘unprecedented’ 

speed-scope-system change hypothesis.  

Another expert whom Schwab ignores, is Jeremy Rifkin. Rifkin dates the 3IR to the post 

second world war period (1995: 61), but argues that its most significant effects were felt in the 

workplace only in the 1990s, when computers and robotics started taking over strategic and 

managerial functions in economic production. Rifkin (1995, 2011, 2013, 2014) had been writing 

for some time on these issues when Schwab proposed his notion of the 4IR in 2016. There is a 

notable disagreement between them. Rifkin does not think that the dramatic changes to business 

processes, the workplace and society associated with ICTs constitute a ‘4IR’.  

In 2016, Rifkin argued that the WEF had ‘misfired’ with its ‘4IR’ intervention. He 

challenged Schwab’s claim that the fusion of physical systems, biological processes and digital 

technologies is a qualitatively a new phenomenon: 

The very nature of digitalization … is its ability to reduce communications, visual, auditory, physical, and 

biological systems, to pure information that can then be reorganized into vast interactive networks that 

operate much like complex ecosystems. In other words, it is the interconnected nature of digitalization 

technology that allows us to penetrate borders and ‘blur the lines between the physical, digital, and biological 

spheres’. Digitalization’s modus operandi is ‘interconnectivity and network building’. That’s what 

digitalization has been doing, with increasing sophistication, for several decades. This is what defines the 

very architecture of the Third Industrial Revolution. (Rifkin, 2016) 

Rifkin goes further, rejecting Schwab’s claim that rapid increase in the velocity, scope and systems 

impact of new technologies implies a 4IR. He shows that it is the intrinsic interconnectedness of 

networked information technologies themselves, and the continuous, exponential decrease in 

digital technology costs, that produces changes in ‘velocity, scope, and systems impact’, and that 

this has been going on now for some 35 years. It is a misconception that Schwab sees this as a 

‘new revolution’.  

In practical political terms, Schwab needed neither Castells nor Rifkin at Davos in 2016, 

in his move to shore up the flagging, established global economic order. He skilfully avoided their 

influence, and that of other experts like them, in setting up the Davos 4IR frame. It must be said 
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that, in the face of the serious possibility that the 4IR is nothing more than a myth, Schwab pulled 

off a remarkable ideological coup. Alison Gillwald (2019) calls it ‘one of the most successful 

lobbying and policy influence instruments of our time. … the WEF policy blueprints on the 4IR 

fill a vacuum for many countries that haven’t publicly invested in what they want their own futures 

to look like’. 

However, despite the hegemonic echoes of his 4IR formula amongst the faithful after 2016, 

a careful historical analysis demonstrates clearly that there is no such phenomenon as a 4IR in 

contemporary times. In the following section, I summarise a deeper and more systematic argument 

in this regard that is set out in the previous Theoria article. 

Why the ‘Fourth Industrial Revolution’ is a Myth 

Historians regard the First Industrial Revolution (1IR) as the archetypal industrial revolution. 

Historically, conceptually and methodologically, it provides criteria to determine whether any 

historical epoch or series of events can properly be considered to be an industrial revolution. The 

1IR (circa 1760 to 1850) was a fundamental, transnational, socio-economic transformation, not 

just an emerging or merging of technologies. Eric Hobsbawm (1962) describes it as both a 

successful and tragic transition from an agricultural to an industrial economy – successful at the 

level of industrial development, and tragic in its human consequences. At is heart was the 

emergence of the British factory. The transatlantic convergence of machines – the cotton gin, the 

spinning mule, the mechanical loom and Watt’s steam engine – radically increased the output of 

cotton textiles. Politically and economically, the 1IR marked the rise of capitalism and the demise 

of feudal society, and socially, it entailed the formation of the working class, in conflict with an 

increasingly wealthy bourgeoisie (Hobsbawm 1962; Thompson 1963; Bythell 1983). Cotton, its 

primary raw commodity, was produced by slave labour (Beckert 2014; Dattel 2009), pivotal to 

early economic colonialism. The three-faced Janus of the 1IR was the commodification of 

Africans, the brutalization of slaves in the American colonies, and the immiseration of the working 

poor in Britain (Williams 1944). 

This historical complexity generates an analytic framework germane to any putative 

industrial revolution. In order for it to be recognised as such, the totality of the economic, social 

and political changes depicted in Figure 1 must be substantively realised. 
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Figure 1: The socio-economic dimensions of an Industrial Revolution 

 

Schwab’s ‘4IR’ does not meet the technological revolution criterion (Moll 2021), let alone the 

others. Examination of ‘technologies’ often proclaimed to be key, converging innovations of the 

4IR – artificial intelligence, machine learning, robotics, and the internet of things – shows that they 

do not warrant the claim of a contemporary technological ‘revolution’: 

• Artificial Intelligence (AI), which is not technology per se, but a research field whose 

knowledge is applied in various technology fields, including computer design and robotics, is 

very much of the 3IR, having commenced with the advent of high-speed, digital computers in 

the 1950s.  

• Robots are computerised machines that replicate human action. From the first industrial robot 

in 1961, robot technology progressed steadily. By 2018, over 250,000 industrial robots were 

at work in factories across the world (IFR 2019). Most robots (e.g. on assembly lines) are not 

‘intelligent’, but from the eighties, robotics merged with machine learning to produce learning 

robots. Chatbots are ubiquitous today, but they evolved from natural language processing in 

the 1960s. 

• Machine learning is the ability of computers to learn and make decisions as humans do, without 

programming. An ‘artificial neural network’ played checkers in the 1950s, and by 1997, a 

computer beat the world chess champion. A confluence of robotics and machine learning took 

shape from 1980 – by the nineties, robots that could “learn for themselves what is best for 

them” had been developed (Van de Velde 1993:1).  

• An Internet of Things (IoT) comprises networked mechanical and digital devices that transfer, 

process and act on data, without human intervention. The technology is not new – both the 

Internet and analogue/digital converters that that enable IoTs originate in the 1960s. 
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The obvious conclusion is that none of these supposed ‘4IR’ technologies is a ground-breaking 

invention of contemporary times. All of them are evolving technologies rooted in the defining 

technological transformations of the 3IR. Furthermore, there is no current, ‘unprecedented’, grand 

convergence of technologies that transcends the digital revolution in some way. Spiraling hype 

around ‘converging 4IR technologies’ clearly operates ideologically. 

 

There are also no broader social transformations that indicate deep changes to work processes, 

labour relations, social life, and the global economy (Figure 1) that one would expect to find if this 

period was a 4IR. The ‘double-edged sword’ of the 3IR – economic prosperity on one edge, and 

rising poverty, inequality and environmental degradation on the other, is relentless. 

 

Automatised factory and office work that commenced in the 1980s continues to ‘hollow out’ 

middle class jobs in industrialised countries. In OECD countries, by 1995, over one-third of the 

labour force comprised temporary staff (Carnoy and Castells 2001). The proportion of mid-skill 

jobs dropped from 42% in 2000 to 32% today. The OECD predicts that employment in services 

will increase mostly in ‘lower-quality and precarious jobs’ (2019: 3). 

  

In cities, suburban hierarchies based on class and race sustain urban planning approaches from 

the seventies (Castells 2000: xxxiii; Nijman and Wei 2020: 2). Disillusionment with the status quo 

continues to grow, with growing expressions of nationalism, fundamentalism and chauvinism, 

alongside multiplying identity politics, continuing on from the previous century. 

Globally, the marginalization and exploitation of the South endures. ‘Multinational’ 

corporations continue offshoring or outsourcing to reduce labour costs and maximize profit. All 

current evidence suggests these exploitative patterns will continue into the future (ILO 2019a). 

Many African nations, amongst the poorest in the world (Koop 2021), are forced to provide the 

cheapest labour to compete in the offshoring market (Barrett and Baumann-Pauly 2019). 

The social context of the world is still that of the 3IR, and not much change is in sight. There 

is nothing like another industrial revolution taking place beyond the third, if you consider the five 

analytic criteria established earlier. Schwab’s brave new world simply does not exist. 

The Workings of ‘Fourth Industrial Revolution’ Ideology 

Nonetheless, the ideology continues to be recycled, persuading many that the networked 

information technologies that constitute our society (modern 3IR technologies) have acquired 

powerful, new, convergent properties that can end inequality, joblessness, poverty, and so on. This 

proclamation of unprecedented acceleration and convergence of technologies is the pivotal 

ideological move in ‘4IR’ discourse. Jamie Morgan points out that this confluence is considered 

to be the most socially significant element of this narrative (2019: 374-375). Key 4IR intellectuals 

push the case strongly. Schwab speaks of ‘the staggering confluence of emerging technology 
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breakthroughs’ (2016: 7). A United Nations think-tank declares that the ‘conjunction of digital 

technologies and naturelike technologies … promise[s] unprecedented and previously 

unimaginable possibilities’ (UNIDO 2019:1). Tshilidzi Marwala (2020) claims, ‘contrary to the 

earlier industrial revolutions, 4IR is based not on a single technology, but on the confluence of 

multiple, innovative technologies’ (all my emphases).  

Here, the role of these intellectuals seems to be to reformulate the ideological narrative of 

the networked, ‘free’ market system as the gathering, transmission and use of data through 

operative combinations of technologies: 

The doctrine of the information revolution … has become an indispensable ingredient in a massive 

reorganization of capitalist societies, centered on the introduction of new technologies. Formulated and 

promoted within the think tanks, policy institutes, laboratories, government offices, and consultancy circuits 

of the most powerful and prosperous centres of the capitalist world economy, the theory of an inevitable 

information revolution provides the rationale for this restructuring, legitimization for social dislocation, and 

exhortation toward a radiant future. (Dyer-Witheford 1999: 37).   

It is difficult to think of a better description of Schwab’s intervention in 2016. It does not matter 

whether or not there is a 4IR. It is, however, vital for intellectuals allied to the international ruling 

bloc to declare a belief that a 4IR exists (see the ‘quotation’ adapted from Daniel Dennett at the 

outset of this article). Schwab does so with alacrity:  

Three reasons … underpin my conviction that a fourth and distinct revolution is underway: Velocity … 

Breadth and depth …Systems Impact (2016: 8). 

… I believe that today we are at the beginning of a fourth industrial revolution. It began at the turn of this 

century and builds on the digital revolution. It is characterized by a much more ubiquitous and mobile 

internet, by smaller and more powerful sensors that have become cheaper, and by artificial intelligence and 

machine learning. (2016:11) 

… I firmly believe that the new technology age, if shaped in a responsive and responsible way, could catalyse 

a new cultural renaissance that will enable us to feel part of something much larger than ourselves – a true 

global civilization (2016:105, my emphases throughout). 

 

Schwab proclaims his belief in the 4IR frequently throughout the 2016 text, and each moment is 

an inflection point in his argument. The quasi-religious tone does not seem accidental. Gramsci 

wrote of the ‘religion of the intellectuals’ to capture the sense in which an intellectual – in this case 

an organic intellectual of the ruling classes – articulates hegemonic ideology as a cognitively 

detailed interpretive system that echoes the day-to-day framing of thought and behaviour of 

ordinary people (Gramsci, 1971: 325-326).  

The truth is that this ideological framing of a ICT-driven global economy reifies and 

obscures contemporary neoliberal politics. Ewan Sutherland suggests, ‘the 4IR is an attractive flag 

around which to spin an elitist and neoliberal vision of the future of manufacturing’ (2020: 246) – 

the WEF’s task is convincing governments to invest in new technologies and manufacturing 

systems, and mitigate damaging socio-economic effects, to shore up the ailing world economy. 
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Neoliberalism and its Ideologies 

 Neoliberalism is policy model based on transferring control of the economy from the public sector 

to the private sector. It emphasises free market capitalism and seeks to limit state regulation and 

spending. David Harvey describes it as a doctrine that ‘the social good will be maximized by 

maximizing the reach and frequency of market transactions’ (2005:3). It is closely associated with 

socio-economic globalization. In the 1980s, the ‘Washington consensus’ established a global ‘free 

trade’ regime, based on neoliberalism, that integrated markets and resource allocation 

internationally. Nation states were reorganised to facilitate international competition. The World 

Bank and other ‘supranational states’ – the core of a ‘de facto world government’ (Chomsky 1999: 

20) – became notorious for imposing this regime through ‘structural adjustment programmes’ or, 

to use Noam Chomsky’s phrase, the ‘manufacture of consent’ (see Herman and Chomsky, 1998).  

From the 1970s, there was a deep historical, structural relationship between globalisation, 

neoliberal ideology and the proliferation of networked ICTs. Castell’s major theoretical 

contribution has been to understand these mutually generative ideologies and practices, that 

constitute the 3IR. Harvey’s view is that they bias technological changes ‘away from production 

and infrastructure formation … [towards] market-driven financialization ... [and so] Information 

technology is the privileged technology of neoliberalism’ (Harvey 2005: 157-158).  

Some authors argue that this close embrace between neoliberalism and ICTs is historically 

contingent (Arrighi 1994; Pellizzoni and Ylönen, 2012), that ‘the digital revolution has the 

misfortune of unfolding in a neo-liberal era’ (Kozul-Wright 2018). Perhaps this is what Sutherland 

implies with his flag-waving metaphor? Morgan suggests that in the very idea of the confluence 

of technologies, since it ‘is implicitly dependent on and operative through the collection, 

transmission and use of information, … [implies that] technologies will be contingent and varying 

(2019: 375-376).  

My view is that this sense of an accidental historical encounter puts the case too strongly 

– Castells’ empirical evidence of an identity between the ICT-driven global economy and 

neoliberal ideology demonstrates more than just historical contingency. In all three industrial 

revolutions, a confluence of technologies was necessary. Going back to the claims made by 

Schwab, UNIDO and Marwala in this regard, it is clear that they are profoundly misleading: the 

revolutionary technological aspect of the 1IR was the transatlantic convergence of spinning and 

weaving machines and Watt’s steam engine. The systematically planned convergence of 

technologies was essential to the assembly lines of the Second Industrial Revolution (2IR) factory 

(Jevons 1931). In the 3IR, the Internet is the technology of the convergence of technologies that 

enables the fusion of multiple digitised technologies. These soundbites are clearly the work of 

organic intellectuals doing their jobs – they ‘could provide illustrations that proliferate to cover 

virtually any activity within society’ (Morgan 2019: 374).  
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However, in his own recent analysis of the crisis of neoliberalism, Castells (2018) 

recognises the rupturing of the logic of global networks, capital and people. He argues this is 

produced by ‘the profound movement of mass rebellion against the established order’ in the 

contemporary world. He points to a delicious irony, that in more recent times, the more people get 

connected to the internet, the less they are able to access the power-exercising nodes of the Net 

(the globalized networks of power in information society). This generates social movements that, 

following the logic of digitalised networks, are able increasingly to challenge the apparatuses of 

institutional power. There is a sense in which connections between globalisation and neoliberalism 

on the one hand, and globally networked information systems on the other, is starting to unravel, 

to become more contingent as it were.  

Since the early years of this century, neoliberalism has faced mounting crises. Joseph 

Stiglitz (2015, 2019a) laments the distrust of the market, elites, and (economic) science produced 

by the ‘grand deception’ of neoliberalism over 40 years, namely that economic growth leads to a 

better life for all, even ‘trickling down’ to the poor. He condemns the neoliberal lie that, to achieve 

prosperity, citizens must accept cutbacks in government programmes, and workers lower wages 

(Stiglitz 2019c). In similar vein, Harvey reveals deception, evident by the 2000s, regarding the use 

of ICTs to drive the global economy:  

It is far more useful for speculative activity and for maximizing the number of shortterm market contracts 

than for improving production. … [this] diverted attention from the failure to invest in basic physical and 

social infrastructures. Along with all of this went the hype about ‘globalization’ and all that it supposedly 

stood for in terms of the construction of an entirely different and totally integrated global economy. The main 

substantive achievement of neoliberalization … has been to redistribute, rather than to generate, wealth and 

income. (Harvey, 2005: 158). 

The global economic meltdown of 2008–2009 and the current Covid-19 pandemic are only two in 

a series of challenges that the dominant free-market ideology has faced. For Stiglitz (2019b), 

‘neoliberalism must be pronounced dead and buried.’ However, contemporary economic debate is 

less adamant about this (Smith 2008; Crouch 2011; Aalbers 2013; Mirowski 2014; Davies 2016; 

Ostry, Loungani and Furceri 2016; Galbraith 2021), despite praise for Stiglitz’s analyses of 

neoliberal decline in the ‘post-Washington consensus’ period. From the IMF’s own assessment 

that, ‘instead of delivering growth, some neoliberal policies have increased inequality’ and 

therefore need to be revised (Ostry et al 2016: 38), to Will Davies’ (2016) claim that the essentials 

of neoliberalism have survived by incorporating most criticisms into a ‘contingent neoliberalism’, 

there is broad consensus that neoliberalism has resuscitated itself in one form or another.  

It seems clear that the WEF intervention in 2016 is one of the ways in which ‘neoliberal 

practice is able to resurface and show up in … new and unexpected ways’ (Aalbers 2013: 1083). 

Neoliberalism is attempting to reshape itself ideologically. Equally, however, it seems that the 

ongoing crisis of neoliberalism presents opportunities for counterhegemonic globalisation - the 
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“growth of transnational connections [that] can potentially be harnessed to the construction of 

more equitable distributions of wealth and power’ (Evans 2019: 550).  

‘Fourth Industrial Revolution’ Ideology at Play  

At this juncture, it is important to affirm the ground on which the current argument stands. The 

‘4IR’, I have argued, is ideology and does not exist as a substantive socio-economic phenomenon. 

However, the 3IR does, as a globalised network of social, economic and cultural relations, carried 

on ICT networks, fueled by a contingent neoliberal political economy. In examining how ‘4IR’ 

ideology plays itself out, two things have been demonstrated: (i) it functions to naturalise the 

continuing global economic order of ‘contingent’ neoliberal capitalism, and (ii) it obscures the 

deepening exploitation and marginalisation of the world’s poorer nations and people. 

Not much has been said up to this point regarding the tension between hegemony and 

counter-hegemony, and the play of ‘4IR’ ideology in this regard. There is a strong tradition of 

‘anti-globalisation’ activism in the World Social Forum (WSF), inter alia at and around the annual 

Davos gatherings. The WSF was in fact established to oppose the WEF, particularly its 

neoliberalism, and ‘imperialism in all its forms’ (Wallerstein 2004: 629; Smith et al 2015: 13). In 

this counter-hegemonic tradition, Naomi Klein describes each of the WEF’s ‘big themes’, 

including the 2016 4IR theme, as follows:  

[It is never] a serious effort to actually solve the crises it describes. On the contrary, it is an attempt to 

create a plausible impression that the huge winners in this system are on the verge of voluntarily setting 

greed aside to get serious about solving the raging crises that are radically destabilizing our world. 

Because if our corporate overlords can create this impression, it is less likely that governments will listen 

to the rising chorus of voices calling on them to do what is required to actually combat spiraling poverty, 

joblessness, climate breakdown, and informational degeneration (Klein, 2020). 

It should be clear from my argument up to now that I am fundamentally in sympathy with such 

a view. However, I want to make a simple point in relation to this resistance, that much of it is to 

some extent self-defeating because it still operates within the frame of ‘4IR’ ideology. Let me use 

an example in relation to the future of jobs to illustrate the point. 

One frequent framing in Schwabist ideology2 is that the ‘4IR’ promises a net gain of new 

jobs to compensate for job losses caused by the automation of work, the outsourcing of computing 

functions to the cloud, etc. The 2018 WEF Future of Jobs Report forecasts 75 million job-losses 

resulting from AI and robotics, but reassures us that a change in relations between human 

employees and machines in the workplace will create 133 million new human jobs: a net gain of 

58 million (WEF 2018: viii). Such predictions, says Gillwald (2019), ‘packaged with futurist 

conviction and fantastical economic forecasts of exponential growth and job creation … appear to 

provide a ready roadmap in an uncertain future’. In his 2016 intervention, Schwab was actually 

quite careful not to make such overblown claims, as was the 2016 Future of Jobs Report (WEF 

2016).  So for example, Schwab cautions: 
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New technologies will dramatically change the nature of work across all industries and occupations. The 

fundamental uncertainty has to do with the extent to which automation will substitute for labour … There are 

… those who believe … workers displaced by technology will find new jobs, and … technology will unleash 

a new era of prosperity; and those who believe it will lead to … technological unemployment on a massive 

scale. History shows that the outcome is likely to be somewhere in the middle (Schwab 2016: 37-38).  

However, by 2018 and 2019, this caution seems to have been swept away with talk in WEF forums 

of substantial job creation: ‘AI and robotics will ultimately create more work, not less. Much like 

today. There won’t be a shortage of jobs but – if we don’t take the right steps – a shortage of skilled 

talent to fill those jobs’ (WEF 2019). 

These triumphant claims are difficult to make sense of when one reads them in conjunction 

with International Labour Organization (ILO) employment statistics (or those published by other 

agencies such as the OECD and World Bank). These statistics reveal a consistent decline in stable 

employment after the 2015 global economic crisis. It is also strongly related to ongoing technology 

adoption in workplaces. By 2016, 197 million people could not find jobs, 27 million higher than 

pre-crisis levels (ILO 2016: 3). 2017 saw an increase of 3.4 million in the number of jobless people, 

bringing the total to over 201 million, as ‘the pace of labour force growth outstrip[ped] job 

creation’ (2017: 6). In 2018, global unemployment figures stabilized. However, manufacturing 

employment declined overall as a result of the automation of work and ‘premature 

deindustrialization’ (ILO 2018). Increasing numbers of people were being pushed into precarious 

employment in the service sector – the ILO characterises such work as ‘a shortage of decent jobs’ 

(2016: 19; 2019b: 31). By 2019, the majority of the 3.3 billion people employed globally 

‘experienced a lack of material well-being and economic security’ (2019b; 1). Bluntly put, despite 

having jobs, they were living in poverty. Approaching the end of 2017, almost one in two workers 

in emerging countries had vulnerable forms of employment, rising to more than four in five 

workers in developing countries (ILO 2017). By 2019, roughly two billion workers – over 60 per 

cent of the globally employed – were working informally (ILO 2019b). Note that this was all 

before COVID-19, although the pandemic brought unprecedented global employment losses in 

2020 of 114 million jobs (ILO 2021: 2). 

The reason for the discrepancy becomes clear after some digging into the methodology of 

the WEF reports, hidden away in appendices. The reports are all based on interviews with senior 

corporate managers about optimistic, idealised, projected future employment wish-lists in their 

own companies. They cannot be projected as general reports on the ‘future of jobs’, as the WEF 

does in the way they are presented and in much of its other messaging.  The conclusion seems 

inescapable that these reports, too, function ideologically, to obscure ongoing job losses, the 

decline of the middle classes, and the erosion of decent work in the global digital economy. 

Many activists and writers continue to expose this kind of ideological play. Take the writers 

in a 2020 issue of the South African Labour Bulletin, ‘unpacking the 4IR’:  they all write as organic 

intellectuals of the working class, in Gramsci’s terms, and are finely attuned to the ideological 
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functioning of the notion of the 4IR. Hlatshwayo writes, ‘the 4IR is about increasing profit margins 

for capitalists -  a point that tends to escape those who assert that all sections of the global society 

stand to benefit … Technology is a tainted tool” (2020:23). His co-writers concur – the ‘positive 

embrace of the 4IR is dominated by techno-optimists … [despite] evidence that digital 

technologies are destroying jobs in the service industries’ (Dawson, 2020: 25). ‘The 4IR cannot 

come at a worse time for labour as capital … prepares itself for a global recession. … 4IR has 

become a euphemism … for retrenchments’ (Deedat, 2020: 28). Yet, none doubts the existence of 

a 4IR. To that extent, half the work of the ‘4IR’ ideology that they seek to oppose has already been 

done. 

The general point is that activities that seek to reveal ‘4IR’ ideology as the neoliberal 

defensive strategy that it is, are mistaken if they assume that there is a fourth industrial revolution. 

As Gramsci might say, the site of struggle is not the 4IR; it is the deepening, crisis-ridden 3IR in 

which ‘4IR’ ideology plays itself out. 

Conclusion 

 

The ideological construal of a ‘4IR’ fails completely to grasp the complexity and import of what 

an industrial revolution actually is. It reduces the idea of ‘revolution’ to technological innovation, 

and deflects attention away from the fact that the marginalisation of what is now fast becoming a 

majority of the world’s people continues. Marcuse was prescient when he argued that ‘a 

technological rationale is the rationale of domination itself’ (1944: 2). Under the sway of 

Schwabist ideology, people conceive of social change as produced by technological progress, not 

social and political will. As Marcuse puts it, ‘technological rationality reveals its political character 

as it becomes the great vehicle of better domination, creating a truly totalitarian universe in which 

society and nature, mind and body are kept in a state of permanent mobilization for the defense of 

this universe’ (1964: 18). 

This article suggests that the ideology of the ‘4IR’ functions to position, indeed 

continuously reposition, a close association of neoliberalism and networked ICTs in the interests 

of the ruling elites of the world. As I put it in the earlier Theoria paper, these ‘realities are about 

continuing globalization, and the tensions between those who drive it and benefit from it, and those 

who are marginalised by it and often resist it’ (Moll 2021: 29). In the hands of the WEF and its 

faithful disciples, ‘4IR’ talk encourages hegemonic social practices that favour ‘a capitalism that 

may “deny work to the many” perspective, rather than a more fundamental rethink that 

encompasses change that may liberate the many from work’ (Morgan 2019: 371). However, the 

article also suggests that this hegemony may rupture in the face of current crises, and that this may 

lead to increased counter-hegemonic use of ICTs in future – not a Fourth Industrial Revolution, 

but a turning of the Third Industrial Revolution against itself. 
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Nonetheless, the ideologues – the organic intellectuals – of the ‘4IR’ continue to convince 

most people that a massive consolidation of networked technologies is in their own best interests. 

This despite all the evidence that shows that more and more people are losing jobs, economic 

stability, prosperity, decent work, social security, health services, and respect for their humanity 

and diversity. Marwala gives us a glimpse of this in a rare, almost religious moment in which he 

lifts the veil of ideology:  

[T]hose who master the means and ways of the 4IR shall thrive. Those who fail to master this revolution 

shall be thrown into the dustbin of backwardness (Tshilidzi Marwala, quoted in Wits University 2018).  

As he casts out those whom he regards as backward, I wonder if he understands that this includes 

not just the ‘other half’ of the world’s population that has already long been marginalised by global 

elites (George 1976), but also many amongst that half of humanity who did have relatively stable 

jobs and at least some prosperity in the past? There might well be reasons for declaring a belief in 

the 4IR, but this is surely not one of them. 

 

Note 

 
1 This is adapted from Daniel Dennett: ‘There are no good reasons for believing that God exists; and plenty of good 

reasons for believing that God does not exist. But there are several good reasons for declaring a belief in God’ 

(2007: 17’57”-18’40”).  
2 The notion of Schwabism (Schwabist ideology) to describe the ideology about contemporary iCTs and social 
change associated with Klaus Schwab and the WEF seems to have been formulated for the first time by Rudolf 
Schmitz-Perrin (2020) 
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