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In sociology, the ‘scene’ is barely taken seriously as a form of social 
organization, but sociologist Pascal Gielen sees the scene as a highly 
functional part of our contemporary networking society and thus worthy of 
serious research. Were the current success of the creative industry to result in 
the exploitation of the creative scene, however, the level of freedom enjoyed 
could quickly become a lack of freedom.

An Ideal Production Unit for Economic Exploitation?

When a �K�u�n�s�t�h�a�l�l�e, an experimental theatre, an international dance school, an alternative 
cinema, a couple of fusion restaurants and lounge bars – not to mention a sufficient 
number of gays – are concentrated in a place marked by high social density and mobility, 
the result is an art scene. ‘What’s there? Who’s there? And what’s going on?’ are what 
American social geographer Richard Florida calls the three ‘W questions’ (Florida is a fan 
of management jargon).These questions have to be answered if we want to know if ours is 
a ‘place to be’. 1 A creative scene like the one described is good for the economy, the 
image of a city and intercultural tolerance, it would seem.

Although the art scene has become an important economic variable and a popular subject 
of study, the term is not exactly thriving in the sociological context. The classic sociologist 
does know how to cope with concepts like ‘the group’, ‘the category’, ‘the network’ and ‘the 
subculture’, but ‘the social scene’ is relatively unexplored as an area of research. Obviously, 
there are exceptions, such as work done by Alan Blum. 2 Yet the lack of scholarly interest 
is surprising, since the scene is perhaps the format best suited to social intercourse. 
Within the prevailing post-Fordist economy – with its fluid working hours; high levels of 
mobility, hyper-communication and flexibility; and special interest in creativity and 
performance – the scene is a highly functional social-organizational form. Moreover, it is a 
popular temporary haven for hordes of enthusiastic globetrotters. Why is the scene such a 
good social binding agent nowadays? To find a satisfactory answer, we should start by 
taking a good look at the curious mode of production known as ‘post-Fordism’.

Paolo Virno-Style Post-Fordism

The transition from a Fordist to a post-Fordist (that is, Toyota-ist) manufacturing process 
is marked primarily by the transition from material to immaterial labour and production, 
and from material to immaterial goods. In the case of the latter, the symbolic value is 
greater than the practical value. Design and aesthetics – in other words, external signs and 
symbols – are major driving forces in today’s economy, because they constantly heighten 
consumer interest. We are all too familiar with this point of view, which has been 
propagated by countless postmodern psychologists, sociologists and philosophers since 
the 1970s.

But how does an industry based on signs and symbols affect the workplace and the 
manufacturing process? What characterizes immaterial labour? According to Italian 
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