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Introduction: The Necessity for
Theoretically Informed Critique in
Library and Information Science (LIS)

Gloria Leckie
University of Western Ontario

John Buschman
Georgetown University

THE EVOLUTION OF CRITICAL THEORY

The rise of critical theory is usually identified with the Institute for Social Research
(Institut fiir Sozialforschung), formed in 1923 and associated over the years with the
University of Frankfurt am Main in Germany.! The institute was the home of what
became known as the Frankfurt School of social thought/critique. Particularly under the
leadership of Max Horkheimer during the 1930s, the institute became a focus for the
radical critique both of the fabric of society (including the economy and its attendant
sociopolitical formations) and the social theories that were purported to be explanatory
of social phenomena. Dahms (2007) remarks that

Critical theory began as the project of illuminating how “traditional” theories of modern society,
conceptions of social science, approaches to studying social life, and practices of doing research
start out from largely implicit yet highly problematic assumptions about the relationship between
social science and society, in the sense of social science and concrete socio-historical context.
Since the early 1930s, critical theory has stood as a reminder that the specific economic, political,
cultural and ideological configurations of socio-historical contexts have a direct bearing on the
form, content, practice and normative orientation of both social life and social sciences (18).

Early critical theorists of the Frankfurt School included Theodor Adorno, Walter Ben-
jamin, Erich Fromm, Max Horkheimer, Herbert Marcuse, Wilhelm Reich, and later,
Jiirgen Habermas. While this group of scholars had a wide-ranging intellectual agenda,
they were united in their neo-Marxist thinking and analyses, which they brought to
bear on issues such as the sociohistorical origins of capitalism and the nature of work/
labor in a capitalist system, historical materialism, the characteristics and functioning
of the modern state, processes of cultural hegemony/domination, exclusion and ideol-
ogy, alternate views of existence, the nature of reality, and the psychosocial processes of
everyday life. In addition, members of the Frankfurt School took aim at contemporary
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social theory, including logical positivism and pragmatism, and the nature of dialectics.
Although the Frankfurt School now refers to a particular historical period and group
of theorists, the Institute for Social Research continues, with the current director being
Axel Honneth, and associated prominent scholars including Nancy Fraser, Seyla Ben-
habib, and Agnes Heller, among others.

While in some academic circles the term critical theory is still used as shorthand spe-
cifically for the Frankfurt School, this was not the only group of theorists who offered a
penetrating critique of the social. Dant (2003) points out that there was an “overlapping
but slightly later Gallic tradition” (3) of critical theory, including the writings of Roland
Barthes, Jean Baudrillard, Andre Gorz, Henry Lefebvre, and Alain Touraine. Dant notes
that both the Germanic and Gallic critical theorists took “Marx’s analysis of the mode of
production as a starting point that needs to be developed to cope with the changes in cap-
italism that had become apparent by the middle of the twentieth century,” and from there
attempted “to extend the ‘critique of political economy’ towards a broader critique of so-
ciety and culture as a whole” (4). However, the critique does not end there; rather the

emphasis shifts towards what we might call the “culturisation” of the economy: the way that
modern culture follows the underlying rationale of the economy.... What emerges in both the
Germanic and Gallic critical theory traditions is a concern to modify Marx’s analysis, sometimes
drawing on Freud, to mount a critique of culture and society beyond the critique of political econ-
omy. At times this critique is of society as culture, in distinction to Marx’s critique of society as
political economy, but consistent is a critique that addresses society as a totality and treats culture
not as epiphenomenal, as Marx was prone to do, but as the form in which the modern mode of
production resides (4).

In addition to those noted by Dant, there were other French scholars whose work has
come to be considered in the realm of a loosely defined critical theory, but who did not
see themselves as aligned with the project of the Frankfurt School and who rejected,
or at least resisted, the Marxian and Hegelian foundations of the Frankfurt scholars.
Among these are included both structuralist and poststructuralist theorists, most notably
Pierre Bourdieu, Jacques Derrida, Michel Foucault, Jacques Lacan, and Jean-Francois
Lyotard.> These thinkers, and the areas of scholarship they have influenced, have at-
tacked a wide-ranging set of issues and contradictions, from the hegemony of vari-
ous socioeconomic systems, to unexamined forms of domination and social regulation,
forces of marginalization, and the constraints of a curriculum and pedagogy based upon
a privileged canon of literature. Their critique is rooted in a shift in emphasis to aes-
thetic, textual, and quasi-political strategies, demonstrating a commitment to celebrat-
ing those who have been defined as the Other by those with power. Pluralism has thus
become a primary value, justifying movements to dismantle processes and hierarchies
of power that have enabled the divisive selecting and sorting of people, thus creating the
Other (Rose 1989).

These notions dovetail with the refusal to accept Western privileging of mathemati-
cal and scientific definitions of reality at the expense of other ways of knowing. The
overall project supports inclusion and democratic justice for persons of color, women,
and gay men and lesbians in society, bringing a refreshing poignancy to conceptions of
fairness. These critical theorists “drew attention to the inadequacy of class reductionist
accounts of human society [and] the marginalization of women and minorities” in ways
that other forms of critical analysis were not able to do (McCarthy and Apple 1988, 18).
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The recognition of the complex heterogeneity of people is now a core idea, and the re-
lationship between genuine multiculturalism and democracy was established. Further-
more, critical theorists have shown that the actions of professionals are implicated in
power—asymmetrical relations based on class, race, ethnicity, and sexual preference.
Edward Said (in Leonard 1993, 388) has pointed out that * ‘all cultures are involved in
one another; none is single and pure, all are hybrid, heterogeneous, extraordinarily dif-
ferentiated’;...that we are in our ‘history-making’ less the ‘symphonic whole’...than
‘an atonal ensemble’ of complementary and interdependent. . . rhetorics.””

In earlier phases, critical theory has had to overcome two resulting problematics:
radical pessimism (Held 1980) and the later conflation of culture and philosophy. Hall
(1986) made this second point some time ago on the danger of collapsing analysis and
prescription and going beyond “identifying new trends or tendencies, new cultural con-
figurations, but in learning to love them” (45). While some still find in critical theory a
tendency towards these two problematics, nonetheless, as the definition of critical the-
ory has shifted in the last few decades, new critical approaches, such as poststructural-
ism, postcolonialism, feminist and queer theory, have developed and solidified. In this
wider sense, critical theory is evident across more diverse disciplines than ever before,
including education, literary studies, philosophy, management, communication/media
studies, international relations, political science, geography, language studies, sociol-
ogy, and psychology, to name a few. Yet while the idea—or definition—of what critical
theory is may have broadened in recent decades (see, for instance, Sinnerbrink, Deranty,
and Smith 2006; Badminton and Thomas 2008, 1-5), within its theoretical heritage are
two concepts that have been carried forward and form underlying assumptions within
this volume. The first is that critical theory opposes all theory that “renders its own va-
lidity claim dependent on the concealment of its grounds” (Bauman 1991, 277). In this
sense, critical theory as it is manifested in this volume is not “theory in the ordinary
sense, but a theory of the foundation and validation of theory” (Bauman 1991, 277).
The second is that critical theory now culturalizes the interpretation of the world instead
of naturalizing it (Bauman 1991, 284). In other words, it is a short leap in post-Frankfurt
critical theory to move from the earlier basis of the analysis of categories of social rela-
tionships to now say that:

¢ History is made by human beings, but in turn history shapes human experience and
“produces outcomes which [people] neither intend nor foresee” (Giddens 1987,
156);

e The mode of production, as it exists in various societies, is embedded within all so-
ciocultural practices and institutions and cannot be separated from the analysis of
culture;

¢ Knowledge is socially constructed and must be understood in its sociocultural con-
text. The “genesis of what has heretofore seemed to be natural and necessary involves
contingent relations. ... Categories, principles, rules, standards, criteria, procedures,
techniques, beliefs, and practices formerly accepted as purely and simply rational
may come to be seen as in the service of particular interests” (McCarthy 1991, 45,
47; see also Sim 2005, vii—xiv);

e Finally, the critic herself must both conduct a “theoretically informed analysis of so-
cial phenomena” while at the same time acknowledging that she is unable to assume
a superior or neutral position. The critic is always and only a “partner in dialogue, a
participant, even when observing or criticizing” (McCarthy 1991, 128).
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Critical theory now speaks to this ensemble of approaches. While “it is clear that criti-
cal theory is situated in the Marxist tradition... it is equally clear, however, that critical
theory is an attempt to adapt Marx’s insights in the face of profound social and eco-
nomic change” (Granter 2009, 3). Accordingly, critical theory questions the grounds of
claims; it situates human action and structures within culture and history as contingent;
it questions categories; and it insists that the critic/theorist is neither neutral nor above
the social circumstances being theorized. At the same time, there is still a desire to un-
cover and distinguish between the just and the unjust, the reasonable and the irrational,
the consensual/dialogic and the coercive and unspoken (McCarthy 1991, 54-55). Criti-
cal theory seeks, above all, to reveal the irrational societal contradictions (cloaked in the
ideologies of supposed rationality) that enable

individuals and indeed nations to annihilate one another, as they continue to do. It is irrational to
condemn, structurally, whole sectors of populations to poverty, toil, unhappiness and servitude,
as continues to be the case...Critical theory seeks to identify and penetrate the ideologies that
cloak this domination (Granter 2009, 2-3).

In this sense, then, critical theory is viewed as liberationist and transformative (Matus-
tik 2001, vii—xi; Granter 2009, 1-5). Along these lines, Matustik calls for a new or re-
invented critical theory in the New World Order (ix), a critical theory that will “speak
about liberation in plural and multidimensional voices and yet do so while being his-
torically and materially linked to ongoing struggles” (xi). Thus, as it is understood here,
critical theory has both a scholarly and a normative purpose.

Can critical theory realize this dual purpose? Despite its seeming uptake across many
different areas of scholarship, Dahms (2007) is skeptical that critical theory is truly
making a difference, particularly in the established disciplines of the social sciences
(where one might think that critical theory should be very strong). He comments that in
mainstream (i.e., traditional, noncritical and established) social science

resistance to considering the specifics of socio-historical context takes many forms, the following
being among the more prominent:

* the strict separation between the logic of scientific method and the analysis of the char-
acteristic features of socio-historical context;

e the determined refusal to acknowledge that the centrality of contradictions to modern
society influences concrete research agendas and modes of research, to scrutinize con-
crete contradictions and implications resulting from their centrality, and to determine
the nature of the link between contradictions and social forms; and

e the ingrained unwillingness to ensure that claims made about the purpose and conse-
quences of research coincide with its actual orientation and effects within socio-historical
contexts (Dahms 25).

Dahms further remarks that “the goal and purpose of critical approaches is to direct re-
search efforts at providing representations of modern society that reveal to its members
and to social scientists their problematic features as integral components of its concrete
socio-historical form, and thus, its very possibility” (48). Given the resistances noted
above, can critical theory move us forward toward this goal? Dahms concludes that it
can, at the very least by holding mainstream research agendas and practices to account,
and by reading much of mainstream research “against the grain,” as it were (49).
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THE NEED FOR CRITICAL THEORY IN LIS

We argue that an understanding of critical theory is important to scholarship in LIS
for a number of important reasons, not the least of which is reading much of our own
scholarship against the grain. First, while there certainly are scholars in LIS who are
known for their critical-theoretical work (including John Budd, John Buschman, Ron
Day, Bernd Frohmann, Michael Harris, Hope Olson, and Sanna Talja, to note a few)
overall, there is not a strong tradition in LIS of producing metatheoretical discourse in
the vein of Foucault, Bourdieu, Habermas, or Negri, for example. Accordingly, there is
a tendency in LIS to adapt theoretical perspectives from other disciplines, often doing
so without a critical or complete understanding. The chapters in this volume by Ron
Day and Andrew Lau on psychoanalysis and Sanna Talja on Lave’s situated cognition
are cases in point: psychoanalytic and cognitive research concepts have crept into LIS
in the form of the cognitive paradigm, but that paradigm is not based on a thorough
understanding of the original theoretical frameworks or their deficiencies. While all dis-
ciplines borrow theory from other disciplines to a certain extent, in LIS, we need to be
more aware and/or critical of what and how we borrow or adapt. In LIS, analyses that
describe forms of power so pervasive and complex, with so many root causes, make it
almost impossible to direct critique against any one source of power, or to communicate
effectively to oppose further incursions of the current neoliberal grand récit (like the
market or managerialism) into library content and services. A more critical-theoretical
approach, therefore, is warranted and necessary.

Second, the incorporation of critical theory into LIS research is beneficial in that
it forces us to be more in tune with the current understandings and scholarly trends in
other disciplines. As a practice-oriented field tied to large institutions, a certain lag in
theory use might be understandable (although in a comparable field, education, critical
theory is much more in evidence). However, LIS cannot forever remain innocent of the
debates and the progressions of thought that have characterized broad realms of theo-
retical influence in the humanities and social sciences and still maintain its place within
those constellations of research and practice. Sophisticated use of critical theory makes
our scholarship and practice more relevant to a larger academic society and wards off
the dangers of LIS isolationism.

Third, critical theory in the LIS fields of research and practice should both encour-
age sophisticated adaptation and enable articulate responses to current issues facing the
field: tax revolts, cultural conservative demands to cleanse the contents of libraries (and
their screens), the incursion of ever more advertising into content, and the overwhelm-
ing demands to make libraries responsive to (and reflective of ) the neoliberal idea of the
market (Brosio 1994; Buschman 2003). Our “discourse...tends to favor technical and
managerial language use,” which in turn prevents librarians from critically examining
and evaluating information resources and systems (Andersen 2005, 21).

Library technologies continue to be seriously undertheorized, with a consequent re-
search focus on their technical facility, look, feel, appeal, popularity, and connection to
other media products of postmodern culture. These issues should be explored in depth.
In an obvious case, Google’s plan, in conjunction with some major research library col-
lections, to digitize millions of books in a single collection is another enormously im-
portant project largely untouched by an LIS critical theory. The project has been greeted
with immense fanfare and outright triumphalism, but Google is becoming a powerful
portal for targeted advertising marketing to library audiences in the process. Another
glaring example is that there are notable intellectual freedom concerns, aside from the

Xi
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obvious invasion of private inquiry, over the technologies to track book searching and
reading in an age of secret information gathering (such as under the umbrella of the
USA PATRIOT Act), all to be blessed by libraries. Nor is there sufficient skepticism
within library research to question the use or abuse of this information in private, cor-
porate hands (generally), or the participation of the university administrators at public
institutions in this privatizing digitization project (Buschman and Brosio 2006).

Critical theory expands the boundaries of what we know and how we think, and thus
opens up new possibilities and avenues for LIS research. However, critical-theoretical
perspectives are not and should not be confined just to our academic endeavours, but
need to be incorporated into the very essence of our professional practices. As it stands
now, major areas of practice conduct a great deal of research that is pragmatic, but
highly uncritical. A better understanding of critical-theoretical approaches would serve
to sharpen the research lens when we examine problems relating to professional prac-
tice and real-world applications. To this end, Gerry Benoit (2002, 462-63) suggests that
critical theory in LIS would help to counter the influences of positivism, particularly in
the areas of the discipline that examine information systems. He comments that

If the field is considered from a critical theoretic stance, questions are raised also about the perfor-
mance of LIS research and practice, such as whether LIS research ought to rely solely on evidence
of causality, as user studies often do, or to reflect what is believed is happening (subconsciously)
in the mind of the user...LIS research that drives professional training and system design often
reduces the individual’s need to a representation of group behaviors. To some philosophies, hold-
ing the user at arm’s length may be merely a concession to today’s understanding of professional-
ism, or the limits of computer architecture. To more radical philosophies, it suggests that reliance
on this type of scientific methodology, that is, one that prefers a quantifiable aggregate, permits
researchers to abrogate the right of individuals (the end users) to critique the researcher, which, in
an extreme reading, renders the method and practice self-legitimating (464).

Critical theory can help us to break, or at least expose, the self-legitimation cycle by al-
lowing us to examine the unexamined and question the unquestioned, both in terms of
our accepted bodies of knowledge and their associated research agendas and method-
ologies. Frohmann (2004) explores why it is that a particular view of information as an
abstract object (11) has permeated our field and to a certain extent, our culture. This is
especially true with respect to science and our taken-for-granted understanding of the
production of scientific knowledge, which we (in LIS, but also elsewhere) have tended
to view in a particular way. Frohmann notes that

All the attention paid to improving information systems seems somewhat odd when knowledge
production is seen less as a matter of producing, processing and exchanging information than as
making things work in the laboratory and manipulating material things, processes and techniques.
Scientists would appear to have been quite successful at such work since the sixteenth century...
[until] today, when their labours enjoy huge military and corporate support.... What then, is the
source of the conviction that a perfected science information system would necessarily increase
scientific productivity? (93)

As Frohmann’s work suggests, science is, in the end, essentially a product of com-
plex social forces, specific institutionalized and documentary practices and a rather en-
trenched story “of the objectivity and universality of scientific knowledge” (22; see also



Introduction

Kuhn 1996). This understanding runs counter to traditional views of the way in which
science operates and how it produces a body of scientific knowledge. Critical theory
gives us the tools to undertake such an investigation, to hold our assumptions up to the
light, and to examine the refracted beams in a new way.

Finally, as a quintessentially social field, LIS is interested (in one way or another) in
how society, people, institutions (including but not limited to libraries), governments,
and information technologies work, and the interactions among them. Furthermore, LIS
is also very interested in the betterment of society, from the development of national in-
formation policies, to the provision of user-friendly and equitable access to information,
the inclusion of diverse and/or marginalized clienteles, the support of citizen lifelong
learning, the nurturing of the library in the community, and many other proactive areas
of research and practice. Critical theorists give us an array of perspectives or approaches
to the very concerns that we have in LIS and help us to think about/examine those is-
sues in new ways. For instance, an act of information seeking might be viewed as an
individual and isolated event, but a critical framework allows us to see how information
seeking is part of a larger milieu that has many social dimensions in play, such as ideolo-
gies, hegemony, socioeconomic forces (“‘cognitive capitalism™), spatial practices, and so
forth. Similarly, critical-theoretical perspectives help us to understand how large-scale
changes in society, such as globalization and the permutations of capitalist production,
affect what might seem to be routine and local practices, such as collections develop-
ment or the purchase of catalog records, thus bringing fresh insights on who we are and
what we do, collectively and individually.

The educational philosopher Maxine Greene (1986) writes in language that is star-
tlingly close to the critical-theoretical sense of LIS we are attempting to describe:

Who knows better how important it is to look at things, whenever possible, as if they could be
otherwise? To speak that way is to summon up the idea of imagination. Imagination is, in part,
the capacity to apply concepts to things, to recognize the range of applications, and to invent new
concepts. It is the possibility to move between... “spontaneous concepts” and more formal or
schematic ones. It is the capacity to make metaphors, to create new orders in experience and to
realize that there is always more in experience than anyone can predict. It is, also, the power to
perceive unexpected relationships, to envisage alternative realities, and to reach beyond the taken-
for-granted towards possibility (26-27).

INTRODUCTION TO THIS VOLUME

This edited text, therefore, seeks to introduce into the field a number of sources of
theory of potential interest or relevance to current and future researchers. There is no
claim here that this subset of theorists is either exhaustive or represents the “best” theo-
rists who should concern LIS. Rather, the text was the product of negotiation between
the editors, potential chapter authors, the extant LIS literature, and the necessary prac-
tical choices to realize what might be possible in such a volume. In other words, this
volume illustrates one of the primary tenets contained in the title of the volume: it is the
product of the social. Further, this volume—with its proliferation of sources of theory
from the vantage point of the social—illustrates another of the primary tenets contained
in the title of the volume: it is a critique of these unexamined assumptions and the
scientivistic/positivistic undertones of much LIS research and practice.

xiii
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The number of theorists presented, the welter of theoretical assertions, and the in-
commensurability of many of these thinkers here may well be cause for complaint.
This is not taken lightly, but there are two broad answers to this objection. The first
is that these thinkers help us make important distinctions between the theoretical and
the “technical in nature [that which is pointed toward] the most expeditious means of
achieving goals...agreed on beforehand.” The theoretical should be concerned with
the “ ‘systematically mistaken’: mistaken arrangements and wrong action[s]” that are
not “random consequences of a system....” Theoretical work “seeks to displace” the
systematically mistaken, often ending in critique (Wolin 1969, 1080). The clear impli-
cation here, and in this volume, is that, as an undertheorized field (in the critical theory
sense), LIS can benefit significantly from more (and deeper use of) critical-theoretical
perspectives.

The second response is that the welter of theory is perhaps less of a welter than it
may seem. Bernstein (1983), McCarthy (1991), and Sim (2005) all variously argue that
critical-theoretical disagreements (in the broader debates) have been emphasized, and
this has masked substantial areas of common concern such as those outlined earlier: for
example, questioning the grounds of claims and categories, insisting that the theorist is
neither neutral nor above what is being theorized; asserting the contingency of action
and structures within culture and history; desiring to uncover and distinguish between
the consensual and the coercive, and so on. The contributions to this volume exhibit
some parallel characteristics. While it is true that there are a wide variety of approaches,
there does seem to be agreement on the broad issues of the socially constructed na-
ture of knowledge and information (variously defined) in LIS; critique and uncovering
of assumptions and interests to guide research and practice; and perhaps even a hope
for praxis in LIS. The chapters here perhaps represent a response to our theoretical
heritage—a heritage that has not led to the discipline of LIS being recognized as foun-
tainhead of theory development nor a strong player among her sister disciplines. This
volume then, is an explicit attempt to break open the theoretical floodgates for a variety
of sources of observation, analysis, and theory-informed practice.

Because of the conceptual difficulties that would immediately arise, we have chosen
not to attempt to group the theorists in this volume into artificially constructed catego-
ries but rather simply to order the chapters alphabetically by theorist. Accordingly, we
begin with an overview of the work of Michel Aglietta, the French Marxist economist
whose pioneering doctoral thesis provided the foundation for what has become known
as French school regulation theory. In this chapter, Siobhan Stevenson demonstrates the
explanatory potential of this relatively underutilized approach for some of the more vex-
ing questions facing LIS scholars and practitioners today. Following a brief description
of those aspects of Michel Aglietta’s biography and specifically his experiences as a stu-
dent during the social and political ferment associated with Paris during the late 1960s,
which directly influenced his scholarship, Stevenson highlights the main analytic tools
associated with the approach and their application to date across a range of LIS sub-
fields including library history, the organization and representation of knowledge, and
the political economy of the contemporary public library. Through the use of concepts
such as Fordism and post-Fordism, modes of social regulation, and regimes of accumu-
lation, French school regulation theory supports the reading of all manner of informa-
tion phenomena, institutions, and occupations from a political economy perspective. As
such, the importance of history as a means of distinguishing between historical conti-
nuities and discontinuities, particularly the identification of the truly novel; the social
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dynamism created by the tension between capital and the broader social factor; and the
implications of neoliberal political philosophy on the role of the state, its institutions,
and its citizens, are problematized. One aspect of the approach that bears emphasizing
is its inherent optimism regarding the power of people and the emancipatory potential
embedded in productive technologies (today’s ICTs) to create positive and lasting social
change. This is most powerfully captured in the following quote from the regulation-
ist Alain Lipietz, who has done much to extend Aglietta’s work: “democracy is not a
sphere to be managed or enlarged. It is a continent to be discovered, from one century
to the next” (1995, 341). Notably, particularly for practitioners, is Aglietta’s framing of
solutions to social and economic instability and inequality within capitalism and not, for
instance, an alternative system of social organization dependent upon a socialist revolu-
tion. This fact will appeal to the practical and pragmatic concerns associated with the
field. Finally, there is a consonance between the values underpinning the approach and
the service ethos that defines much of the work undertaken in the field of LIS.

Hans Dam Christensen’s chapter on Roland Barthes takes, as its primary focus, the
theorist’s stance as a semiologist. Christensen presents a brief biography and overview
of Barthes’ key works, including “Death of the Author,” and discusses how Barthes’
work extends the writings of other key theorists, such as Ferdinand de Saussure, and
contests those of other writers, such as Gyorgy Lukacs. The chapter also presents an
overview of Barthes’ influence on LIS, with a focus on classification, taxonomies, and
subject indexing of images. The chapter closes with a brief discussion of the implica-
tions of Barthes’ theories for examinations of social media, folksonomies, and other new
points of focus for research in the field.

John Budd writes on Roy Bhaskar—a very new figure for LIS. He notes that, in
clarifying differences between the natural and the social sciences, Bhaskar states that
inquiry in the social sciences might not be able to achieve the positivist goal of predic-
tion. The human aspect of dialectic critical realism obviates predictability, requiring
deep and thoroughgoing research to reach understanding. Critical realism thus differs
from empiricism and from idealism, conditioning our analysis of how real social real-
ity is, and how can we best study complex social events with information seeking and
use. Bhaskar’s work, Budd argues, provides a sound theoretical grounding for a critical
appraisal of existing underlying (historical) assumptions that have contributed to the
present state of LIS. Dialectic provides a framework through which inquiry and praxis
in librarianship can be examined in his idea of the social sciences as encompassing the
two forms of reality. Bhaskar’s stance is that there are varying ontological existences
that must be accounted for, that human relations cannot be reified, and the very concept
of “information” can be revisited in light of the dialectic he details. Bhaskar provides a
corrective for an abundance of information seeking and information retrieval work that
has been heavily influenced by information-processing cognitive inquiry. The poten-
tial is not limited to those topics of inquiry; the breadth of LIS could benefit from the
critical-realist eye.

Lisa Hussey’s chapter on French sociologist Pierre Bourdieu explores his focus on the
construction and presentation of the social world. Hussey examines Bourdieu’s central
concepts of habitus, power, and capital, as well as social structures and fields of produc-
tion, which shape his explorations of a general theory of practice—or how individu-
als (within society) function day to day. Hussey examines Bourdieu’s influence across
disciplines, including LIS, and summarizes key works that make use of Bourdieu’s
body of theory. The chapter also provides an overview of the potential implications of
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Bourdieu’s work on future research; Hussey highlights the possible extensions of Bour-
dieu’s theory to studies of user services in libraries and museums, as well as studies of
information centers as sites of cultural production. She also calls for an examination of
LIS education, using Bourdieu’s work as a lens for critical analysis.

Paulette Rothbauer examines the promise that French cultural theorist Michel de
Certeau’s work holds for scholarship related to individuals’ everyday information prac-
tices. Rothbauer presents an overview of de Certeau’s key works, such as The Practice
of Everyday Life (1984), which focuses on the ways that people “make do” within in-
stitutions like education, the military, and large corporations. The chapter explores the
implications of de Certeau’s work for practices of reading and writing, in particular, as
well as his explorations of space and place. Rothbauer summarizes the current use of
de Certeau’s work in LIS, noting that most scholars employ this theorist’s writing to
explore research participants’ active or resistant agency in various contexts. She also
provides guidance on potential future uses of de Certeau’s work, including the exten-
sion of his theories to studies of everyday life information seeking and the information
practices of library users.

The work of French theorist Jacques Derrida, whose name is most closely aligned
with the concept of deconstruction, is reviewed by Joseph Deodato. Deodato notes Der-
rida’s influence on poststructuralism, particularly the value to numerous academic dis-
ciplines of providing alternate readings of social texts related to gender, race, class, and
sexuality. The chapter summarizes Derrida’s key concepts, including the metaphysics
of presence, logocentrism and phonocentrism, and différance. Deodato also explores the
influence of Derrida’s work on LIS, with a focus on scholars’ work in the areas of bib-
liographic description and classification. The author notes that this body of theory poses
a challenge to librarians’ traditional ways of knowing and conducting their work, given
that Derrida’s work problematizes notions of truth, meaning, and objectivity.

Michael Olsson’s chapter on Michel Foucault explores his highly influential work
across a broad range of disciplines, from history and sociology to gender studies and
literary criticism, as the central figure in the development of postmodernism. Despite
this prominence, Foucault remains a largely underutilized theorist in contemporary LIS
research, as witnessed by the continuing focus on searching behavior and mental pro-
cesses of the individual information seeker to the exclusion of social factors. A Foucaul-
dian research paradigm would focus on language use and people’s engagement with
existing, intersubjective networks of power/knowledge. The growing body of LIS re-
search drawing on social-constructivist and discourse-analytic approaches indicates the
time may be ripe for a wider appreciation of the significance of Foucault’s work in the
LIS community, and a greater application of his ideas in LIS research.

Martina Riedler and Mustafa Yunus Eryaman introduce Brazilian educator Paulo
Freire, whose critical pedagogy—in particular, his notions of dialogue, praxis, and
conscientization—presents a useful framework for examining transformative library
pedagogy in community-based contexts. Riedler and Eryaman examine Freire’s most
famous text, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, alongside his other key works. The chapter
presents a critical framework based on Freire’s critical pedagogy and identifies the char-
acteristics of a transformative and community-based library. The end result is an alter-
native conception of library pedagogy that positions it as a dialogic accomplishment.

Ron Day and Andrew Lau provide a wide-ranging overview of psychoanalysis and
its potential role as a critical framework in LIS. In particular, the chapter begins with
a discussion of Freud, but then broadens to include Lacan, and Deleuze and Guattari
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in terms of their critiques and conceptualizations of the subject. As such, the works
of these thinkers are reviewed in terms of their critical contributions, as well as some
of their conceptual overlaps and differences. The chapter engages psychoanalysis as a
critical discourse on subjectivity, knowledge, and action, and it suggests that such a dis-
course can be useful in a critique of the concept of the subject as it is traditionally theo-
rized in LIS, particularly in the information-user tradition. Further, the chapter suggests
that a critical-cultural discourse on psychoanalysis may offer a means for understanding
the subject in contemporary developments and expressions of new and social media.

Howard Rosenbaum’s chapter on Anthony Giddens examines the broad influence
of the theorist’s work on LIS to date, and explores the possibilities for future work in
this area. The chapter focuses primarily on Giddens’ “structuration theory,” along with
his other central ideas. Rosenbaum presents a citation analysis of top journals in LIS
to demonstrate how Giddens’ theories have been used in the field. The chapter also ex-
plores the various ways of citing Giddens’ work; these include ceremonial citations, as
well as more substantive modes of incorporating the theorist’s ideas into research in the
field.

Mustafa Yunus Eryaman examines the work of Henry Giroux, with a particular focus
on the implications of Giroux’s “border pedagogy” for library education and commu-
nity empowerment within public libraries. The chapter connects Giroux’s work to re-
search on the limitations of information and communication technologies and explores
the implications for libraries as transformative organizations. The chapter closes with an
overview of research pointing to the potential for libraries (and librarians) to be agents
of democratic change; in all of these areas, Giroux’s theories can guide LIS science
scholars in their investigations of transformative change.

Writing on Antonio Gramsci, Doug Raber remarks that of the critical social theorists
included in this volume, only a handful have actually participated in direct political ac-
tion or work to change a social order. Raber notes that Gramsci was actively engaged in
the prewar European socialist movement, earning a reputation as an effective political
journalist, and that he can be regarded as an incidental theorist who intended his writing
to be a direct and practical guide. Gramsci’s philosophy of praxis, scattered across many
different texts, offers a surprisingly coherent understanding of how modern capitalism
works and provides a profound reinterpretation of the relationship between Marxist con-
cepts of base and superstructure and new insights into the relations between the material
conditions of human existence and human consciousness as aspects of human history.
Raber concludes with a summary review of the few LIS uses of Gramsci and the libera-
tory potential of Gramsci’s ideas for LIS scholarship.

John Buschman provides a thematic overview of the work of Jirgen Habermas.
Buschman devotes much of his chapter on Habermas’ attempts to working through and
beyond the aporia of foolproof transcendental arguments and the dead end of relativ-
ism. Since Habermas’ work is vast, Buschman concludes that the use of Habermas in
LIS is partial, at best. The chapter is selective, focusing on some of Habermas’ earlier
ideas that still percolate through the increasingly subtle and abstract refinements of his
later work: the emancipatory interest in knowledge, the theory of knowledge as social
theory, communicative action, and the public sphere. Habermas’ work is highly inter-
related, but these categories give some notion to the framing power of his thinking and
its applicability to LIS.

Ron Day’s second chapter discusses the works of Martin Heidegger and his cri-
tique of information as a late stage in the Western metaphysical tradition. In particular,
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Heidegger’s critique of technological modernity is reviewed, from his critique of on-
tology as metaphysics to his critique of language and art as metaphysics. Additionally,
this chapter attempts to articulate the centrality of representation, particularly within the
arena of LIS discourse, and ultimately advocate for a richer and more nuanced view of
the relationship between information, language, and thought. The chapter argues that an
understanding of Heidegger’s work is essential not only for understanding many other
critical theorists, but also that Heidegger’s work constitutes an extraordinarily deep and
broad critique of the ideology and the rhetoric of information in modernity and today.

Bruno Latour is the subject of the chapter by Will Wheeler. In this chapter, Wheeler
argues that Latour demonstrates that evidence from scientific practice controverts en-
tirely both our understanding of objective external reality “out there” and our received
understanding of the internal, socially constructed world of our minds “in here.” Latour
stands on neither side of the objective/subjective divide. Rather, he is repositioning his
work outside of critical theory per se, and starting over with new premises based on
how we actually work in practice via detailed evidence and meticulous studies across a
wide range of scientific disciplines. Thus Latour is indispensable to an understanding of
humans, technology, and information society. Wheeler reviews nine essential things to
know about Latour’s recent (versus earlier) work to give researchers exploring the social
in LIS a sense of what is particularly relevant.

Sanna Talja presents the situated cognition or practice theory approach of Jean Lave.
Through her explication of Lave’s key ideas, Talja seeks to clarify the theoretical as-
sumptions that underpin the ongoing conceptual shift from information behaviour to
information practices. Talja points out that Lave’s key argument that problem solving
and decision-making have been given an exaggerated role in cognitive research is par-
ticularly relevant to LIS. Talja argues that the legacy of cognitive science influenced
basically all major theories of human information behavior developed between the
late 1970s and 1990s, which are, in essence, theories of problem solving and decision-
making. In practice theory, problem solving does not have a broad or central role to
play in everyday activity in its customary settings. Rather, it is the activity setting with
its structures and material conditions that entails particular selves, skills, values and
sensibilities, and ways of acting and doing. Talja also points out that the widespread
popularity of Lave’s later work on communities of practice (Lave and Wenger 1991)
has, to a large degree, left Lave’s earlier criticism of research on human information-
processing as decision-making and problem solving in its shadow. While most studies
applying Lave and Wenger have focused on communities and not theorized the concept
of practice, Talja’s chapter concentrates on the key ideas underpinning Lave’s concept
of practice, also explaining how practice theory differs from other social theoretical ap-
proaches, such as textualism.

Gloria Leckie and Lisa Given discuss the work of Henri Lefebvre, who was early on
known for his writings on Marx and on historical materialism. The chapter focuses on a
work completed relatively late in his career, The Production of Space, which appeared
in English in the 1980s. The translation of this particular work propelled Lefebvre into
prominence in Anglo-American scholarly circles, spawning “sociospatial Marxism”
(Merrifield 2006, 102). Lefebvre’s premise that social space is a social product has im-
plications or consequences, such as natural spaces becoming background décor. Lefeb-
vre asserts that, historically, every society’s space looks and feels different from those
spaces that preceded or followed because of the particular interrelationships between
the social relations of production and the relations of production. The specific ways that
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these interrelationships are played out produces a specific and historically contingent
configuration of space. Lefebvre introduced his now famous conceptual triad of space
(spatial practice, representations of space, and representational spaces), which the au-
thors review. Lefebvre, the authors argue, is a relatively underutilized scholar in LIS but
one whose theoretical approach could help to shed light on issues ranging from the place
of the library in a globalizing world order, to the conceptualization of libraries as places
within the public sphere and the everyday uses of library spaces by patrons.

Herbert Marcuse (1898-1979), who was an important and influential philosopher,
public intellectual, and social activist of the 20th century, is covered by Ajit Pyati.
Among Marcuse’s many works, One-Dimensional Man (1964) and Eros and Civiliza-
tion (1955) remain his most famous. The themes of domination and liberation animated
much of Marcuse’s writings, as he was concerned with the technological rationality and
repressive tendencies of advanced industrial societies. Marcuse was a utopian thinker
who envisioned the potential of radical revolutionary moments to create an aesthetically
rich and nonrepressive society. Marcuse’s critiques of technological rationality and the
technological society have particular relevance for LIS. Specifically, a Marcusean ap-
proach to LIS can highlight some of the gross inequities of the information society,
critically assess modern constructions of information, influence discourses of technol-
ogy, and provide inspiration for a new generation of socially conscious scholars and
professionals.

Hansson’s chapter on Chantal Mouffe explores her social analysis of (post-Marxist
and post-Gramscian) hegemony. Hansson argues that Mouffe’s work on politics and the
political in society approaches those topics in a different way. He argues for this by re-
viewing, in turn, her related groundbreaking work on discourse theory, on the political,
and “agonistic pluralism.” LIS has been exceptionally empirical and not theoretically
oriented, with critical and emancipatory perspectives rarely seen. Mouffe, Hansson ar-
gues, contributes to new efforts to summarize and use existing empirical knowledge in
defining emancipatory elements in both LIS as an academic field of research and li-
brarianship as a social practice. Her theories can be fruitful as a framework for critical
analyses of library and information institutions and practices.

Nick Dyer-Witheford argues that the work of Antonio Negri is an overlooked source
of inspiration for critical theorists in LIS. After tracing Negri’s early and dramatic in-
volvement in Italian “workerism” in the 1970s, the chapter focuses on his later work,
and, in particular on his concepts of the socialized worker, Empire, and multitude. Here,
Dyer-Witheford suggests, we find an audacious rewriting of the traditional Marxian
account of conflict between labour and capital adapted for an era of information capi-
talism and what Negri terms “immaterial labour.” Negri’s work is, however, not only
important for his description of an era where the dynamics of exploitation centers on is-
sues of communication and knowledge. Even more significant is his effort, undertaken
with coauthor Michael Hardet, to think through the possibilities of a new order alterna-
tive to capitalism—a commonwealth—of which an information commons would be a
vital component.

Paul Solomon’s chapter on Saussure explores both the crucial processes by which
his work has been assembled and understood and the langue and parole distinction that
has provided a means to assess the value and utility of linguistic formalizations and
for understanding the pragmatic and discourse aspects of conversations in information
seeking contexts. Much of the intellectual use of Saussure has been about interpreta-
tion and application. The contrast of understanding, comprehension, interpretation, and
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application provides an approach to the role of language in LIS and Saussure’s contribu-
tions, and Solomon reviews a number of those uses.

Rosamund Stooke’s examination of the work of Dorothy Smith explores this Ameri-
can theorist’s influence on sociology, women’s studies, and other disciplines, including
LIS. Stooke first examines Smith’s early work, which explored issues related to the so-
cial organization of knowledge (e.g., standpoint theory). Stooke then examines Smith’s
best-known work—institutional ethnography—that provides a technique for investigat-
ing ruling relations through an empirical lens. Stooke describes her own use of this ap-
proach in exploring the work done by children’s librarians, summarizes others’ use of
Smith’s work in the field, and then explores the implications of Smith’s work for future
research. The chapter closes with a discussion of the ways that Smith’s work can inform
both research and practice in library and information settings, with a particular focus on
issues of equity and social justice.

In the final chapter of the volume, Hope A. Olson and Melodie J. Fox interpret the
rich writings of Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, illustrating her unique blend of feminist,
Marxist, deconstructionist, and postcolonial theory with an eye to application in LIS.
Her work is sometimes regarded as impenetrable, so Olson and Fox translate Spivak’s
interpretations of each of these four epistemic stances into clear, scholarly prose, includ-
ing explanations of background concepts from Derridean deconstruction to the progres-
sion from colonialism to postcoloniality. The authors suggest how Spivak’s theoretical
lenses, which are shaped by her lived experience, may also serve to ground research
questions in LIS. Spivak derives in her work several semantic constructs, which she has
defined in her own terms. Olson and Fox introduce five of these concepts: the subaltern,
ideology, strategic essentialism, translation and representation, and the telematic society
of information command. They describe the potential for direct application of Spivak’s
concepts to issues in LIS. In the end, Olson and Fox reveal Spivak’s cerebral position
to be a highly pragmatic vehicle for a text-based humanities approach to research that
bridges theory and practice, particularly in LIS.
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BIOGRAPHICAL BACKGROUND

Michel Aglietta (b. 1938) is a French Marxist economist. Currently, he is a professor of
economic sciences at the University of Paris X Nanterre and a policy advisor with the
Centre d’Etudes Prospectives et d’Informations Internationales (CEPII). In 1979, he
published an expanded version of his pioneering doctoral thesis entitled A Theory of
Capitalist Regulation: The U.S. Experience, thus laying the foundation for what has be-
come known as French school regulation theory. Drawing on the dominant intellectual
traditions of the time including Marxism and structuralism (Boyer 2002, 13), Aglietta’s
general theory of capitalism was both an intellectual project and a political one. Intel-
lectually, it represented a critique of and alternative to dominant neoclassical economic
theories, particularly given their inability to explain the widespread social and economic
crises of the late 1960s and early 1970s (Aglietta 2000, 15). As a political project, Agli-
etta was concerned with developing a set of analytic tools within a reading of capitalism
as a social creation (19) and the political sphere as the central site in which collective
interests and the democratic principle could be brought to bear on the establishment of
a new capitalist regime.

As a student, Aglietta was struggling with these questions against a backdrop that
included the May 1968 general strike in Paris, the largest wildcat strike of its kind, in
which 11,000 workers and students took to the streets in a revolt against the status quo.
Within this context, appreciation for Aglietta’s concerns with the need to forge real-
world connections between theory and empirical reality for the purpose of creating a
more just, prosperous, and peaceful world is enhanced.

Since the publication and translation of his thesis in 1979, theorists working across
a range of disciplines including policy studies, economics, urban development, geog-
raphy and, more recently, information science have elaborated on Aglietta’s work. In
2000, a new edition was released containing a postface in which Aglietta considers the
approach’s continued relevance.



CRITICAL THEORY FOR LIBRARY AND INFORMATION SCIENCE

REVIEW OF AGLIETTA’S MAJOR CONTRIBUTIONS
Introduction

Aglietta is credited with having developed an approach to the study of social change
within the context of capitalism’s evolution over the course of the 20th century. Based
on Marx’s general theory of capitalism, Aglietta’s analysis of capitalist regulation in
the United States is informed by the precepts of historical materialism mapped onto the
inherent contradictions underpinning wage societies and which provide them with their
technological dynamism. Having said that, Aglietta’s approach diverges from Marxism
in one significant respect. Where Marx theorized that the inherent contradictions within
capitalism, namely the class tensions embedded in the wage relationship, would inevita-
bly lead to the system’s demise and replacement by socialism, Aglietta foresees no such
eventuality (Aglietta 2000, 396). Indeed, Aglietta is clear that the purpose of his work is
to provide the analytic tools necessary to engage society (in France but also beyond) in
a political debate over how best to strengthen democracy, rekindle solidarity, maintain
social harmony, and improve living conditions for all within the context of capitalism’s
globalization. In the words of Aglietta, “The purpose of the political debate is to devise
a means of giving expression to people’s social rights so that the new growth regime can
put wage societies back on the road to social progress” (445).

Since the goal of this chapter is to demonstrate the value of Aglietta’s theory of capi-
talist regulation for questions in library and information science (LIS), three points of
additional clarification will facilitate the process of making connections between Agli-
etta’s work and the interests and concerns of LIS researchers and students.

First, reference to social change and transformation refers specifically to the emer-
gence since the early 1970s of what has been variously labeled as the post-industrial
society, the information society, the information economy, the digital economy, the
global information economy, and so forth. Indeed, theorizing the shift in the West from
predominantly industrial-based economies to information and service-based econo-
mies and its ripple effects around the globe is a central source of contestation and de-
bate among social theorists, government bureaucrats, and corporate leaders. Given the
interests involved, the outcomes of these debates bear directly on the world’s population
as citizens, workers, and consumers. In order to appreciate Aglietta’s contribution, it is
useful to situate him within this wider political context. In brief, theorizations of con-
temporary social change can be roughly divided into two camps. On the one side are
those who take their inspiration from social theorists such as Daniel Bell and his work
during the 1970s and 1980s on postindustrial society (1973). A distinguishing feature of
his work was the transformative potential ascribed to the new information and commu-
nication technologies (ICTs). Within this new and historically discontinuous world, the
old antagonisms between industrial labour and capital disappear in what has been called
the “end of ideology” thesis, the tenets of which have been enthusiastically appropriated
by the global neoliberalist project. On the other side are those, primarily on the left, like
Aglietta, who conceive of contemporary conditions as more or less historically continu-
ous. Thus, despite the seeming novelty of the new ICTs and their transformative effects
on all aspects of life, their production and distribution unfolds squarely within the social
(class) relations that constitute capitalism as an inherently contradictory and unstable
system of social and economic integration.

Second, as a work of political economy, it is helpful to review the main tenets of the
political economy perspective. In The Political Economy of Communication: Rethinking
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and Renewal (1996), Vincent Mosco has produced a particularly succinct summary of
the theoretical requirements of the political economy approach, of which Aglietta’s
Theory of Capitalist Regulation: The U.S. Experience is an exemplar. (1) As evidenced
by the above discussion, and because capitalism is conceived of as historically continu-
ous, history and social change or transformation are intrinsically linked. Analytically,
this is particularly valuable for distinguishing between those qualitative social and eco-
nomic changes that are truly novel, and those that represent a continuation of past prac-
tices and social relations, albeit in a different form. (2) Political economy analyses take
into account the totality of social life; this, in sharp contrast to classical economic theory
that conceives of the economy as abstracted from the complexities and contradictions
of the human condition and the dialectic within capitalism between the economic and
noneconomic realms. (3) The concept of moral philosophy is used “to refer to social
values (wants about wants) and to conceptions of appropriate social practices. The goal
of this particular form of analysis is to clarify and make explicit the moral perspectives
of economic and political economic perspectives, particularly because moral viewpoints
are often masked in these perspectives” (Mosco 1996, 34). As such, it is impossible to
analyze public policies without attending to their ideological import. (4) Praxis. The
research needs to be action oriented and its findings geared towards the real world of
policy development. Within this context, the political economy perspective frames the
public policy process as a central site of social struggle over the power to decide how
society’s resources, including information resources, are to be produced and distributed.
Given the service-oriented nature of the discipline and its contemporary philosophical
concerns regarding the tension between information as a public good and information
as an economic resource, an increasing number of LIS scholars are integrating this per-
spective into their research practices.

The third point of clarification concerns the pattern of scholarly communication
within which Michel Aglietta is embedded as the founder of French school regulation
theory. Except for the publication in 2000 of a new edition of A Theory of Capitalist
Regulation: The U.S. Experience with its updated postface, there exist few other trans-
lated texts of Aglietta’s work in English. For this reason, the elaboration of his ideas
and the application of his analytic concepts to new areas of inquiry beyond the field of
economics have been undertaken by a heterodox mix of scholars from around the world
(Jessop 2006, 2). This has given rise to the theory’s characterization as an approach
and a research programme rather than a unified theory of fully refined concepts (Agli-
etta 2000, 388). That said, there are a number of theorists whose contributions cannot
be ignored in any general introduction to the approach. These include Alain Lipietz
(1987, 1992), David Harvey (1989), Robert Boyer (1990), Jamie Peck and Adam Tickell
(1992), and Bob Jessop (2006).!

French School Regulation Theory: Aglietta’s Contribution
to Marxist Scholarship

Aglietta’s contribution to Marxist scholarship has been the conceptualization of
capitalism’s history into distinct periods as a means of interpreting how an inherently
contradictory and crisis-prone system of social and economic organization manages
to reproduce and transform itself over time. Aglietta’s theory of capitalist regulation is
based on his analysis of the history of capitalism’s evolution in the United States from
the Civil War through to the 1970s. Within this historical frame, Aglietta focuses our
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attention on key moments in that society’s development, paying particular attention to
the complex interplay between the emergence of new productive technologies and their
impact on social relations of production and reproduction. Having traced the history of
American capitalism’s cyclical boom and bust periods and attendant social (class) strug-
gles dating from the 1880s and culminating in the Great Depression of the 1930s, Agli-
etta sets the stage for his detailed analysis of America’s postwar years of unprecedented
prosperity and relative social harmony up until the late 1960s.

Significantly, Aglietta was less concerned with analyzing the reasons behind the so-
cial and economic crises of that period than with explaining why they hadn’t occurred
sooner. He was specifically interested in exploring the kinds of social compromises, al-
liances, and negotiations that unfolded between capitalism’s two central and competing
social identities (labour and capital) and which resulted in the world hegemony of Ameri-
can capitalism. To this end, Aglietta theorized that a deeper and more concrete under-
standing of the dynamics underpinning American Fordism and which distinguished it
from past experiments would provide clues to the way out of the contemporary crisis.

Aglietta posited that in order for capitalism to function and reproduce itself for any
period of time, it required the development of a historically specific regime of accumu-
lation and a complementary mode of social regulation (MSR). The concept regime of
accumulation refers to the ways in which surplus value (profit) is realized during the
twin processes of production (work) and circulation (consumption), or, in other words,
how capital is accumulated within a wage society. However, the pivot upon which
accumulation rests and from which the system takes its energy and growth dynamic
is the wage relationship. Indeed, for Aglietta, appreciating the social energy generated
within capitalism through the ongoing process of constituting the wage relation formed
the basis for his work on modes of social regulation.

The theory we will seek to elaborate here is in reality a theory of development of the wage rela-
tion. Our aim is to grasp the source of this dynamic in order to be able to interpret the modes of
societal cohesion from which economic relationships can be derived (Aglietta 2000, 72).

Aglietta posited that a mode of social regulation did the important work of legitimat-
ing and reproducing the wage relationship through the establishment of a wide range of
social institutions in both the economic and non-economic realms. Regulationist Alain
Lipietz provides a particularly useful description of the dialectic between a regime of
accumulation and mode of social regulation: “if a regime of accumulation is to be re-
alized and to reproduce itself for any length of time, there must also be institutional
forms, procedures and habits which either coerce or persuade private agents to conform
to its schemas” (Lipietz 1987, 33). It is important to note that the concept of modes of
social regulation actually originates with Antonio Gramsci’s work on the dynamics of
American Fordism (Aglietta 2000, 29). As such, modes of social regulation extend to all
aspects of social and cultural life, which, in their organization and functioning, serve to
socialize individuals to the requirements of the regime of accumulation and legitimate
the social relations that underpin that regime. The structural integration of a regime of
accumulation and mode of social regulation results in the temporary stabilization of
capitalism as a system of social and economic integration.

Finally, as theorized by Aglietta, these periods of relative stability exist on either
side of periods of social chaos as one regime becomes destabilized and the process of
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establishing a new or transformed regime is negotiated among the system’s central so-
cial identities. Within this context, Aglietta highlighted the centrality of the nation-state
for any project aimed at mediating relations between capital and labour and creating
conditions conducive to capital accumulation, on the one hand, and social harmony and
cohesion on the other. He credits the work of James O’Connor in the United States,
Manuel Castells in France, Tony Negri in Italy, and Joachim Hirsch in Germany with
influencing his conception of the state within capitalism (Aglietta 2000, 28). From a
political perspective then, in order for capitalism to work, it requires the active par-
ticipation of three social identities without which prosperity and harmony are impos-
sible: the state, capital, and labour. As well, periods of social and economic stability
are completely dependent upon the successful negotiation of these competing interests
with respect to defining both a regime of accumulation and mode of social regulation.
Further, this process of stabilization is not based on consensus building but rather on
compromise, negotiation, trade-offs, and complex class and interclass alliances. At the
heart of the process is the class struggle over the power to control the production and al-
location of society’s resources.

In summary, capitalism, as a system of social and economic integration, bears the
imprint of these underlying social relations. The implications of this dynamic include,
but are not limited to, the following: (1) Social change is inevitable. Given that periods
of stability are built upon a foundation of negotiation and uneasy compromises, such
settlements can only ever be temporary. An important source of constant change (and as
highlighted within the approach) is the meaning of technological innovation for social
relations of production, particularly when read through the differing hegemonic proj-
ects of labour and capital. (2) Power is never assured. While the trio of social identities
remains constant, the relative power among these three is historically variable. (3) Each
regime of accumulation requires for its successful reproduction a complementary mode
of social regulation and vice versa. (4) The period of transition between one regime
and another is not linear; rather it occurs over an extended period of time, with cracks
appearing here and there in either the regime of accumulation or the mode of social
regulation. Part of the transition to a new regime involves attempts to save the old via
the renegotiation of terms between capital, the state, and labour. Inevitably, however,
and in large part as a result of the opportunities for emancipation through technologi-
cal innovation, the system fails and the process of establishing an entirely new regime
begins again.

Fordism and Post-Fordism

Aglietta used the terms Fordism and neo-Fordism as a means of distinguishing be-
tween what he perceived as two historically specific regimes of capital accumulation
and modes of social regulation. Although he was conducting his research “in the midst
of the crisis of Fordism, and the new interactions [were] only little visible” (2000, 127),
his detailed and nuanced analysis of American Fordism and an emerging neo-Fordism
or post-Fordism (as it is more commonly termed) continues to inform the work of schol-
ars more than 30 years later. To follow is an overview of Aglietta’s (2000) treatment
of American Fordism, its collapse, and the features of a newly emerging regime. This
chapter will then conclude with a summary of its analytic value and its applications
(actual and potential) within LIS.
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The term Fordism is a direct reference to Henry Ford’s introduction in 1914 of the
semi-automated assembly line (for the mass production of cars) combined with a five-
dollar, eight-hour day (which would ensure that the mass of workers could afford to
buy the cars produced). Ford’s innovative program with respect to the management of
social relations of production both inside and outside his factory’s walls was the result
of a culmination of historical forces. His system represented a specific response to the
chaos and social instability that characterized the transition to industrial capitalism from
approximately 1870.

Ultimately, Ford’s program is significant because it represented one of the first
attempts to manage the inherent contradictions of the system by establishing a con-
nection between the central role of the worker within the two moments of capital’s
circuit: production and circulation. Hence, while workers needed to be habituated to
the discipline of life on an assembly line, they also needed to be educated in a new
set of values that equated quality of life with the ability to purchase the commodities
they produced. In this way, a virtuous cycle was produced which resolved a number
of earlier problems, not the least of which was the effective management of surplus
value. It is important to note that an insatiable desire for commodities was an unnatu-
ral condition, as were hours of monotonous and routine labour. Both had to be learned
and then the learning curve had to be forgotten, as the requirements of the regime of
accumulation for life inside and outside of work became internalized as commonsensi-
cal and inevitable.

It was not, however, until the establishment of the Keynesian welfare state follow-
ing the Second World War that Fordism, as a regime of accumulation and mode of so-
cial regulation, would become stabilized. Regulationists refer to this period as the “real
golden age of capitalism” (Lipietz 1992, 1). Within this new configuration, state pow-
ers were expanded to enable it to function as an effective countervailing force to the
vagaries of the market. State intervention vis-a-vis a comprehensive set of social and
economic regulations, including the guarantee of full employment (via employment in-
surance and pensions), coupled with the power to adjust interest rates and otherwise in-
tervene in the business cycle, ensured that despite its inevitable cycles of boom and bust,
individuals would be able to maintain their purchasing power, and capital could enjoy
uninterrupted accumulation. In addition to its economic powers, the welfare state also
took on a significant role in the reproduction of labour, thus freeing capital from this
burden. Public spending on social infrastructure including schools, health care, social
services, housing, and libraries (to name a few) expanded exponentially.

A full explication of Aglietta’s in-depth and nuanced treatment, in his 2000 study,
of this period of history in the United States is beyond the scope of this chapter, but a
brief example should suffice to illustrate the size of the canvas on which he was working
and the spaces he left for others to contribute and complete the picture. Aglietta effec-
tively weaves together a number of social threads that comprised the social fabric within
which economic relations unfolded during the 1950s and 1960s in the United States.
The purpose of this historical analysis was to demonstrate the ways in which seem-
ingly disparate phenomena including the family (157), the educational system, racism
and sexism (173), the institutionalization of class struggle through collective bargaining
(190), and the growth of the automobile and standardized housing markets (159) served
to reproduce dominant ideologies of individualism, social mobility, and equality of op-
portunity despite the reality of labour’s stratification into a rigid and relatively perma-
nent social and economic hierarchy.
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Some of the salient features of this regime, and which ultimately became the sources
of its crises, included: the growth of large bargaining units (“big labour”), the mass pro-
duction of homogenous goods coupled with mass consumption, vertical organization
structures and authoritarian command, an emphasis on scientific management and the
fragmentation of unskilled labour into discrete activities, the emergence of large na-
tional monopolies (“big capital”), and the mediating influence of the welfare state (“big
government”).

This period of prosperity lasted until the early 1970s, when, as interpreted through
the regulationist lens “the whole miraculous balance of the Fordist compromise was
jeopardized” (Lipietz 1992, 16). For a myriad of complex economic and social rea-
sons, including global competition from the recovered, technologically innovative, and
nimble German and Japanese economies, and the global oil crisis, the United States
experienced a period of protracted economic and social crises in both its regime of ac-
cumulation (chronic inflation, unemployment) and mode of social regulation (strikes,
student protests, and the emergence of a numerous social movements rebelling against
the rigidities of Fordism, such as the civil rights, antiwar, environmental, and women’s
movements, to name a few). Indeed, even within the apparently pacific domain of
American Library Association, the spirit of resistance was present in emergence of
the social responsibilities movement and the concept of library activism in the 1960s
(Samek 1998).

Post-Fordism is an umbrella term used by regulationists to describe the process of
Fordism’s transformation since the early 1970s into a new, yet to be stabilized, regime
of accumulation and mode of social regulation. Not surprisingly, perhaps, the emerg-
ing features of post-Fordism “as a system designed to meet the crisis in such as way as
to safeguard the wage relation—in other words, perpetuate capitalism” (Aglietta 2000,
122), stand in stark contrast to Fordism’s social relations of production and reproduc-
tion. Table 1.1 outlines some of the key differences between Fordism and an emerging
post-Fordism in the Western world.

Table 1.1

Characteristics of Fordism and Post-Fordism

Fordism (1945-1965) Post-Fordism (1973—-present)

Manufacturing economies based on a cycle of mass Information economies based on the production of
production and mass consumption for a mass national just-in-time and customizable products for niche global
market. markets.

Rigid and mechanistic structures vis-a vis semiautomated ~ Flexible and networked structure vis-a-vis highly auto-

assembly line production requiring the establishment of mated systems employing distance- and time-shrinking
capital intensive and relatively immobile factories reliant information and communications technologies to create

on the local population for workers. The concomitant a flexible, 24/7 production cycle enabled by access to an
labour force was semiskilled or unskilled within a international workforce. This global workforce is polarized
technocratic order that diminished worker responsibility. by a small core of highly skilled, well-compensated elite

workers at one end, and a mass of lower-skilled workers
subjected to an intensification in surveillance as a result of
new technologies (i.e., counting keystrokes, ongoing moni-
toring of transaction logs, etc.).
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Fordism (1945-1965)

Post-Fordism (1973—-present)

Corporate culture based on scientific management
practices and the increased rationalization of labour into
minute, routinized, and repetitive tasks. Authoritative and
top-down command within a highly formalized and rigid
hierarchy of job classes and the stratification of the labour
force into permanent and recognizable socio-economic
categories, that is, assembly line workers, supervisors,
professionals, paraprofessionals, managers, owners,

and so on. A worker’s position within the hierarchy,
including salary, benefits and opportunities for advance-
ment, were dependent upon clearly articulated require-
ments with respect to qualifications, including such
factors as educational credentials, experience, and
seniority. In this way, the economic class struggle
became institutionalized in the form of collective
bargaining and structural inequalities were legitimated.

“Job for life.”

Cultural aesthetics: uniformity and standardization

The Keynesian welfare state provided a countervailing
balance to capitalism as a regime of accumulation
through the regulation of market relations both

nationally and internationally; the guarantee of “full
employment” or a living wage to ensure full consumption
and a virtuous cycle between production and consumption;
the establishment of a social safety net ensuring the repro-
duction of labour through generalized standards of living
for all citizens (health, education, pensions, consumer
protections, living standards); the establishment of
protective labour legislation (health and safety, minimum
wages, benefits, the right to collective bargaining).

‘Within this context, there was a clear division

between the public and private spheres, and the citizen
identity and social solidarity were privileged in public
discourses, thus creating conditions for a viable political
sphere.

Regime stabilized vis-a-vis class compromise characterized
by “big business, big labour, and big state.”

Small nuclear families with members occupying strongly
defined, gender-based roles.

Emphasis on the concept of contingent management
premised on the assumption that no single management
style will suffice, rather a more eclectic and flexible
approach is required in an operating environment that is
conceived of as highly competitive, fluid, evolving, and
ever changing. The clearly demarcated job classes of
Fordism are replaced with more fluid organizational
structures and post-Fordist workers often find themselves
in project-based work teams comprised of a hetero-
geneous mix of workers. Unlike the clear demarcation
between workers within Fordism, the steady erosion of
unions and collective bargaining has led, among other
things, to the negotiation of employment conditions on
an individual basis, hence, the possibility for more
ambiguous and flexible job descriptions and the move
to merit based pay schemes as opposed to negotiated
rates for classes of workers. One result of this shift has
been the increase in the number of part-time and
limited-contract positions and a decrease in permanent
positions.

“Job for now.”

Cultural aesthetics: difference, diversity, customization,
intense individualism

The neoliberalist state emphasizing market deregula-

tion (free trade), increased privatization of formerly public
functions and a privileging of the market as the best mech-
anism for social cohesion and coordination; the repeal and/
or weakening of protective labour legislation and protec-
tions, austerity in public spending; increasing emphasis on
public-private partnerships, entrepreneurship and innova-
tion; the constitution of government as revenue generating,
the dismantling of the welfare state and the devolution of
roles and responsibilities to the community and individual
level. The relative withdrawal of the state from the public
sphere and the extension of the market into previously un-
commodified areas of life, the blurring of lines between
public and private sphere, the emergence of the citizen as
consumer identity.

Regime remains unstable due to class imbalance based
on the emergence of a global information capital and
neoliberal state power bloc.

Diverse family groupings.
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Analytic Value

The value of regulation theory’s twin analytic concepts of Fordism and post-Fordism
is that they provide a framework and set of comparators with which to make connec-
tions between a regime of capital accumulation and the ideological work performed by
the mode of social regulation for the purpose of achieving social and economic stabil-
ity and cohesion. Further, as a conceptual framework, the mode of social regulation is
particularly fruitful for questions about, and critical research into the evolution of those
social institutions, professional practices, and behaviors that blossomed under the aus-
pices of the Keynesian welfare state, including libraries and librarianship, and which, at
first glance, appear a far remove from contemporary class struggles in the transition to
a globalized capitalism.

Currently, within the field of LIS, researchers and practitioners are struggling to
make sense of the meaning of fundamental social change as a result of the forces of
capitalism’s globalization including the production and diffusion of perpetually inno-
vating ICTs, the near hegemony of the neoliberalist project,? and the very real impact
of these on the full range of research and professional concerns that comprise the field.
Evidence of this change dynamic’s influence on the field abounds from the emergence
of the i-school movement and the introduction of new specializations (i.e., informa-
tion policy, knowledge management, and health informatics, to name three), through on
going anxiety regarding the future of the library. The concept of mode of social regula-
tion provides a powerful analytic tool with which to engage with this change dynamic,
bridge institutional specific research with larger global trends, and forge theoretical con-
nections not obvious otherwise. The following expanded description of a mode of reg-
ulation speaks to the concept’s explanatory potential for a wide range of information
phenomena within capitalism’s globalization.

A mode of regulation is a set of mediations which ensure that the distortions created by the ac-
cumulation of capital are kept within limits which are compatible with social cohesion within
each nation. This compatibility is always observable in specific contexts at specific historical mo-
ments. The salient test for any analysis of the changes that capitalism has undergone is to describe
this cohesion in its local manifestation. It involves understanding why such cohesion is a short-
lived phenomenon in the life of nations, why the effectiveness of a mode of regulation always
wanes. And it requires grasping the processes that occur at times of crisis, confusion and changing
behaviour patterns. Lastly it involves trying to perceive the seeds of a new mode of regulation in
the very midst of the crisis afflicting the old one (Aglietta 2000, 391).

Regulation Theory and LIS

Although underutilized in the field of LIS, when regulation theory is employed, it
has proven particularly useful for critical analyses of the role of the public library as a
mode of social regulation. In an article entitled, “Regulating Readers: The Social Ori-
gins of the Readers’ Advisor in the United States” (2001), Brendan Luyt employs regu-
lation theory in a historical study of the rise and decline of readers’ advisory services
in American public libraries during the 1920s and 1930s. Within this context, Luyt pro-
vides discursive evidence of the concrete links between the organization and delivery of
this public library service and the disciplining of the population to the requirements of
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an early Fordism, particularly with respect to new consumptive norms. In a period that
predates the golden age of Fordism, Luyt situates the rise and decline of the readers’
advisor within this experimental period in U.S. capitalism’s evolution. The connections
that Luyt makes between the library profession and the publishing industry, on the one
side, and the readers’ advisor and individual readers, on the other, go a long way in dem-
onstrating the role the public library played in advancing the interests of capital, notably
the legitimization of mass culture by encouraging an appetite for mass-produced books
and magazines. Beyond consumption, Luyt describes the number of ways in which the
readers’ advisor contributed to the normalization of the social relations underpinning
assembly-line production. From the constitution of the readers’ advisor as expert and
the reader in need of guidance, through the development of an individualized reading
program designed to ensure “purposeful reading” (460) and the concomitant emergence
of the concept of rationalization “that came to stand for the efficient control and use of
resources” (462), Luyt skillfully demonstrates how a seemingly autonomous activity
like reading became embedded in capital’s requirements for accumulation and which
“fit nicely with the world of the assembly line” (461).

However, as emphasized by Luyt in his final paragraph, his concern is not with eval-
uating the relative success or failure of the readers’ advisory experiment in the early
decades of the 20th century, but rather with what a historical analysis of this service
has to tell us about the role of the public library within an emerging mode of social
regulation.

The readers’ advisory service was just one attempt or experiment among many (psychological
testing, social work reform, consumer credit, state welfare, and union organization are a few ex-
amples), not all of which succeeded in establishing a place for themselves in the new mode of
social regulation that eventually developed. The key point, however, does not revolve around the
degree of success that the library or these other institutions achieved, but the recognition that
they were connected in a society-wide project, as opposed to being in isolation from those wider
trends. The rise of the readers’ advisor in the 1920s reflects the fact that the library was and still
is embedded within a particular kind of capitalist society (464).

The use of regulation theory for research into the public library as a mode of regulation
in the early years of the 20th century builds upon a strong foundation of critical scholar-
ship in the field concerned with demonstrating the links between the practices of libra-
rianship and an emerging industrial economy’s requirements for workers, consumers,
and citizens (Garrison 1979; Harris 1982; Van Slyck 1995; Frohmann 1997). It also com-
plements critical research on contemporary librarianship’s role within today’s global in-
formation economy (Schiller and Schiller 1988; Blanke 1996; Buschman 2003).
Regulation theory was also used by this researcher for the purpose of developing
a political economy of the contemporary public library during the current transition
from industrial-based to information-based economies (Stevenson 2005). To this end,
the influence of large-scale philanthropies on the development of the American pub-
lic library was analyzed. The parallel concepts of Fordism and post-Fordism provided
the ideal framework for considering the influence of Andrew Carnegie and Bill Gates’
philanthropies on all aspects of the library’s functioning. Given the significant paral-
lels between both men as captains of industry and philanthropists, and the historical
timing of their entry into philanthropy, these twin concepts enabled a nuanced reading
of not only the similarities between conditions at either side of the 20th century, but,
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as significantly, those differences that open onto the novel features of capital’s updated
project. As a result of this analysis, connections between Gates’ project to bridge the
digital divide vis-a-vis his library automation project and larger social struggles over
free versus proprietary software, the expansion of intellectual property rights, and the
social and economic significance of software as the new means of production were pos-
sible. Once again, the role of the public library in legitimating conditions conducive to
capital accumulation was uncovered.

Beyond the sphere of the public library, a recently published study considered library
OPACs and web portals as technologies of social regulation. Leckie, Givens, and Camp-
bell (2008) use regulation theory to

argue that library catalogs and Web portals should be viewed as information technologies that
are, first and foremost, commercial entities within the production system of advanced capitalism.
The fact that library catalogs and Web-management systems are designed, sold and purchased
for purposes deemed to be a social good sometimes obscures the fact that such technologies are
not necessarily socially neutral or benign but operate very much in the capitalist marketplace and
framework (221).

The authors use the concept of mode of social regulation to “disentangle and reveal the
elements of the MSR that have been at work over the past 30—40 years that may account
for the relative lack of change to, and persistent problems with, library OPACs” (249).
Consistent with the requirements of this approach, the researchers’ primary concern is
with developing a more critical appreciation among practitioners (librarians) regarding
the reality of capitalist relations on professional practices (past and present) and particu-
larly where these intersect with the potentially competing needs of library users within
spaces (library catalogues) often assumed to exist separate from the sphere of market
relations. The application of regulation theory to the area of cataloging and classifica-
tion represents a significant development in the use of the approach by LIS scholars. It
also demonstrates the analytic potential of the concept mode of social regulation for a
wide range of information phenomena.

Concluding Remarks

Having acknowledged the value of the theoretical tools developed by the regulation
school and specifically the parallel concepts of Fordism and post-Fordism, it is impor-
tant to note that the legitimacy of this approach is the subject of some serious debate
among the left, particularly because of the assumption that the solution to the Fordist
crisis resides within the context of labour’s reconciliation with rather than liberation
from capital (Sivanandan 1989; Pelaez and Holloway 1991; Dyer-Witheford 1999). In-
deed, within Aglietta’s work, it is assumed that the road out of the crisis of Fordism
will be another capitalist regime, the result of a second “grand compromise” between
capital and labour. This model of class cooperation, coupled with the ways regulation
school’s Marxism intersect with the anti-Marxist perspectives of conservative industrial
analysts such as Piore and Sabel (1984) leads to some serious misgivings regarding its
meaning for the larger Marxist project. Indeed, because of these issues, theorists such as
Nick Dyer-Witheford have come very close to rejecting it, for as he reminds us, “[t]he
Marxist project has never been to help capitalism find its way out of a crisis. It has been
to find a way out of capitalism. This is precisely the possibility that much post-Fordist
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writing abdicates” (Dyer-Witheford 1999, 60). However, while the danger of such ab-
dication is real, it is not an inevitable consequence of adopting regulation school theory
(as it has been subsequently developed).

In the final analysis, the analytic concepts underpinning Aglietta’s theory of capital
regulation have great explanatory potential for many of the more vexing questions and
problems confronting LIS as a field of research and a professional practice within this
period of rapid and fundamental social change.
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NOTES

1. Ash Amin’s 1994 edited collection, Post-Fordism: A Reader, is an excellent introduction
to the theory and its applications across a range of social phenomena and includes essays by many
of post-Fordism’s major theorists.

2. Neoliberalism is the term used to describe the dominant political ideology associated with
globalization. The prefix neo- indicates its most recent incarnation in the 1980s in the fiscal and
social policies of the Thatcher government in the United Kingdom and the Reagan government in
the United States. At issue are questions regarding the power of the state to intervene in the work-
ings of the market in light of the societal consequences of its inevitable boom and bust tendencies.
Liberal political philosophy promotes a model of the state that does best when it does least. Here,
a self-correcting market mechanism is constructed as the most effective and efficient means of
achieving economic growth and social cohesion. As the successor of the Keynesian welfare state,
some of the features associated with neoliberalism include austerity in social spending, market
deregulation, and the privatization of once public goods. The policies of Thatcherism/Reaganism
were not uncontested, and more than 30 years later, alternative social movements continue to re-
sist, citing the increasing wealth gap, the criminalization of the poor, and the erosion of labour’s
power as direct fallout from the neoliberalist agenda. The concept of project is useful in discus-
sions of ideology and social struggle because the ultimate goal of hegemonic achievement can
only ever be partial. David Harvey provides an excellent account of the neoliberal project in
A Brief History of Neoliberalism (2005).



This page intentionally left blank



2

Roland Barthes: On Semiology
and Taxonomy
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BIOGRAPHY AND INTRODUCTION

Roland Barthes was born in Normandy, France, in 1915, and died from the injuries
incurred in a street accident in Paris, 1980. From 1935 on, he studied classical litera-
ture, grammar, and philology at Sorbonne University, Paris. These studies were delayed
by his suffering from tuberculosis. As a consequence of this illness, he gained his final
degree only in 1948.

Barthes started his professional teaching career by taking short-term positions at
French lycées (1939-46) as well as, after graduating, the French Institute in Bucharest,
Rumania, and University of Alexandria, Egypt (1948-50). In 1952 he became affili-
ated with the distinguished Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique; from 1960 to
1976 he was a director of studies at Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes; and from 1976
to 1980 he was the chair of literary semiology at the prestigious College de France,
the highest position in the French academic system. Along the way, Barthes gradually
gained more and more recognition for his research on semiology and literature as well
as his writings on wide-ranging cultural and personal topics. By the late 1960s he had
achieved an international reputation.

In the company of prominent intellectuals such as Jacques Lacan, Claude Lévi-
Strauss, Jacques Derrida, and Michel Foucault, Roland Barthes became a leading
figure in structuralist and poststructuralist circles of postwar France. He gained his
reputation as a literary critic, a cultural philosopher and, not the least, a semiolo-
gist. Barthes’ ideas were set forth in a series of essays originally published in Albert
Camus’ journal, Combat, and compiled in the volume Le degré zéro de I’écriture (Bar-
thes 1953). These texts established Barthes as a prominent critic of French Modernist
literature.

In the early 1950s Roland Barthes’ writings also came in contact with semiology.
This very quickly engaged him in a rethinking of the notion of signs with profound asso-
ciations of a Marxist critique of the mythe petite-bourgeoise (Barthes 1957a). Moreover,
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Barthes had an impact on the development of semiology as a research field as he ex-
panded on the work of Ferdinand de Saussure. Saussure, one of the founding fathers
of modern semiology, focused on theoretical relationships between signs in a closed
system, more or less ignoring the role played by the interpreter. Barthes, however, in-
tegrated and elaborated on this idea; his expanded notion of signs included analyses of
(for example) theatre, fashion, popular culture, tourism, images, and social conventions
as semiotic systems. He embraced a theoretical approach to semiology as well as a cul-
tural criticism in which meaning production, the signification, was central.

In the following sections, it is primarily as a semiologist that the influence of Ro-
land Barthes is discussed. It is a semiology that in different, partly overlapping phases
touched upon and had an impact on existentialist, Marxist, and phenomenological, as
well as structuralist and (later) poststructuralist thinking. My brief departure is to pay
attention to Barthes’ most important contribution to current semiology. Next, I map
out phases in his writings, in particular facilitated by his own taxonomy from Roland
Barthes par Roland Barthes (Barthes 1975). This mapping of his ideas and writings in-
corporates taxonomy as an important tool in his semiological thinking, for example, in
Systeme de la mode (Barthes 1967a). Last, I discuss subject analysis in picture indexing,
classification, and so on, in terms of Barthes’ writings on images as sign systems.

In sum, Roland Barthes is important from the perspective of library and information
science (LIS) because he is interested in meaning production in a variety of contexts
and, hence, important for domains that touch upon representation of information as well
as models of communication and taxonomy.

BARTHES AS SEMIOLOGIST

It is not an unreasonable claim that Roland Barthes’ writings do have a certain chame-
leon character, when he so easily adapts to the state-of-the-art versions of existentialist,
Marxist, structuralist, and poststructuralist theories. As early as the 1940s, but especially
from the 1950s on, Barthes’ ideas shift according to the development and changes of
leading critical theory. It is, however, crucial to bear in mind that his ideas at the same
time add force to those larger theoretical transformations.

In retrospect, Barthes’ work (including key terms and theoretical displacements)
points in manifold directions. With reference to his semiological project, it is pertinent
to assert that Barthes’ oeuvre (considered as a sign) manifests itself as a signifier (for
example, the huge collection of essays, books, comments, reviews, and interviews col-
lected by Eric Marty in Roland Barthes: Oeuvres complétes [Barthes 2002]) referring to
a signified (the meaning of this oeuvre). This distinction between signifier and signified
is, of course, modeled on Saussure’s signifiant, the form that the sign takes, and signifié,
the concept the sign represents; the intrinsic relation between signifiant and signifié is
arbitrary (Saussure 1916).

According to Barthes, among others, the signified can further be divided into two
types: the dénotation (the first order of signification) and the connotation (the second
order of signification). The denotative signified is what the signified actually appears to
be, in this case a group of writings that bears the mark of “Roland Barthes” and which
can be read and intuitively understood. In Barthes’ view, however, the reception of the
denotative signified is marked or already imprinted by the connotative signified; here,
the reader (e.g., of Barthes’ work) brings a deeper meaning (consciously or uncon-
sciously) to the signified. The connotation produces the denotation as a natural sign,
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that is, a meaning that intuitively or, rather, apparently goes without saying (e.g., “This
is what Roland Barthes meant”). However, the denotation is just another connotation.
It is part of a second-order semiological system, the connotative system, which incor-
porates the sign of an initial system (the denotative system) that becomes the signifier
of the second system. For example, we expect the author-subject Roland Barthes to
be present in the writings that bear this name, even though it is as difficult for Barthes
as for his interpreters to state who he really is or what he truly intended at the time
of the writings. Furthermore, this approach presupposes a Roland Barthes who was a
more or less unambiguous subject from his early writings in 1940s to the posthumous
publications.

In other words, the connotations are the possible interpretations of the singular pieces
of Barthes’ work, the different taxonomies of his oeuvre, the theoretical and historical
contextualizations, the implied biographical readings, and so on, which all are colored
by conventions, presuppositions, and ideologies (e.g., in Ungar 1983; Jouve 1986; Bens-
maia 1987; Barthes 1993-95; Calvet 1995; Culler 2002; Allen 2003; Stafford 2004;
Badmington 2009). In Barthes’ view, for example, discourses on and practices of text
interpretation mistakenly assume the aforementioned relation between author and text,
that is, signified and signifier, although the intrinsic relation is arbitrary. Despite his fa-
mous challenge of this perception between author and text in “The Death of the Author”
(Barthes 1968), it is difficult not to infer something about his lifelong, very close rela-
tionship with his mother while reading some of his texts, given the presuppositions in a
modern Western society with plenty of gay stereotypes.

The explanation of this intricate play of connotations and denotations represents Bar-
thes” most remarkable supplement to semiology. It is an adjustment of Saussure’s model
of the sign, which focused primarily on the formal settings of the sign system (that is,
the relations of first order of signification as an enclosed entity); instead, Barthes under-
lines the importance of the connotation (and the reader) in the signifying processes. In
S/Z, for example, Barthes states that “la dénotation n’est pas le premier des sens, mais
elle feint de 1’étre. Sous cette illusion, elle n’est finalement que la derniéredes conno-
tations (celle qui semble a la fois fonder et clore la lecture, le mythe supérieur grace
auquel le texte feint de retourner a la nature de langage, au langage comme nature”
(Barthes 1970a, 561). This complexity between levels of signification will resurface in
the following sections.

BARTHES AS TAXONOMIST

The prevalent optics of literary criticism, which first and foremost has embraced Bar-
thes’ thinking, segregate his writings into three phases that approximately correspond
to the decades of the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s. They can, accordingly, be viewed as the
ideological-critical phase, the structuralist phase, and the hedonic phase (Norris 1974,
250-57; Culler 2002); this last one is also sometimes referred to as “the late, nostalgic
or sentimental Barthes” period (Culler 2001). A partly alternative account is the author’s
own classifications. In line with his predilection for taxonomies and personal, more or
less autobiographical notes, the elder Barthes completes no less than two: the lecture
“L’aventure sémiologique,” published as an article in the French newspaper Le Monde
(Barthes 1974), and, shortly after, the book Roland Barthes par Roland Barthes (Bar-
thes 1975). In the following, I will use these partly overlapping taxonomies as a guid-
ing principle.
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In “L’aventure sémiologique” Barthes describes three stages of the development of
semiology as a science correlating to his own advancements, and in the succeeding year
he literally charts five periods or phases of his academic maturity in Roland Barthes par
Roland Barthes. While the stages from the lecture have numbers followed by explana-
tory paragraphs, the five phases in the book are mapped by three columns with the inter-
related headings Intertexte, Genre, and Oeuvres. Put simply, Oeuvres refers primarily to
Barthes” own books, Genre refers to his methodological or rather theoretical approaches
doing these writings, and Intertexte refers to Barthes’ inspiration, or in the elder Barthes’
own words, the infinite signifying processes of poststructuralism: “L’intertexte n’est pas
forcément un champ d’influences; c’est plutdt une musique de figures, de métaphores,
de pensées-mots; c’est le signifiant comme sirene” (Barthes 1975, 148).

(UENVIE D’ECRIRE)

By using Genre as a structuring principle the first phase is “(L’envie d’écrire)” sup-
plemented by “(Gide)” as an infertexte (both in Barthes’ parentheses). As such, the in-
tertexte relating to the genre of “the desire for writing” refers to the young Barthes’
inspiration from the French avant-garde writer André Gide (1869—-1951). The Oeuvres
were yet to come.

Three partly correlated periods between book and lecture then follow. They are
introduced by the following sentences in the lecture: “1. Le premier moment a été
d’émerveillement; 2. Le second moment fut celui de la science, ou du moins de la sci-
entificité; and, 3. Le troisieme moment est en effet celui du Texte”; in the last section
of this lecture, they are referred to as “I’Espoir”, “la Science” and “le Texte” (Bar-
thes 1974, 39). In the concise mapping of the book, the corresponding phases are en-
titled “mythologie sociale,” “sémiologie,” and “textualité,” supplemented by the fifth
and final “moralité”. It should be noted that Barthes does not consider these phases in
a strict chronological order without some overlap in the concepts. On the contrary, they
dissolve into each other, “entre les périodes, évidemment, il ya des chevauchements, des
retours, des affinités, des survies; ce sont en général les articles (de revue) qui assurent
ce role conjonctif” (Barthes 1975, 148). Thus, it should be added that Barthes’ writings
2o beyond the books assigned to the Ocuvres column. The abundance of minor essays,
reviews, comments, interviews, and so forth forms an important addition to his oeuvre
as pretexts, sketches, revisions, and further reflections.

MYTHOLOGIE SOCIALE

Comprising the genre “mythologie sociale,” Barthes refers to works such as Le degré
zéro de I’écriture (Barthes 1953) and different essays on the theatre, as well as Mytholo-
gies (Barthes 1957a) with Sartre, Marx, and Berthold Brecht as intertextes (Barthes was
a leading French authority on Brecht in these years). In “L’aventure sémiologique” he
elaborates on this section. He makes known that after reading Saussure’s Cours de lin-
guistique générale (1916) in the early 1950s, he merged his ideological critique of the
“mythes petits-bourgeois” (Barthes 1974, 37) with the scientific approach of semiology.
According to Barthes, semiology hitherto had not had the outline to become a funda-
mental approach in ideological critique. After reading Saussure, Barthes aims at investi-
gating how bourgeois culture naturalizes its ideology as appearances of universal values
in semiological terms.
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As a starting place Barthes regards “les représentations collectives™ as sign systems
in order to describe “la mystification qui transforme la culture petite-bourgeoise en
nature universelle” (Barthes 1970b, 563). His methodological tool is the play between
the denotative and connotative systems. The denotative system represents the system,
as the meaning of the sign is more or less intuitive. At the level of the connotative sys-
tem the denotative system is, however, unmasked, because its ideological codes are ex-
posed. This second level of signification deals, according to Barthes, with “fragments of
an ideology. ... These signifieds have a very close communication with culture, knowl-
edge and history and it is through them, so to speak, that the environmental world [of
the culture] invades the system [of representation]” (Barthes 1967b). In other words, it
is the system of connotations that forms the meaning of the denotative system, although
it seems as if the latter anchors the signifying processes.

Barthes exemplifies this relation between first-order signification and second-order
signification in Mythologies (Barthes 1957a). A rather well-known case in point is his
analysis of a front cover of Paris-Match that demonstrates how bourgeois culture conse-
quently treats cultural conventions as natural rather than contrived signs. The magazine
shows a young black soldier (“un jeune négre vétu d’un uniforme frangais”), with his
eyes uplifted, apparently saluting the French flag, the Tricolore. Instantly, Barthes reads
this denotative meaning of the signifier. Next, he interprets the connotative meaning of
this saluting: “that France is a great Empire, that all her sons, without any colour dis-
crimination, faithfully serve under her flag, and that there is no better answer to the de-
tractors of an alleged colonialism that the zeal shown in this black (“ce noir”) in serving
his so-called oppressors” (688). However, there is a presence of the signified through
the signifier as the saluting black soldier is not a natural symbol of the French Empire,
but “a fabricated, quality of colonialism.” The signified is, in fact, already formed by the
signs of language helping France to sustain her imperial status.

SEMIOLOGIE

The subsequent period of Barthes’ thinking in Roland Barthes par Roland Barthes,
“sémiologie” with Saussure as intertexte, is obviously interrelated with the previous.
Yet, the allocated oeuvres, Eléments de sémiologie (Barthes 1965) and Systéme de la
mode (Barthes 1967a), indicate a structuralist strengthening of his semiological meth-
odology and, partly, a move beyond the ideological-critical approach. As mentioned, the
opening paragraph in “L’aventure sémiologique” reads: “Le second moment fut celui
de la science, ou du moins de la scientificité.” While Saussure, although he defined the
sign in linguistic terms, envisaged semiology as “a science which studies the life of
signs as part of social life” (“On peut concevoir une science qui étudie la vie des signes
au sein de la vie sociale...nous la nommerons sémiologie,” (Saussure 1916)), Barthes
sees semiology as just one part of linguistics; for example in his introductory remarks
for the French journal Communications’ 1964 issue devoted to the state of semiological
research, he states: “la linguistique n’est pas une partie, meme privilege, de la science
générale des signes, c’est la sémiologie qui est une partie de la linguistique” (Barthes
1964a, 1413).

This stance comes into view in the period from 1957 to 1963, where Barthes’ studies
in fashion seek to reconstruct the grammar in the language (langage) of fashion, that is,
it is a structural analysis of descriptions of women’s clothing by writers about fashion,
more precisely the fashion pages of a few women’s magazines. In brief, his object of
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study is the verbal structures of the “written-garment” (vétement-écrit) in contrast with
the “image-clothing” (vétement-image). “The image freezes an endless number of pos-
sibilities, words determine a single certainty,” (Barthes 1967, 13) while the clothes
themselves are the signs. The fashion code correlates particular kinds or combinations
of clothing with certain concepts (elegance, formality, casualness, romance). These are
the signifieds. This coding converts the clothes into signs, which can then be read as a
language (e.g., Barthes 1957b, 746).

The poststructuralist Barthes emphasizes in his 1974 retrospective lecture, “L’aventure
sémiologique”, that this structuralist phase was not a matter of establishing semiology
as a science, but the pleasure (plaisir) of practicing a “Systématique™: “Il y a, dans
I’activité de classement, une sorte d’ivresse créative qui fut celle grands classificateurs
come Sade et Fourier...le plaisir du Systéme remplacait en moi le surmoi de la Sci-
ence” (Barthes 1974, 38). In Systeme de la mode, this pleasure unfolds over several
pages in listing “inventaire des genres” (Barthes 1967a, 219ff) and, literally speaking,
making models of the signifying processes of the grammar of fashion as well as intro-
ductory definitions of graphic symbols which are used in the texts. Barthes’ “pleasure”
of classification and modeling in the years of Eléments de sémiologie (Barthes 1965)
and Systéme de la mode (Barthes 1967a) is, however, akin to the structuralist venture of
the time. Practices of taxonomy and classification are crucial for the semiological proj-
ect, which Barthes also recognizes in, for example, “Littérature et discontinu,” where
he states, “On commence a savoir, un peu depuis Durkheim, beaucoup depuis Cl. Lévi-
Strauss, que la taxinomie peut étre une part importante de 1’étude des sociétés,” and, fur-
ther, in his own italics, “dis-moi comment tu classes, je te dirai qui tu es” (Barthes 1962,
1302). On the one hand, taxonomy is very important in analyzing the formal signifying
processes, because the single sign (separated in a signifier and signified combined with
an intrinsic arbitrariness) means nothing, since it could stand for anything. It is its differ-
ence from other signs in the system, as well as signs that could replace it in the process
of signification, that inform the meaning of the sign. On the other hand, Barthes is very
alert to the social conventions of this taxonomy, as his analyses in Mythologies (1957)
demonstrate. Principles of taxonomy always express values of some kind, be it societal,
cultural, ideological, etc.

TEXTUALITE

The aforementioned “pleasure” gives access to Barthes’ third period, “textualité”
with Sollers, Kristeva, Derrida, and Lacan as intertextes and oeuvres such as S/Z (Bar-
thes 1970), Sade, Fourier, Loyola (Barthes 1971a) and L’Empire des signes (Barthes
1970c). In particular, his notions of the partly interrelated text (fexte), writing (écriture),
and author (auteur) summarized in seminal essays such as “The Death of the Author”
(1968) and “From Work to Text” (1971b), become imperative sources for the develop-
ment of modern literary criticism in this phase. On the one hand, the meaning of a text in
the Barthesian sense is not the intention of the writer, but the reader’s active production
of meaning in reading the text. Barthes’ focal points are the performances of reading
and meaning production. This view of the text tentatively sets up a practice of reading,
which can be seen in contrast with the work as an enclosed system of meaning created
by the author. In this way, he contests the notion of the author as a genius or the origin
of meaning, “author-god,” creating a work of art by the powers of his original imagina-
tion, which becomes the authority for interpretation. This is a delusion of Western bour-
geois culture.
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Despite his Marxist inclinations, Barthes also contests Gyorgy Lukacs’ literary real-
ism, which, from a Marxist perspective, opposed nearly all prominent avant-garde writ-
ers in Western modernist literature who deviated from 19th-century realism. According
to Lukdcs they were making style an end in itself, whereas Barthes praises avant-garde
writing for manipulating conventions of style, that is, its codes. Writing, in the Barthe-
sian sense becomes marked by “intransitivity.” The activity of writing invokes a condi-
tion in which the writing subject disperses into an almost irretrievable contemporaneity
with its writing performance: “The modern scriptor is born at the same time as his text,”
Barthes writes in “The Death of the Author.” “[H]e is not furnished with a being which
precedes or exceeds his writing, he is not the subject of which his book would be the
predicate; there is no time other than that of the speech-act, and every text is written
eternally here and now” (Barthes 1968, 52). In contrast with the spoken language or
the normative coded language, which is submitted to power, conventions, and institu-
tions, Writing in Barthes’ sense is deported or deviated from language as such. It seeks
to avoid power, meaning, ideology, representation, and so on in order to (via pleasure,
body, deviation) relate to the inexpressible of the conventional language.

The up-to-date dialogue with existentialist, phenomenological, and semiological
thinking in Barthes’ notions of writing and text” is evident. These issues merge with
his poststructuralist approach in for example “The Death of the Author,” where he also
states that the “text is a tissue of quotations drawn from the innumerable centers of cul-
ture” (147) that is, a text always refers to other texts. This semiological approach is also
obvious in his meticulous reading of Honoré de Balzac’s Sarrasine in S/Z, when he in
a similar way declares that, in fact, “le sens d’un texte ne peut étre rien d’autre que le
pluriel de ses systemes, sa “transcriptibilité” infinite (circulaire)” (Barthes 1970a, 635).
Furthermore, Barthes moves beyond structuralist semiology as he conducts the reader
through the entirety of Balzac’s short story, systematically noting and explaining the
usage of five different codes (“Voix de I’Empire (les proairétismes), Voix de la Personne
(les semes), Voix de la Science (les codes culturels), Voix de la Verité (les herméneu-
tismes), Voix du Symbole” [Barthes 1970a, 568]) as they occur. They invite a plurality
of readings that should not be reduced to any privileged interpretation. By way of this
plurality, he highlights the manner in which the reader is an active producer of the mean-
ing of the text, rather than a passive consumer. The term hedonic, in the introductory
remarks on the prevalent classification of his writings, refers to this open-ended inter-
pretation for the benefit of the reader and the text.

MORALITE

The last part of his writings, Barthes entitles “moralité” with “(Nietzsche)” [Barthes’
parentheses] as intertexte, and Le Plaisir du Texte (Barthes 1973) and R.B. par lui-méme
(that is, Barthes 1975) as oeuvres. Obviously, this part only covers the period until the
time of writing Roland Barthes par Roland Barthes, and not the period after 1975 until
his death in 1980, but there is no need for a further phase. Jonathan Culler’s perhaps
unusual naming, “the late, nostalgic or sentimental Barthes,” refers to the abundance of
personal references in the 1970s as well as the pleasure of that period’s writings, which
Culler fears overshadow Barthes’ semiological endeavors. For example, he considers
Roland Barthes par Roland Barthes (Barthes 1975) and La chambre claire (Barthes
1980) to be “peculiar, yet compelling.” The former is “a strangely detached account of
the life and works of one ‘Roland Barthes’” that “evades the conventions of autobiog-
raphy” and the second consists of “meditations on favourite photographs rather than an
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analysis of the art of photography” (Culler 2002, 3). In particular, one photograph re-
veals the personal investment of Roland Barthes, that is, the one of his mother, Henri-
ette Barthes, as a child, in the Winter Garden Photograph, which is described but not, as
many others are, reproduced in the book. Barthes mourns the loss of his mother while
he explores different concepts in order to name the noem of photography.

From two different points of view, Roland Barthes par Roland Barthes and La cham-
bre claire both are Barthes’ attempts to formulate the inexpressible of the conventional
language. Among other things, family photographs and other photographs supple-
mented with the author’s brief comments illustrate the first of these works. In many of
these pictures, “Barthes” is present by his direct appearance as a child, student, young
man, professor, and so on; in others his presence is less directly evident (for example,
in photographs of his handwritten notes, his tuberculosis case sheet, or places where he
once lived). On the one hand, it is not a matter of personal expressions, but, as men-
tioned earlier, the act of writing that merges subject and text; on the other hand, the pho-
tographs and the brief texts are not telling the story of his life, but should be considered
as documentary traces that leave the reader to sense the meaning.

In La chambre claire, Roland Barthes takes up an earlier distinction from his essay,
“The Third Meaning” (Barthes 1970d), an essay on some still pictures from S. M. Eisen-
stein’s film Ivan the Terrible, between the obvious and the obtuse meaning, now naming
them studium and punctum. In the 1970 essay he defines three levels of meaning: (1) the
informational level, or the level of “intuitively”” communication; (2) a symbolic level, or
the level of signification, which loads the first level with referential meaning; and (3) the
level of the third meaning, which he is unable to give a name because he does not know
what its signified is. Later, he also makes a related distinction between the level of sig-
nification or the “obvious meaning” (the second level) and the level of signifiance or the
“obtuse” meaning (the third level): “The obtuse meaning is not in the language-system
(even that of symbols). Take away the obtuse meaning and communication and signi-
fication still remain, still circulate, still come through: without it, I can still state and
read” (60). The term signifiance is introduced by Julia Kristeva (present as intertexte in
the previous phase) to signify the mechanisms within language that permit it to deliver
more than the simple communication of verifiable facts.

In La chambre claire, the concept of studium likewise concerns the symbolic charac-
teristics of a photographic image that more or less intuitively can be understood by every
viewer, while punctum “punctuates the meaning of the photograph (the studium) and as a
result punctures or pierces its viewer” (27). The punctum is not part of a collective code
of meaning and, therefore, the difficulty in naming it: it has no signifier. On the other
hand, Barthes forces the punctum into studium when moving beyond photographs, to be
expressed in language; here, as Derrida has argued, Barthes takes on an impossible task:
his readers cannot avoid transferring what he writes about his mother into “the figure of
the Mother,” that is, into ideas of the love of a mother for a son and vice versa, the Oedi-
pus complex. According to Derrida, Barthes turns “toward his mother, and not toward the
Mother. But the poignant singularity does not contradict the generality, it does not forbid it
from having the force of law, but only arrows it, marks, and signs it” (Derrida 2001, 46).

BARTHES AS IMAGE MAKER

La chambre claire and the essay “The Third Meaning” are but two of Barthes’
writings on images. Among others are his earlier, seminal essays, “The Photographic
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Message” (Barthes 1961a) and “Rhétorique de I’image” (Barthes 1964b), but references
to images surface in countless places in his writings, for example, in “L’information
visuelle” (1961b), where he also states his interest in images as widespread, albeit rather
concealed, semiological systems in modern society: “Nous vivons entourés imprégnés
d’images, et pourtant nous ne savons encore presque rien de 1’image” (Barthes 1961b,
955). In “The Photographic Message,” an essay on the signification of press photo-
graphs, he also states that “the text constitutes a parasitic message designed to connote
the image, to ‘quicken’ it with one or more second-order signifieds,” and goes on to
say, “In other words, and this is an important historical reversal, the image no longer il-
lustrates the words; it is now the words which, structurally, are parasitic on the image”
(Barthes 1961a, 25). Barthes takes his position on the superiority of language because
it, at the connotative level, loads the images with meaning.

In Barthes’ writings from the 1950s and 1960s, one finds many reassurances of this
hierarchy, for example, “nous sommes, bien plus qu’autrefois et en dépit 1’envahissement
des images, une civilisation de 1’écriture” because “tout systeme sémiologique se méle
du langage” (Barthes 1964a, 1412-13; see also Barthes 1966, 116). The statement of
“une civilisation de I’écriture” also appears in his most theoretically elaborated essay
on images, “Rhétorique de I’'image” (Barthes 1964b), notwithstanding a landmark text
in visual semiology.

In “Rhétorique de I’image” as well as the earlier “The Photographic Message (1961a),
the image is interesting from a semiological point of view because it apparently is a
message without a code, that is, a pure denotation. The photograph is a perfect anal-
ogon, even though the image is not reality, but represents reality. However, at the same
time it opens up a paradox at the levels of reception as well as production, mirroring
Barthes’ ideas of the complex play between connotations and denotations. In the early
essay, he states that the reading of the photograph, thanks to its code of connotation, “is
thus always historical; it depends on the reader’s ‘knowledge’ just as though it were a
matter of a real language [langue], intelligible only if one has learned the signs....To
find this code of connotation would thus be to isolate, inventoriate and structure all the
‘historical’ elements of the photograph, all the parts of the photographic surface which
derive their very discontinuity from a certain knowledge on the reader’s part, or, if one
prefers, from the reader’s cultural situation” (28).

In the later essay, “Rhétorique de I’image,” the structuralist Barthes attempts to out-
line the signifying levels of a photographic image by way of advertisements, which are
chosen because they are supposed to be frank about their intended meanings. He breaks
the system of signification into three sections, that of the linguistic message, the coded
iconic message and the noncoded image. The first message, the linguistic, operates at
two levels: the denotative level that points directly to what can be read in or around the
picture, and the connotative level that loads the denotative signified with meaning. As
a case in point, Barthes analyses an advertisement for pasta and pasta sauce. The name
of the producer is Panzani, which “gives not simply the name of the firm but also, by its
assonance, an additional signified, that of “Italianicity” (Barthes 1964, 33) that is, the
linguistic connotation.

The next message, the coded iconic level, is the totality of all the messages that
are connoted by the image itself, that is, the third message (which is different from
the above-mentioned “third meaning”). It is the noncoded level that equals the de-
notative system, the “natural” signs that apparently go without saying. In other
words, the reality effect of the photograph naturalizes the symbolic message. The
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straightforward image shows a half-open string shopping bag with Panzani products as
well as a tomato, a mushroom, a pepper, and onions, which, of course, load the prefab-
ricated products with “freshness,” but they also “stand[s] in a relation of redundancy
with the connoted sign of the linguistic message,” that is, “the knowledge it draws upon
is already more peculiar; it is a specifically “French” knowledge (an Italian would
barely perceive the connotation of the name, no more than he would the Italianic-
ity of tomato and pepper), based on a familiarity with certain tourist stereotypes”
(Barthes 1964a, 34).

This is a crucial observation because the connotative level has several operative func-
tions, which Barthes names the rhetoric of the image. The rhetoric of the image is the
classification of its connotators, which in terms of lexical units vary according to ob-
servers, that is, they depend on the different kinds of knowledge of the observer that are
invested in the image: “The variation in readings is not, however, anarchic; it depends
on the different kinds of knowledge (i.e., practical, national, cultural, aesthetic) invested
in the image and these can be classified, brought into a typology” (Barthes 1964a, 46).
The connotators operate at a conscious level as well as an unconscious level, as Bar-
thes’ indirect reference to Lacanian psychoanalysis reveals, as he states that the image is
“constituted by an architecture of signs drawn from a variable depth of lexicons...each
lexicon, no matter how deep, still being coded, if, as is thought today, the psyche itself
is articulated as an language” (122).

BARTHES AS PICTURE INDEXER

“Rhétorique de I’'image” as well as Barthes’ other writings on images have been ap-
pealing to several writers in LIS in order to elaborate on picture indexing as well as to
rethink the theoretical basis of, for example, Sara Shatford-Layne’s well-known efforts
to establish a broad formula for subject analysis in picture indexing (Shatford 1986;
Shatford-Layne 1994; @rnager 1995; Shatford-Layne 2002; Rafferty and Hidderly
2007; Yoon 2008).

Shatford-Layne takes the art historian Erwin Panofsky’s concepts of iconography and
iconology as a starting point in her model. In a very influential article Panofsky defines
three levels of interpretation: pre-iconographical description, iconographical analysis,
and iconological interpretation (Panofsky 1955). The Panofskyian pre-iconographic
level is a matter of intuitively recognizing the factual motif, the “primary or natural sub-
ject matter” and its expressional features (14). At the second order of meaning, Panofsky
connects motifs or groups of motifs identified generically at the first order of meaning
with iconographical schemes, literary sources, or concepts; he constitutes “the world of
images, stories and allegories” (14). At the third level of meaning the interpreter in a
hermeneutic manner recreates the essential tendencies of the human mind, “conditioned
by personal psychology and Weltanschauung”; he constitutes the intrinsic meaning of
the image (14).

In her essay, “The Language of Images: Enhancing Access to Images by Applying
Metadata Schemas and Structured Vocabularies,” Patricia Harpring (2002) summarizes
this approach as it is used in the Getty Research Institute’s Categories for the Descrip-
tion of Works of Art (CDWA).

Three sets of subcategories under the category Subject Matter in CDWA reflect this traditional
art-historical approach to subject analysis, but in a somewhat simplified and more practical
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application of the principles, one better suited to indexing subject matter for purposes of re-
trieval. ... The following three levels of subject analysis are defined in CDWA:

e Subject Matter—Description. A description of the work in terms of the generic ele-
ments of the image or images depicted in, on, or by it;

e Subject Matter—Identification. The name of the subject depicted in or on a work of art:
its iconography. Iconography is the named mythological, fictional, religious, or histori-
cal narrative subject matter of a work of art, or its non-narrative content in the form of
persons, places, or things;

e Subject Matter—Interpretation. The meaning or theme represented by the subject mat-
ter or iconography of a work of art” (3).

In her essay in the same volume, Shatford-Layne further elaborates on her distinction
between of-ness and about-ness that clearly resembles Panofsky’s pre-iconographic and
iconographic levels as well (Shatford-Laynes 2002). In brief, her of- part relates to a ge-
neric as well as a specific level, that is, at the pre-iconographic level an image is generi-
cally, for example, of a woman, but also about a certain expressivity: if the woman is
smiling, is sad, and so forth. At the iconographic level, of refers to the generic of Mary
and the specific of, for example, Maria Lactens, and the about-ness refers to, for exam-
ple, motherhood or Christianity. One has to keep in mind, as Shatford-Layne observes,
“the range from generic to specific, from description to identification, can be more of a
continuum than a dichotomy” (1).

Although Shatford-Layne applies the model to art images in general, Panofsky pres-
ents a methodology that primarily allows interpretations of Renaissance art in light of
philosophy, classical mythology, and general humanistic knowledge. Therefore, his
levels tend to ignore or misrepresent works of art from other periods and cultures as
well images that are not art, which can have an impact on the classificatory practices:
“they did not translate well from the area of renaissance art to a more general domain,”
as Chen and Rasmussen summarize Enser and McGregor’s 1993 article, “Analysis of
Visual Information Retrieval Queries” (Chen and Rasmussen 1999, 173).

Faced with Barthes’ discussion of the complexity between the denotative and con-
notative levels, it is easy to see resemblances connecting denotative signifieds, pre-
iconographic description and of-ness on the one side, and, on the other, connotative
signifieds, iconographic analysis, iconological interpretation, and about-ness. In fact,
Panofsky’s (and Shatford-Layne’s) model presents a straightforward methodology (in
which the first step is description, the next analysis, and the last interpretation) that
mirrors long-established humanistic interpretative practices. However, Panofsky and
Shatford-Layne both do not take into account the signifying processes of the descriptive
(classifying) and interpretive acts. In Barthes’ terminology they are partly aware of the
implications of the connotators or lexicons, but they do not fully realize their own limi-
tations, and they utterly ignore the social implications. To different degrees, both con-
sider the image the primary object with an intrinsic meaning that has to find its place in
a preexisting web of meaning. Panofsky even parallels the interpretative act with the
riddle of the Sphinx, that is, only one answer is correct, whereas Shatford-Layne is
more concerned with the abundance of possible subject matters. In contrast, Barthes, on
the one hand, points to the way the connotation re/produces the denotation; on the other
hand, he indirectly challenges the limitations of picture indexing, when he examines the
difficulties in naming the punctum, “the third meaning,” or “the obtuse meaning.”
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Barthes’ reverse model of the signifying processes does not destabilize either Panof-
sky’s interpretative practice or Shatford-Layne’s procedure for subject analysis as it
is used in, for example, Categories for the Description of Works of Art, but it does
refine the theoretical understandings of indexing practices as well as controlled and
structured vocabularies. The apparently natural meaning in classificatory scheme is al-
ways the signifier of the second-order system that incorporates the signs of the initial
system. For example, several writers have discussed the Eurocentric, nationalistic, or
ideological implications in taxonomical practices of art history in survey books, study
programs, classification systems, bibliographies, thesauruses, and such (e.g., Nelson
1997; Elkins 2002; @rom 2003, Dam Christensen 2006). By classifying objects accord-
ing to preexisting schemes, the indexer, the art historian, and other LIS professionals
risk reproducing ideologies inherent in the structures of the practices. Art history is not
a particular coincidence. The same problematic can be found in other domains as well;
namely, everywhere that classical hierarchical, “universal” classification systems or, so
to speak, meaning that goes without saying, are not properly questioned.

CONCLUSION

Roland Barthes’ writings cover several decades, many genres, and a broad range
of topics. In this chapter it has been the semiologist who has been presented in order
to demonstrate Barthes’ interest in meaning production and signification in a range of
domains, but in particular the visual domain. In general, his accomplishments as a lit-
erary critic and cultural philosopher are very noteworthy, too, but it is as a semiologist
that his relevance for domains that touch upon representation of information as well as
models of communication and taxonomy is most evident. By way of his writings on im-
ages, the complex play between connotations and denotations, as well as the ideological
implications in classificatory practices has been outlined as a more elaborated correc-
tive to prevalent theories of indexing. In addition, it is worth mentioning that Barthes’
poststructuralist notions on reading, text, author, and writing also confront, for example,
network text, hypertext, user-driven innovation, folksonomies, social tagging, and so on.
In short, the text is a tissue of other texts, writing is an act of performativity, the reader
is decoding without dependence on the writer, and tagging is a matter of understanding
the usage of connotators in the Barthesian sense.
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Roy Bhaskar’s Critical Realism

John M. Budd
University of Missouri, USA

Roy Bhaskar was born in London in 1944 to an Indian father and an English mother. In
1963 he attended Balliol College, Oxford, on scholarship and graduated with first class
honors. During his graduate studies he worked under the guidance of the philosopher
Rom Harré, although his writings after he left Oxford diverged considerably from those
of his mentor. In particular, Bhaskar developed his own conception of realism, which he
initially placed in the tradition of critical realism and then reconceived as transcendental
realism. Since 1995 he has worked with the Centre for Critical Realism and the Interna-
tional Association of Critical Realism.

What constitutes science and what constitutes the social? Some theorists examine
science from the point of view of the social (Thomas Kuhn, Paul Feyerabend, Nel-
son Goodman), while others are careful to state that there are distinctions between sci-
ence and social phenomena to be made (Imre Lakatos, Karl Popper). In short, there
has tended to an either/or debate among those who study the practice of scientists. Roy
Bhaskar does not fall neatly into either category; in fact, he finds both sides wanting.
Imagine a scientific realist, a searcher after a naturalist alternative to positivism, who
also embraces mysticism as a pathway to self-actualization. Over the course of a long
career Bhaskar has developed and revised a set of ideas that bypasses method as such
and attempts to address the most fundamental ontological and epistemological under-
pinnings of what can be called wissenschaften (the generic concept of science as ordered
and reasoned inquiry).

The foundation he seeks to provide is undeniably postpositivist; his critiques are as
informative as are his original stances. His alternative framework of critical realism is
very rarely discussed in library and information science (LIS); this essay may help di-
rect readers to Bhaskar’s creative and imaginative thought. His work is not simple; his
writing forces readers to work extremely hard. Further, as was just mentioned, his ideas
are different; they cannot be placed into neat (and existing) categories. Since the body of
Bhaskar’s work has addressed a number of matters related to the philosophy of science
and social science (as well as the work of the sciences and social sciences themselves),
this essay will necessarily be limited to a selected body of ideas. Also, since I am doing
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the selecting, what is presented here is one person’s judgment of the importance of the
ideas to library and information science (LIS). The aim here is to demonstrate as clearly
as possible that the ideas are important, that Bhaskar presents an alternative to several tra-
ditions of thinking that have, at some times and in some ways, retarded progress in LIS.

INTRODUCTION

While a linear treatment cannot do justice to the work of many theorists, it is the most
legitimate way to relate Bhaskar’s contributions. The reason for the linear approach, as
is hinted at above, is that he revisited, revised, and sometimes reconceived his ideas over
time. Each of his published works builds upon the others, so anyone interested in learn-
ing about his thought as it has developed should read his books in order of publication.
For example, his earliest writings concentrated heavily on the natural sciences and how
progressive inquiry can proceed. At the outset of one of his earliest books he (1997)
writes, “The aim of this book is the development of a systematic realist alternative to
positivism which since the time of Hume has fashioned our image of science” (12). His
alternative is designed to be a corrective to an epistemology (logical empiricism or posi-
tivism) that has limited research in all fields. By dating positivism back to Hume he is
tackling a long tradition of empiricism; Hume was not tolerant of ideas not grounded
firmly in sensory experience. His opening salvo is a very important starting point for an
energized critical approach in LIS.

It has to be admitted, and the foregoing quotation from Bhaskar demonstrates this,
that a considerable amount of intellectual labor is necessary to comprehend and appre-
ciate his thought as fully as possible. A construct that he developed early in his writ-
ings, and applies throughout his career, is a set of distinctions that can also be applied to
LIS inquiry. His entire conceptual program is based on the existence of the “real.” The
real assuredly exists; it is ontological reality, but its clear discernment is elusive in the
inquiry into open systems (any system where external influences cannot be eliminated
or reduced, including the entirety of social structure). The real, then, is a domain that
is somewhat separate from the actual (or what we could call the “actualized”). Experi-
mentation, for example, structures study in such a way that the real cannot be clearly
identified; mechanisms (conceptual and physical) intervene between the real and what
is apprehended through experimentation. The events that do occur in life (including
such things as people seeking and evaluating information, making decisions, establish-
ing policy, and so on) are in the domains of the real and the actual. While the real is
frequently elusive in terms of conforming to theory, the actual can be seen as manifest
in many ways. The domains of possibility are further complicated in that, according to
Bhaskar, perception (or observation) can be out of sync with events, so the empirical
domain can be distinct from the actual and the real. The distance of the empirical from
the actual and the real is one of the primary hallmarks of his program. Bhaskar (1997)
illustrates his distinction graphically (13), as shown in Figure 3.1.

Since these points are so central to Bhaskar’s program, they deserve some explica-
tion. Let us assume an interaction between a librarian and a student. The student asks
for assistance with an assignment given by a political science instructor: discuss poten-
tial causes of Barack Obama’s rise, in spite of seeming advantages of opponents such as
Hillary Clinton. The assignment is a brief statement of the real; Obama did overcome
obstacles and gain support from many quarters for many reasons. The actual is part of
the student’s challenge, to identify some explicable connections among events that are
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Figure 3.1
Bhaskar’s Three Domains

Domain of Real Domain of Actual Domain of Empirical

Mechanisms v
Events v v
Experiences 4 4 v

related to the instructor’s assignment. If there should happen to be some natural laws
explaining political action (and here we must remember that Bhaskar’s model is lim-
ited to the natural sciences at this early stage in his career), then those laws are not fully
confirmed by the events that the student can identify. In short, the student cannot pro-
vide a “perfect” answer. The librarian, removed yet another step from the assignment, is
limited to the student’s explanation of what she or he needs. The librarian is in the ob-
server’s role and concentrates, quite possibly, on information resources that the student
can use to fulfill the assignment. The domains are related, but substantively distinct as
reflections of what is.

The distinctions are extremely important to an understanding of critical realism.
What Bhaskar asserts throughout his writings is that critical realism is not a simplistic
statement of a narrow ontology that is unshifting and perpetually knowable. The figure
is an effort to demonstrate different means by which humans perceive (and impose per-
ception) upon what is. The differences are every bit as vital as is the admission of the
existence of the domains. Bhaskar (1993) writes,

(o) they are categorically distinct and ontologically irreducible;

(B) they are normally disjoint or out of phase with one another;

(y) the activity necessary to align them for epistemic purposes normally involves practical
and conceptual distanciation, typically dependent on the past and the exterior; and

(0) they may possess radically different properties (e.g., in fetishism, mediatization or
visualization they may invert, or otherwise occlude, the properties they purport to
describe) (234).

If we take “information” as an example here, it is possible to envision the differences
among the real, the actual, and the empirical. What is it about information that can
be observed; in other words, what are the limitations to an empirical investigation of
information? There may be properties relating to media, symbology, signs, and so on
that can be studied. Those properties are distinct from the actual; information in the
domain of the actual is experienced differently (including semantically, grammatically,
communicatively ...in general, the interpretable). The lesson to take away from Bhaskar
is that conflation of such things as the domains of possibility reveal the ways that the
positivist epistemologies have obscured understanding of ontology.

One of Bhaskar’s most valuable contributions to fields like LIS is his articulation of
differences when it comes to what is studied. His early work suggests a simple way to
assess the differences; some things are not the products of human manufacture, imagi-
nation, or activity. These objects have a reality that is independent of us. Some other
things are created by humans, and their reality is apprehended as part of human Being.
Bhaskar (1997) says,
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If men ceased to exist sound would still continue to travel and heavy bodies to fall to the earth in
exactly the same way, though ex hypothesi there would be no-one to know it. Let us call these, in
an unavoidable technical neologism, the intransitive objects of knowledge. The transitive objects
of knowledge are Aristotelian material causes. They are the raw material of science—the artificial
objects fashioned into items of knowledge by the science of the day (21).

The two types, or species, of objects of knowledge require a new vision of ontology,
what Bhaskar calls “transcendental realism.” His explication of differences is especially
important as our field contemplates just what information is (transitive or intransitive).

BHASKAR AND SCIENCE

Before delving into Bhaskar’s transcendental realism an excursus into his position
on philosophy more generally, as it can be connected to knowledge, is necessary. The
position is related to the dynamics illustrated in Figure 3.1. If a scientific examination
of society and social phenomena can be at all possible, then there must be a definable
way that science works. In essence, Bhaskar provides a palliative for “science envy”
by presenting unique definitions of what science is and what it does. He accomplishes
this feat through critique and originality. His first step is to invoke Kant, but without
any necessary commitment to scientific theories and with acceptance of a conditional
quality of theorizing. Kant’s categorical imperative—that one should act according to
principles that could apply universally to all—is a starting point; the imperative does
not over-individualize experience. The social, according to the categorical imperative,
is not merely the product of individuals; it is a complex of physical, affective, and tem-
poral interrelations. This is not a simple principle to grasp; Bhaskar intends that we, as
scientific investigators of social action, avoid reifying laws of human action (making
the error of confusing human action as intransitive objects of knowledge). As he (1998)
says, “activity and its conceptualization may be historically transient; that the activity
may depend upon the powers that people possess as material things rather than just as
thinkers or perceivers; and that its analysis may establish transcendental realist, rather
than idealist, and so epistemically relativist, rather than absolutist (or irrationalist) con-
clusions” (5).

The combination of ontological realism and epistemological relativism may appear
to be discordant, but it is not. Transcendental realism, according to Bhaskar, is the basis
of science. He uses the example of experimentation with intransitive objects of knowl-
edge to make his point. The scientist has no alternative other than constructing a project
aimed at producing a pattern of events. The construction is itself determinate, at least to
a considerable extent, of the pattern of events produced. The determinism, says Bhaskar,
is demonstrative of the failure of the Humean causal model; a different construction
might produce a different pattern of events. He concludes that, as we apply the experi-
mental results in open systems (in which the determinate construction usually will not
obtain), the results can seem to be at odds with life in the open system. The results of the
experiment do not conform to actual experience.

There is an illustration, possibly clearer, that suggests Bhaskar’s transcendental
realism is an effective philosophy of science. At a time, not long ago, cosmologists used
then-existing theories and instrumentation to estimate the age of the known universe.
When data from the Hubble telescope and other sources became available, cosmolo-
gists has to adjust their estimates. The knowledge according to which they had operated
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was no longer valid, so their epistemic responsibility was to reject many formerly held
commitments to the erroneous estimates. This example deals with an intransitive object
of knowledge, something that did not alter itself (the universe did not decide to play
a prank on cosmologists). Bhaskar (1998) concludes, “There is an ontological gap
between causal laws and their empirical grounds....This not only renders standard
positivist methodological injunctions patently inapplicable, but vitiates the most famil-
iar hermeneutic contrasts” (11).

INCLUDING THE SOCIAL

The turn to constructivist theories of knowledge, including scientific knowledge, is
not addressed directly by Bhaskar, but constructivism is opposed to transcendental real-
ism. Bhaskar does mention Richard Rorty, as well as Kuhn and others in his critique of
what (he argues) amounts to a dualist ontology. For example, Jan Golinski (1998) claims
that “The constructivist outlook suggests...that science is shape by social relations at
its very core—in the details of what is accepted as knowledge and how it is pursued”
(17-18). Bhaskar claims that talk is real; it can be referred to again and again. Discourse
cannot be misconstrued as the way people construct statements about things; the things
about which they speak have some genuine referents, some ontological signifieds (the
meaning to which a signifier refers) that are more than the ideological wishes of the
speaker. Golinski’s confusion illustrates a fundamental error in understanding ontol-
ogy (this error will be elucidated shortly). Bhaskar’s critique challenges the stance that
knowledge is an emergent phenomenon that is generated solely by minds. His epis-
temological relativism does include admission that knowledge is fallible; in this way
he could be read as sympathetic to some of those he critiques. However, the means by
which knowledge is generated is not individualistic; that is, it is not the product of one
person, one mind. Because of the complex social element, knowledge is corrigible;
progress is possible.

Bhaskar, understanding the historicity of philosophy as well as anyone, recognizes
the potential atomism of radical constructivism as a product both of bourgeois individ-
ualism (and he shares with Marx this target) and the 20th-century positivist quest for
incorrigibility (the holy grail of irreducible knowledge). Radical constructivism, accord-
ing to his critique, necessitates what would generously be called a blank slate, but what,
in terms of transcendental realism, is actually an empty mind. In contrast to the empty
mind Bhaskar’s transcendental realism not only allows for, but explains, how episte-
mological progress is possible. He manages to explain, in part by refuting the opposing
positions of Thomas Kuhn and Karl Popper, that knowledge is neither the mere agree-
ment of a community nor the simple refutation of an existing hypothesis. Both Kuhn and
Popper, by very different means (they disagreed with each other in print and in person),
argue against a certainty and stasis in scientific practice, but ignore the potential for
progress in the face of change: “For those philosophers, such as Popper and Kuhn, who,
in opposition to the classical inductivist view, have drawn attention to the phenomenon
of scientific discontinuity and change, have found it difficult to reconcile this with the
idea that science involves a cumulative growth in our knowledge of nature” (Bhaskar
1998, 11). Bhaskar’s epistemological relativism is, as is clear, not nihilistic; to reiterate,
it admits to relativism by accepting correction, advance, and progress.

The other means Bhaskar employs in his critique is a refutation of what he calls the
epistemic fallacy. In brief, the epistemic fallacy is a “taboo on ontology” (Bhaskar 2002, 9);
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the central fallacy is to reduce ontology to epistemology; to reduce what is to what
we can claim to know. The fallacy is closely related to radical constructivism. This fal-
lacy follows from the Humean empiricist tradition in that it insists on a categorizing of
experience and a presumption that the categories of experience are indeed atomistic and
constant (Bhaskar 1998c 29-30). The presumption can only hold if knowledge is incor-
rigible (experience is universally shared and categorized once and for all). According to
the fallacy only what we can claim to know—that is, only what we can make statements
about—or agree that we know exists. More specifically, what we can propose about the
meaning of something, including an idea, is the important philosophical point (which
is the hallmark of the linguistic turn in philosophy). The epistemic fallacy, as Bhaskar
notes, eliminates all intransitive objects of knowledge; nothing can be examined as real
in itself. A variation on the epistemic fallacy is the linguistic fallacy (Bhaskar 1998a,
133). Peter Winch (1958) is a major proponent of what can be referred to as the con-
flation of philosophy and social science (that is, the practice of the social sciences as
Winch would prescribe it is philosophy). Winch argues that philosophy and social sci-
ence are concerned with meaning, that meaning is relative to cultures, places, and times,
and that the method of the social sciences is conceptual and in no way empirical. Winch
is featured here because his book, published more than 50 years ago, is still read and
referred to as a model for some practices in the social sciences. If one accepts Bhaskar’s
transcendental realism, though, one must reject Winch. For example, at one point Winch
(1958) writes that the “logical relations between propositions...depend on social rela-
tions between men” (126).
Bhaskar’s refutation of Winch is thorough. He (1998b) points out that

Winch’s two main arguments...are parasitic on a positivist ontology. Constant conjunctions of
events are neither necessary nor sufficient either for natural or for social scientific understand-
ing: both alike are concerned with the discovery of intelligible connections in their subject matter.
Nor do the conceptual and the empirical jointly exhaust the real [refer, once again, to Figure 3.1].
Critical realism can allow that conceptuality is distinctive, without supposing that it is exhaustive,
of social life. ... The social world is characterized by the complete absence of laws and explana-
tions conforming to the positivist canon” (xv).

It is here that another crucial aspect of Bhaskar’s transcendental realism is introduced—
dialectic (to which we will return shortly). In the instance of his critique of Winch (and
of a persistent tradition in the social sciences), Bhaskar emphasizes the lack of laws,
particularly covering laws, that could explain and predict human action in the social
sphere. He traces the tendency to seek (and claim to find) such laws to the ancient world,
and to Parmenides (who defined reality as immutable and timeless, and appearances as
deception) who strongly influenced Plato. In attempting to correct the Platonic/Socratic
conception of knowledge, Bhaskar (1994) suggests that “Knowledge-acquisition, to use
my (not Plato’s) terms, is a pre-existing ongoing social affair [italics in original]”
(7). He means that human inquiry begins with some prior knowledge and assumptions
that contribute to the search for answers, and which also leads to further questions re-
quiring inquiry. He places this construction in terms of ontology; the prior knowledge
exists not merely for one person, but for society, and the questions that emerge are also
real for everyone.

Again, context is helpful. There is a tradition in LIS of inquiry into the ways people
search for the information they want and need. The tradition had to begin at some point
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when, for example, the study of people’s psychological states was at its beginning. What
was known informed what would be examined, so there were limits to the conceptuali-
zation of searching activities. The contributions to knowledge (which have been real)
in a variety of fields have led to LIS researchers being able to frame their questions and
inquiry in evolving ways. Mechanistic kinds of studies were typical some years ago, but
more sophisticated types of examination have been made possible by increased knowl-
edge of the ways people think about texts (defined as broadly as possible). Stemming
from the cross-fertilization and ongoing activity, work such as that by Birger Hjorland,
Sanna Talja, Catherine Ross, and others could be published. This work illustrates the
state of inquiry, the potential for future activity, and the ontological character of knowl-
edge. The ontology of social action (and inquiry), for Bhaskar, is defined somewhat dif-
ferently from the customary, rather rigid, manner. His is what he calls stratified; there
are some realities that define our lives that are in conflict with simultaneously existing
realities. While Margaret Archer’s (1995) critical realism is substantively different from
Bhaskar’s, she helps to explain this idea: “To the social realist there is no ‘isolated’
micro world—no lebenswelt ‘insulated’ from the socio-cultural system in the sense of
being unconditioned by it, nor a hermetically sealed domain whose day-to-day doings
are guaranteed to be of no significant ‘import’” (10).

INTRODUCING DIALECTIC

Bhaskar repeatedly uses the example of Marx’s suggestion that, while humans are
in fact free to envision their lives, they are also constrained by the exploitation of labor
by capital. Suppose we take as an example for our purposes here the institution of the
library. There is a presumption of freedom of information—even a presumption, stated
by the profession as collective, of a responsibility to ensure that information is free.
Librarians operate upon the reality of the presumption both as idea and as practice.
Materials and access are intended to reflect the range of perspectives, influences, and
possibilities, and are managed in ways to optimize the intention. At the same time there
are financial constraints on purchases and licensing, as well as community preferences
and/or objections, technological challenges, and other mitigating factors. Both of the
elements are real and are faced by librarians continuously; librarians struggle to recon-
cile the freedom with the constraints, attempting to enhance the freedom and diminish
the constraints. The elements create tension that demonstrates clearly the impossibility
of isolation of one (preferable) state of affairs. In the effort to accentuate the freedom
there can be an impetus to relegate the constraints, as negatives, to an effective absence.
What this means is that librarians, understanding the financial and other tensions that
exist, attempt to realize the freedom insofar as it is possible. In other words, it is inevi-
table that the positive and the negative coexist.

Bhaskar’s more recent work focuses on the challenges of dialectic, but as a neces-
sary component of the examination of social life. In the later works his attention has
turned away (somewhat) from science and toward emancipation. The turn constitutes a
reduced focus on the method of science and even of social science and enhanced atten-
tion to human lives as people are best able to live them. “I should make it explicit that
I do not see science as a supreme or overriding value, but only as one among others to
be balanced (in a balance that cannot be wholly judged by science) in ergonic, eman-
cipatory and eudaimonistic activity” (Bhaskar 1993, 15). I would suggest that, while
his attention did shift, the entirety of his philosophical program should be investigated;
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there are consistencies that lead to the unified direction of the freedom of human
action. He (1993) says that the dialectic that is central to critical realism is a value:
“Dialectic is the yearning for freedom and the transformative negation of constraints
on it” (378). The transformation, which must be an essential commonplace of every
profession, carries a moral obligation based on personal agency. Agency, first-person
action, is the means by which ought can be realized as is, and an ideal of a eudaimonis-
tic society (a society that values both human autonomy and social good) can become
a reality. Agency is limited, though, in that “we never create the social structure, we
never create the social circumstances into which we are born. We never create it from
scratch, it always pre-exists us. Therefore, we must acknowledge the presence of the
past” (Bhaskar 2002, 20). Bhaskar’s ideal is strongly stated, but it is in concert with the
values—the axiological foundation—of librarianship.

The agency that Bhaskar champions is active, and requires intentionality on the part
of actors. A person acting intentionally has considerable freedom, but some variation
inheres in intentionality. Bhaskar (1993) explains the variation:

Four dialectically interdependent planes constitute social life, which together I will refer to
as four-planar social being, or sometimes human nature. These four planes are (a) of material
transactions with nature; (b) of inter-personal intra- or inter-action; (c) of social relations; and
(d) of intra-subjectivity. Important discriminations must be made at each level, thus at (c) we
can differentiate power (including hegemonic/counter-hegemonic), discursive and normative re-
lations (to which there correspond at [b] power, communicative and moral relations) [emphasis
in original] (153).

The rules of grammar and syntax constrain speech (discursive relations), but they by
no means determine it; there are choices that people are able to make intentionally. In
other words, even with constraints, there are an almost infinite number of meaningful
things that could be said. Likewise, rules of logic constrain formal inquiry, but the ap-
plication of the rules can only occur in certain circumstances. For example, an argument
is a formal structure, but that structure does not determine the premise that a particu-
lar individual will posit at a given time. Social reality is not determined by discourse,
even as that reality’s existence is shaped by human action. Our profession could inves-
tigate in greater detail the extent to which reality’s existence is shaped by what we call
information.

Contexts, including contexts of science and social science practice, tend to be social.
Society, in critical realism, is not an object separate from people, but neither do people
at a point in time make society. It both preexists the individuals who live right now (to
some extent society is given to a person at a point in time) and is shaped by those indi-
viduals. Society is comprised of many, each acting to some extent intentionally and (al-
though at many times in some substantive purposive agreement) not entirely in concert.
Further, society is human and historical; it is a product of what happens now, what has
happened, and what future is intended. For these reasons no method that allows, much
less embodies, atomism can have efficacy. Moreover, society is comprised of a complex
set of interactions, as Bhaskar (2002) points out:

I would like to look at the social world in this way: there are four places of social being which
ordinate it (the social world). There are material transactions with nature, so the social world is
constituted by nature; there are inter-personal relations between agents. .. ; underlying those there
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are social structures which pre-exist and form the conditions of possibility of our actions. Such
things as languages, modes of production, modes of political practice, those are the social struc-
tures which provide the conditions, the means and materials for our transactions with nature and
with each other. And then there is the depth stratification of the personality, of the psyche, of the
individual, and in principle the collective human spirit (73-74).

Method in the social sciences relies on the historical, transitive element. For anyone to
be able to ask a new question, one must be cognizant of previous questions and their
answers. It also relies on the ontic structure that defines the world. The structural con-
tribution of Bhaskar is very complex, but vital to method. He (1993) represents what he
calls four-planar social being graphically (160), as shown in Figure 3.2.

The cube represents flow, not static being, so the study of human action and the so-
cial world can be studied as flows. The flows, though, have structure, a structure that
accommodates the ontic (the real), the communicative, and the interpretive. The graphic
also serves to illustrate that there are both enabling and constraining forces and that
individuals/society are capable of both the simple reproduction of structures and actions
and transforming those structures and actions. The complexity of the social cube holds
a great deal of meaning for method.

An additional feature of Bhaskar’s dialectical critical realism is an understanding that
negativity is essential. It is in the negative that the positive is possible. Bhaskar clarifies
his meaning in some mundane example—pauses and stops in speech make communica-
tion comprehensible; there must be some absences so that the presence of what is said
can be heard. For fields such as LIS, though, the importance of negativity is even greater
than the mundane. As nonpositivist practice, LIS has to reject the particular kinds of
monisms (conceptual and methodological) that positivist empiricism imposed. That is,

Figure 3.2
Four-planar being encompassing the “social cube”
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there are pluralities of ideas and methods that can (and must) be used in LIS to ensure
that progressive knowledge is possible. The limitations that guided quests for laws, con-
tinuities, and regularities obscured, among other things, the conjunction of the subject
(we the practitioners) from practice, and emphasized the individualist-atomistic concep-
tion of society (see Bhaskar 1993, 228-29). He explains the crucial character:

Negativity embraces the dual senses of the (evaluatively neutral) absence and the (pejorative) ill,
united in dialectical critical realist explanatory critique, the aim of which is precisely to absent
ills, underlying which is the metatheorem that ills. Which can always be seen as absences, are
constraints, and that to change is to cause is to absent (that is, that changes are absenting), and
which forms the backbone of the...real definition of dialectic as absenting constraints on absent-
ing ills (or absences)—or, in effect, the axiology of freedom (238).

The passage is not simple, but it is explicable. Negativity necessarily includes a destruc-
tive character; dialectical critical realism guides negativity to what, in particular, is to
be rendered absent. In LIS terms, negativity makes possible (or perhaps made possible
at a point in time) the creation of a collection of works that were selected in preference
to other works. In librarianship the absence of some works was symbolic of the inclu-
sion of other works; that is, the collection was intended to be representative and not
complete. LIS services also embrace negativity as a component of the value of free-
dom. What is retrieved by a user is an admission of the absence of what is not retrieved;
more importantly, what is read as relevant to a user’s needs is a further admission of
the absence of the irrelevant. The character of services such as retrieval, reference, and
reader’s advisory embrace the critical dynamism of the negativity; what is absent at one
moment can be present in the next—intentionally. He (2002) adds a warning to dialec-
tic and absence: “if we leave out social structures, or if we only have social structures
and we leave out nature or inter-personal relations, then we are in a situation of absence,
dialectically erroneous absence” (74).

SUMMARY

Bhaskar, in clarifying an important difference between the natural and the social
sciences states in several places that inquiry in the social sciences might not be able
to achieve the irreducible positivist goal of prediction (see Wikgren 2005). The human
aspect of dialectic critical realism is an explanation for the lack of predictability; the
confluence of presence and absence requires deep and thoroughgoing research to reach
understanding. Wikgren does explain the challenge: “In this respect realism differs from
empiricism (the view that knowledge derives from experience of the world), and also
from idealism (positing thought and language over matter). In social studies this distinc-
tion conditions our analysis: how real is social reality, and how can we best study, for
example, the complex social events with information seeking and use” (12)? The poten-
tial is not limited to those topics of inquiry; the breadth of LIS could benefit from the
critical-realist eye. In particular, Bhaskar’s work provides a sound theoretical grounding
for a critical appraisal of existing underlying (historical) assumptions that have contrib-
uted to the present state of LIS.

In a more specific vein, Bhaskar’s idea of dialectic provides a framework—or perhaps
a lens—through which inquiry and praxis in librarianship can be examined. His books
offer a progressively well-developed idea of the need to envision the social sciences
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generally as encompassing the two forms of reality. Unlike some theorists, Bhaskar
does not advocate subsuming social science under the method or epistemology of the
natural sciences; his stance is that there are varying ontological existences that must
be accounted for, that human relations cannot be reified as though they were intransi-
tive objects of knowledge. Moreover, the very concept of information can be revisited
in light of the dialectic that Bhaskar details. To situate his framework in bold terms,
Bhaskar provides a corrective for an abundance of information seeking and informa-
tion retrieval work that has been done to date, which has been heavily influenced by
information-processing cognitive inquiry. Once one comprehends that the informational
objects are in fact transitive objects, then one can engage them discursively, epistemo-
logically, and in their own ontological context.
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BIOGRAPHICAL OVERVIEW

Pierre Bourdieu (1930-2002) was a French sociologist whose work focused on the
influence of an individual’s position in society on his or her decisions and actions in
life. Bourdieu was born in Denguin, a rural community in the Pyrenees in Southwest
France. After attending the Ecole Normale Supérieure in Paris in the 1950s intending
to study philosophy, a prestigious field at the time in France, Bourdieu served in the
French military and was stationed in Algiers, where he remained after the completion of
his military service to teach and conduct research. It was this experience, concomitant
with conducting research in his native region of Béarn that moved him to the field of so-
ciology from philosophy. His own background provided examples of his theories, such
as habitus and the role of cultural and symbolic capital, which he analyzed in his work.
He felt he held a unique position of being from a rural, working-class background and
holding a respected and influential position in academia.

Although never entirely comfortable with being an intellectual, Bourdieu spent
most of his professional higher education holding positions at the University of Algiers
(1958-60), the University of Paris (1960-64), the Ecole des Hautes Estudes en Science
Sociales (1964-82) and the College de France (1982-2002), where he served as the
Chair of Sociology, a position he held until his retirement shortly before his death from
cancer. Bourdieu liked to take the marginal view and often took controversial political
stances in France (Reed-Danahay 2004, 2). However, Bourdieu did try to maintain a po-
sition outside of the political arena because he felt it was the proper place for sociologist
to be involved (Grenfell 2004, 2).

Bourdieu’s theories focus on the construction and presentation of the social world. He
does this, generally using French social structures as an example and explaining how the
classes are structured, both in relation to other classes and within each class. In this sense,
Bourdieu is not simply looking at European views of class structure based on aristocracy
because his work considers what makes a dominant class dominant and what makes it
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accepted as dominant by other classes regardless of the setting. Bourdieu’s theories and
concepts developed from his research in Algeria, his native region of Béarn, and Paris.
His work, however, was not without critics who focused on his “alleged lack of analysis”
(Baert 1998) or his dependence on his own origins to support his research and conclu-
sions. In spite of this, his hierarchical construction of the social world is transferable to
many different social settings or societies because of his analysis of the process and prac-
tices that influence individual development and help to construct social structures, rather
than simply focus only on the distinct classes that compose the social structures.

MAJOR WORKS AND THEORIES

Bourdieu’s vast amount of writing and presentations center on the concept of a gen-
eral theory of practice, of how we, as individuals and as members of society, function
every day; how we know what to do; how we make decisions—especially those we
make unconsciously; how we know how to speak and what to say. All of this stems from
an individual’s view of the world, which according to Bourdieu, is shaped through his
or her position in society and the structure of that society. In other words, one’s history,
including family, education, interactions with other classes, language and rituals, all
contribute to how one approaches decisions, asks questions, and collects and filters data
and information from the world.

However, Bourdieu did not limit himself to analyzing individuals and their outlook
on the world. He also considered society and the hierarchy of class structure through
discussions and analysis of the construction of the social world, the tools and process in
place to provide support, and how all of it is balanced in order to maintain the configura-
tion of power and domination of culture. Using the concepts of habitus, symbolic power,
and fields of production, Bourdieu provides a view of the social world where individuals
and groups with shared interests (social, economic, education, gender, ethnicity) create
society and its structure through processes, practices, and rules and restrictions, both
implicit and explicit, that help to create a shared, unspoken understanding of the uses
of power, capital, and education. This power and capital are used to negotiate the vari-
ous fields of production that help shape and influence the structure of the social world,
including terms and conditions of social mobility. All of this is done with the implied
approval and unconscious complicity at all levels of the social hierarchy. In fact, it is the
implicit, unspoken, and unconscious that dominates Bourdieu’s analysis of the social
world, which is based on the concept of habitus.

Habitus

Habitus is Bourdieu’s central theory, the one that underlies everything he wrote and
the concept that drives his analysis of social structures and interactions among and
between classes, regardless of location. Habitus is the process of how individuals shape
their views of themselves, the wider society, and their place in the social world through
subtle, often unconscious, inculcation of the family, the education system, local and re-
gional society, and interactions within and outside of their social class. In Outline of a
Theory of Practice (1977), Bourdieu defines habitus as:

The structures constitutive of a particular type of environment produce habitus, systems of du-
rable, transposable dispositions, structured structures predisposed to function as structuring
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structures, that is, as principles of the generation and structuring of practices and representations
which can be objectively “regulated” and “regular” without in any way being the product of obe-
dience to rules (Bourdieu 1977, 72).

In other words, habitus is how individuals create their worldviews, generally through
the unconscious recognition of patterns, rules, and expectations based on one’s social
class, family history, gender, education, and interactions with others at all levels within
society. It is the “embodied feelings and thoughts connected to commonsense under-
standings of the world (doxa) and arising from particular social positions, including
those of class, gender, nationality and ethnicity” (Reed-Danahay 2004, 2); a feel for the
game; an understanding of how the world works and how ones fits within this work-
ing. Habitus is built upon doxa, the unconscious and unstated knowledge of the natural
world. Doxa are those concepts and principles that are left unsaid, often because they
came without being said; those ideas that one simple knows rather than being told,
recognized only through missteps or mistakes that lead to questions regarding the as-
sumption or practice. Habitus influences every aspect of how individuals choose to
configure their lives and guides every decision, including those regarding education,
career, marriage, entertainment, manners, and speech. However, it is not a Voluntary
or conscious process. Individuals rarely recognized how habitus influences decisions
and actions.

Habitus, however, is not simply individual process, but one that is conducted in con-
cert with others. Other members of the social world at all levels of the social hierarchy
also contribute to development of habitus. Bourdieu (1977) sees social classes “defined
as much by its being-perceived and by its being” (4). In other words, class structure is
dependent not only on what is presented as reality, but also on individuals’ perception of
that reality. For example, an individual is defined as middle class or petit bourgeois by
fulfilling the expectations of this class through economic and cultural means, as well as
his or her own perception of having the economic and cultural means. This perception
provides a common view of the social structure and allows those at the top of the social
hierarchy, the dominant classes, help to inculcate habitus through the establishment of
the legitimate, which may include educational opportunities, formal language usage,
widely acceptable cultural pursuits, requirements for career paths, and the potential for
social mobility—both upward and downward. Once a legitimate goal, pursuit, or action
is established, it is accepted or rejected into the other classes, or the dominated classes,
based on the habitus of the social class.

An individual’s actions and choices reveal his or her habitus, which then identifies
social standing or social class. Each class has its own rules regarding concepts such as
gift giving, entertaining, and serving dinner. Each class acts to stay ahead of the class
directly beneath it while simultaneously working to achieve the status of the class above
it. This is reflected in the choices made based on the current position within the so-
cial structure and the desired position within the social structure. In Distinction (1984),
Bourdieu uses the concept of taste, or cultural distinctions, as an illustration of how so-
cial class, regardless of location in the social hierarchy, defines what is expected and
acceptable.

Taste is amor fati, the choice of destiny, but a forced choice, produced by conditions of existence
which rule out all alternatives as mere daydreams and leave no choice but the taste for the neces-
sary (178).
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Taste is an identifier of class in the “manner in which culture has been acquired” (2) and
is reflected in the way it is used. The simple act of serving dinner provides abundant il-
lustrations of the habitus of the different classes that range from “substance and function
to form and manner” (196). Whether it is lean and healthy foods for the dominant or
bourgeois or substantive and fatty foods for the working class, the fastes associated with
the particular class are defined by the needs to reach certain expectations. For example,
members of the petite bourgeoisie or middle class will try to show their difference from
the working class and reflect their desire to become bourgeois by always serving a for-
mal dinner in a formal dining room rather than the relaxed (vulgar) meals of the work-
ing class served in kitchens. Outsiders in certain social situations are easily identified
by missteps, such as using the wrong dinner fork or expecting individual courses to be
presented.

Power and Capital

Just as habitus creates an understanding of the social world and how one fits within
it, the concept of power provides the mechanism for maintaining, or losing, the struc-
ture and status of classes in the social world. According to Bourdieu, power is built upon
the concepts of capital, which is often formed through economic and cultural resources.
Individuals may also acquire capital through educational means, although this is often
dependent on the type of education, social influence, and the rarity of certifications or
degrees or through symbolic capital that is acquired through ““a reputation for compe-
tence and an image of respectability and honorability” (1984, 291). Both educational
capital and symbolic capital are often included as part of cultural capital, but are dif-
ferentiated by social standing and class habitus. Each form of capital carries a different
weight and significance depending on social class and location within the social class.
All of these work together to create a complex hierarchical structure of classes and to
identify divisions within the individual classes. Where one resides in the social hierar-
chy is based on capital, both economic and cultural and on how one is able to translate
this capital into power. Economic capital depends on the economic resources of an in-
dividual. However, cultural capital can be more complicated. While it requires a certain
knowledge base, to have rich cultural capital requires more than just an education or a
reputation, but also the comprehension and competence expected from the dominant
class. As a result, an individual from a middle-class or working-class background may
achieve a certain level of educational capital or symbolic capital without gaining cul-
tural capital. For example, members of the petite bourgeoisie or the middle class often
make choices based on creating a perception of upward mobility while at the same time
implementing certain economic practices to maintain this lifestyle, such as to buy art or
cultural artifacts that are unusual, but not rare; affordable, but not inexpensive; almost
good enough, but not quite. This is done based on a promise of a future that probably
will never come. The dominant class does not surrender power, nor does it accept new-
comers easily. They maintain their position in the hierarchy by changing the rules as
the situation changes. As more people actually achieve a goal—an educational degree,
a summer vacation destination, art pieces, and so on—the more that item is devalued.
Drawn from economic and cultural capital, power establishes the basis to structure the
social into distinct classes and to establish and reinforce habitus.

When Bourdieu speaks of power, he is referring to the concept of symbolic power, or
power that is derived from the impression of the significance of economic and cultural
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capital. Symbolic power provides the dominant class, the bourgeois for Bourdieu, the
influence and authority to construct established norms and values and to define legiti-
mate standards and culture. As with habitus, this is accomplished without conscious
recognition by the dominant or dominated classes.

Symbolic power is that invisible power which can be exercised only with the complicity of those
who do not want to know that they are subject to it or even that they themselves exercise it (Bour-
dieu 1991, 164).

For effective control and power, both economic capital and cultural capital are required.
How much of each type of capital depends on the importance placed on the type of
capital within each social class. Once symbolic power is given, individuals or specific
classes are able to exert control over members of other classes, or dominated members
of their own class. Those who are willing to surrender power to others must also ac-
knowledge the particular capital as legitimate. This again refers back to the concept of
habitus, which provides the basis for legitimizing particular forms of capital.

Symbolic power also provides the means and justification for the dominant class, or
dominant members of social classes, to create new positions and requirements in order
to maintain their status and power. Bourdieu recognizes the importance of the rare in
relation to education and cultural capital. When something is rare or limited to a select
number of individuals, such as an educational degree or cultural artifact, it has effective
symbolic capital and provides the holder with a degree of symbolic power. However, as
more and more individuals are able to attain degrees and certificates in higher educa-
tion, the value and application of those degrees decreases. Hence, what was once suffi-
cient for a career changes as the number of qualified individuals increases, which leads
to revisions of requirement, many of which can be found in the habitus of the dominated
classes.

Social Structures and Field of Production

The construction of the social world, in Bourdieu’s analysis, is not limited to class
structure, or at least class structure as a simple hierarchy of social and economic status.
It also includes fields of production or power. These are the social spaces where mem-
bers are differentiated based on habitus and capital, both of which provide different
levels of power. Members of the same classes may be divided within a particular field
of production, such as the cultural or economic fields. Divisions may also be based on
educational attainment, such as the contrast between degreed individuals and or auto-
didacts; based on economic resources, such as the contrast between old money and the
nouveau riche; or based on social capital built on reputation, such as the contract be-
tween established art galleries and the avant-garde art community. Each field is shaped
by the struggles of competing views, each fighting for the right to define legitimate.
“A field or a market may be seen as a structured space of positions in which the posi-
tions and their interrelations are determined by the distributions of different kinds of ...
capital” (Bourdieu 1991,14). The fields are not distinct, but rather overlap and influence
the structure and space of each field. They are the “site of struggles in which individuals
seek to maintain or alter the distribution of the forms of capital specific to it” (14). The
constant struggles define the form and the spaces within the fields with participants in
the struggle working to gain as much space within the field as possible.
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This struggle is most clear in the fields of cultural production where art, both high
and low, is produced for specific audiences based on cultural, economic, and educa-
tional background. In the Field of Cultural Production (1993) Bourdieu provides an
analysis of the arts and culture, specifically how culture both influences and is influ-
enced society; and how the “practice of culture...within a social system...not only
reproduces itself but also legitimizes itself” (Huhn 1996, 88). Rather than simply focus
on only the structures, methods, schools, or political and social repercussions, Bourdieu
explains how each factor impacts and changes the production, definition, and accep-
tance of art and how the hierarchical structure of the art word, and society as a whole,
controls the fields of cultural production. “To socially recognize hierarchy of the arts,
and within each of them, genres, schools or periods, corresponds a social hierarchy of
consumers” (Bourdieu 1984, 1). In other words, the social habitus is used to help create
and structure the different fields or markets within the fields of cultural production to
satisfy the diverse needs and desires from the various economic fields.

The field of cultural production, as with the social world, is presented as a society
that is dominated by one class and the “ways in which culture contributes to this struc-
ture” (Bourdieu 1993, 21). Habitus and power help to ensure the acceptance of this as
the legitimate view of reality. Within the art world, this structure and domination is even
more pronounced due to the established definitions and identification of art, the hier-
archization of groups and subgroups, and the positions and position-taking present in
the field.

Within the fields of cultural production, Bourdieu identifies two significant forms
of capital, economic and symbolic, which in turn create two subdivisions: the field of
large-scale cultural production and the field of restricted production. The field of large-
scale production is more concerned with profit and is “organized with a view to the pro-
duction of cultural goods destined for non-producers of cultural goods, ‘the public at
large’” (Bourdieu 1993, 115). The majority of artists and artistic works fall within this
field that is generally defined by commercial success. Despite economic gains, however,
many in this category still cling to the accepted view of art. This can be seen in the de-
fensive or apologetic positions successful artists adopt to justify their work.

The field of restricted production, on the other hand, focuses on symbolic capital
and creating art for art’s sake. Symbolic capital is earned through rejecting commercial
works. The more disinterested an artist is in economics, the more symbolic capital is ac-
quired. Commercial success and economic gains are seen as a debasement of culture, a
rejection of true or pure art. It is through the field of restricted production that changes
to the accepted paradigms are instituted because the artists have the power to question
and reject the ideas of the dominant class. This is a smaller and more elite field that is
“defined by its own criteria for the production and evaluation of its products” (Bourdieu
1993, 115).

The accepted notion of art is created and perpetuated by an official source, such as
the government, the educational system, museums, or members of the art world. In
order to change the accepted definition of art, to cause a revolution in thinking, an indi-
vidual or group must be able to exist or to produce legitimate work outside of the estab-
lishment. Bourdieu makes this clear when he discusses the idea of the artist attempting
to establish himself by being different.

On one side are the dominant figures, who want continuity, identity, reproduction; on the other,
the newcomers, who seek discontinuity, rupture, difference, revolution. To ‘make’ one’s name
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means making one’s mark, achieving recognition (in both senses) of one’s difference from other
producers.. . it means creating a new position beyond the positions presently occupied, ahead of
them (1993, 106).

The artist attempts to find a way to force others to see and to accept an alternative view
or definition of art. Dominants, however, fight any attempt to introduce new ideas and
preserve their views. “Those in dominant positions operate essentially defensive strate-
gies, designed to perpetuate the status quo by maintaining themselves and the principles
on which their dominance is based” (83). One method is making the normal and every-
day rare by focusing on the form rather than the content. This is how an artist claims the
ownership of a work of art. It is not the subject of the painting, it is the technique used
that makes it unique. However, this can status can only be achieved with enough cul-
tural capital to give legitimacy to the position and economic capital to ignore the mar-
ket. In other words, symbolic power through habitus and social standing acts as a basis
for creating or discovering a new art form within the context of established standard of
legitimate art.

It is interesting to note that rejection of or rebellion against a legitimate course does
not weaken it, because it is not possible to rebel or reject the legitimate without first rec-
ognizing that it is legitimate. The act of rebellion reinforces the dominant by acknowl-
edging its role and its power. The act of refuting or refusing cultural norms, educational
degrees, and/or manners and graces reinforces the legitimacy of these concepts because
they are being rebelled against.

The struggle in the fields of cultural production is not limited to art and other cultural
artifacts. The use of language is another important tool for creating and maintaining
social structures and the accepted concept of legitimate culture. Speech is a clear iden-
tifier of social position and habitus. “Language is a body technique, and specifically lin-
guistic, especially phonetic, competence is a dimension of bodily hexis in which one’s
whole relation to the social world, and one’s whole socially informed relation to the
world, are expressed” (Bourdieu 1991, 86). Speech is influenced from the beginning by
those who speak to us and is regulated by the expectation of correct usage based on the
setting and the habitus of social position. Each discourse is formed on the relationship
between habitus and the field or market of cultural production.

The use of language, the manner as much as the substance of discourse, depends on the social po-
sition of the speaker, which governs the access he can have to the language of ... official, orthodox
and legitimate speech (109).

Members of the dominant class, because they have the power to influence, know the
correct language and words to use in formal and informal situations or, if they do not
know, have the confidence and knowledge based on their habitus to be able to express
their lack of knowledge without expressing ignorance, or to put it another way, to be
able to not know something without being judged. “All linguistic practices are measured
against the legitimate practices, i.e. the practices of those who are dominant” (53). Bour-
dieu refers to this domination of language as symbolic violence.

Symbolic violence is a form of violence because those with the most cultural capi-
tal and symbolic power force, usually though subtle and unconscious means, the offi-
cial and accepted meanings of words and symbols onto the dominated classes. In other
words, the standards of language are established and enforced, through education and
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official institutions, by those whose language and speech carry the most power. This
often reveals itself in the practice of anticipated censorship or self-censorship, based on
the social situation, the cue and codes communicated, and an understanding of what can
and cannot be said.

BOURDIEU AND LIS

Although Bourdieu’s work focuses on sociology and the social world, it has many
interdisciplinary applications. In his work, he looked beyond his profession “to liter-
ary and art criticism to offer critiques of sociology and anthropology” (Reed-Danahay
2004, 3). He was often critical of the restrictive nature of objective anthropology and
philosophy as neither field allows researchers to fully explore the social world and to
question the practices and assumptions that contribute to and create the structure of
classes and classes within classes, starting with the assumptions and world views of
researchers. This need to recognize one’s habitus is as important to library and infor-
mation science (LIS) as other professions in the social sciences. Although we try to be
objective, it is important to recognize that we are not unbiased. Our own worldviews in-
fluence how we approach information, be it in a book, a database, or a cultural artifact,
and how we as professionals present the information to society.

Bourdieu’s work provides several concepts relevant to the LIS professions: habi-
tus, capital, symbolic power and the use of language, and the fields of cultural produc-
tion. Several scholars in LIS have used Bourdieu’s frameworks of symbolic power and
cultural capital to analyze practices in the profession. Blaise Cronin and Debra Shaw
(2002) used Bourdieu’s definition of citations as an objective indicator of symbolic
power (1267) in their examination of the relationship of symbolic capital and schol-
arly distinction. In LIS programs, faculty are expected to publish, and the perception
of prestige attached to certain journals provides a level of cultural capital and symbolic
power that can be used to earn tenure within a specific institution and to secure various
levels of capital within the profession. John Budd and Lynn S. Connaway (1998) also
used Bourdieu’s concepts to frame their analysis of the relationship between content and
power in LIS education. The article recognized the symbolic power attached to educa-
tional content and the lack of consistency across curriculums. The lack of consistency
reflects a struggle among LIS organizations within certain fields of production in order
to define the future direction of LIS education. While focused on different aspects of
LIS education, both works looked at the role of language as a form of symbolic power
within the profession, which influences the construction and delivery of educational
content.

Symbolic power and cultural capital, while significant in education, have a much
broader application to the LIS professions. At its core, LIS is a service profession. Many
libraries, museums, and information centers focus on providing information services to
the larger community. In most Western societies, this includes diverse communities with
different orientations to culture, to learning, and to official or government organizations.
With an understanding of habitus and how it influences worldviews, LIS can better pre-
pare to serve these communities.

However, how LIS professionals deliver services can act as a tool for reinforcing
and strengthening existing social structures, including coercive practices and inequi-
ties. In her article “The Meaning of Service,” France Bouthillier (2000) uses Bourdieu’s



Social Capital, Symbolic Violence, and Fields of Cultural Production

theories, along with Anthony Giddens’ work, to create a framework for studying the sys-
tems of meanings used by service providers in their interactions with users. The purpose
of the research was to “offer a framework for studying service practices in relation to
social and historical issues” (243). In other words, the research reviewed the role of ha-
bitus and cultural capital in the delivery of LIS services; it explored how these services
help to reinforce and reproduce social structures and order by providing them within a
system of meaning in such a way that they are perceived as legitimate (246). Hence, the
use of symbolic power and cultural capital acts as an enforcement mechanism in the
dominance of social classes and structures.

Service is not the only tool used to build symbolic power and cultural capital. Librar-
ies and information centers play a significant role in the field of cultural production,
acting as facilitators and as preservation agents and/or repositories of culture. As a part
of governmental or educational institutions, LIS often acts as a legitimizing agent for
cultural artifacts. Libraries are the place to go to find the latest books for reading and to
research good information, which gives the impression of acceptability of the materials
provided. Archives select which historical artifacts are deemed important or legitimate
enough for preservation. Museums display only those cultural artifacts deemed impor-
tant to society, for all to appreciate. As such, it is important to understand the construc-
tion of the field, the power struggles, the capital needed for influence, the positions of
both the dominant and the dominated classes, and the position and contribution of li-
braries and information centers in the struggle.

John Budd (2003) and Anne Goulding (2008) both look at the role of libraries as in-
stitutionalized producers and disseminators of cultural capital and symbolic power, or
to put it another way, identify the means through which libraries act in the process of
acquiring culture. In her analysis, Goulding views library use as “an indicator of cul-
tural capital, suggesting that libraries can be regarded as sites for the production, dis-
semination and appropriation of cultural capital” (236). In contrast, Budd considers the
unconscious or unacknowledged use of symbolic power in their policies and practices,
which results in a lack of consideration of interpretive ethical social action. Despite
their differing viewpoints, both authors provide a strong analysis of the libraries and
their role in the reproduction of cultural mores through the perception of libraries as
prominent figures in the fields of cultural production. The question is not whether the
library acts as a disseminator of cultural capital, but rather to what degree and to which
social groups. The next step from these articles might be to look at collection develop-
ment polices and the creation of programs in libraries in relation to social structures,
cultural and educational capital, and habitus of those involved in the process and the
expected recipients of the services.

The information professions extend well beyond libraries and include concepts
such as information behaviors and domain knowledge. In this area of research, De-
nise M. Nascimento and Regina M. Marteleto (2008) reviewed the role of social fields
and domain knowledge in relation to Bourdieu’s sociology of culture by researching
the information practices of members in the architecture discipline. The purpose of
the research was to “understand the information phenomena through means of infor-
mation practice—the way of acting that gives identity to a group” (397). The authors
concluded that particular disciplines create their own habitus based on the information
structure of a discipline and the domain knowledge of the researcher. This in turns
acts as influence on information seeking behaviors and the accumulation of symbolic
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power and cultural capital and establishes their position within the field of cultural
production.

CONSIDERATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

There are many topics and issues in LIS that could benefit from Bourdieu’s theories,
including educational programs, services to underserved groups, information behav-
iors and class structure, and the continued critical analysis of the role of habitus in the
information professions. When considering the role of symbolic capital and educational
degrees, one may want to look at the respect or significance given to the traditional LIS
master’s degree (MLIS) in comparison to other information related degrees, such as
master’s in information science (MIS). In recent history, there has been a growing fric-
tion between what are seen as traditional library programs and those that focus on the
field of information. While this provides a rich conversation about the evolving nature
of information and the role of information professionals, is this debate also weakening
the symbolic capital of the various educational degrees? In other words, as more pro-
grams and degrees focus on the study of information and its uses, do the values of these
degrees decrease as the number of graduates increase? Which programs and degrees
have the most educational capital, economic capital, and/or cultural capital and how is
this translated into symbolic power in LIS?

The discussion of LIS education can further benefit from a frank and critical anal-
ysis of the role of habitus and social capital in LIS education. There is a growing
body of literature concerning the state of diversity in LIS. Using Bourdieu’s habitus
and cultural capital as a framework, researchers can look beyond curriculum issues
and address the question of how our backgrounds—made up of a majority of edu-
cated, white, middle class individuals—are influencing our teaching. Are topics such
as diversity, underserved populations, or gender focused issues seen as more fringe
ideas, or are they given prominence in LIS educational programs, and who makes this
decision?

As a profession, we may also want to consider the fact that in LIS there is not a set
core or even a set definition of librarian or information professional by a major profes-
sional organization, the American Library Association (ALA), which is responsible for
the accreditation of LIS educational programs. Considering this lack, why is this accred-
itation process in place? Is it as an educational tool or is it a mechanism of educational
capital? Does this stem from the pressures of other professional groups (ABA, AMA) or
our own attempt at gaining cultural capital?

Bourdieu’s theories can be used in research reaching beyond LIS education and
focusing on service and programs offered. For example, the concepts of symbolic power
and symbolic violence can be used to analyze the presentation of the libraries and other
information centers to underserved groups. This includes the consideration of power
and cultural capital in how we, as a profession, present the library and how, as an insti-
tution, it is viewed by the wider social community based on social position and educa-
tional capital.

This can also be taken a step further to analyze the role of symbolic violence in
creating programs for groups perceived as outside of the social norms to attempt to
answer questions such as: Are these programs put together based on the stated needs
of these groups or are they constructed based on the LIS professional’s perception
of need? In the delivery of these programs, are LIS institutions reaching out to these
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communities, or instead furthering social domination through subtle and unconscious
means by imposing the official and accepted meanings of words and symbols onto the
dominated classes?

CONCLUSION

As the definition and capital of information changes, the concept of symbolic power
is very important when it comes to being recognized as information professionals in
the social world, especially by those with the most economic and cultural capital—
those that create the new positions in society. For LIS, that means the need to have suf-
ficient cultural capital, including educational capital, as well as economic capital to be
an accepted authority in the information society. Hence, unless those outside of the pro-
fession recognize our degrees as legitimate for handling and locating information, the
profession will have limited power in the information society.
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A BRIEF BIOGRAPHY

French cultural theorist, Michel de Certeau was born in 1925 and died in 1986.
Although his work really only found wide notice among English language readers
after his death, as Nataliec Zemon Davis (2008) tells us, de Certeau was seen as a
kind of celebrity thinker in France, where he was openly mourned by the public. De
Certeau was ordained as a Jesuit priest in 1956 (Ahearne 1995, 2) and throughout
his scholarly career he maintained what one critic called an “unwavering religiosity”
(Buchanan 2000, 2). Much of de Certeau’s scholarly output was concerned with early
modern religions, particularly with his study of 17th-century Christian mystics (see
Ahearne 1995; Giard 1997, ix; Davis 2008). Profoundly affected by the student and
worker protests culminating in the general strike of May 1968 in France (Giard 1997),
de Certeau collected his commentary and reflections on these events in a pamphlet
entitled, La prise de parole' that was published later in the same year (Highmore
2006, 75). Some see these writings as representative of an important turning point in
de Certeau’s oeuvre, marking a shift away from the strictures of the institutional dis-
courses in which his religious studies were performed. Other analysts insist that there is
a strong and coherent thread of thematic and methodological interests that runs through
de Certeau’s entire body of work (for example, Buchanan 2000; Highmore 2002). De
Certeau also conducted ethnographic studies among native communities in the Latin
American countries of Brazil, Chile, and Argentina (Ahearne 1995, 70; Highmore
2006, 8). After 1968 and until his death, he worked consistently as a cultural policy
analyst and public intellectual, working with colleagues on various projects for the
Ministry of Culture in France (Highmore 2006, 154). De Certeau also pursued in-
tellectual interests in psychoanalysis and was also a founding member of Jacques
Lacan’s Ecole Freudienne established in 1964 (Ahearne 1995, 2; Highmore 2006, 51).
He held several academic positions in France and from 1978-84 he was a professor of
French and comparative literature at the University of California at San Diego. He was
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appointed director of studies at the Ecole des Hautes Etudes en Sciences Sociales in
Paris the year before his death.?

Apparently, de Certeau identified primarily as an historian (Ahearne 1995, 194; Davis
2008), and he has made significant contributions to the history of early modern religious
experience (see The Possession at Loudon) as well as to the writing of history and his-
toriography (see The Writing of History). He brought to all of his writing the influences
of his Jesuit training, his interests in psychoanalysis, and his concern to honour the
perspectives of marginalized and invisible voices whether this was “of seventeenth-
century ‘Christians without a church,”” of the Amerindians crushed by colonizers since
the Renaissance, and of the “man without qualities,” (sic) our contemporary human be-
ings who are submerged—even in the secrecy of their dreams—by mass consumerism”
(Giard 1997, ix). However, most commentators on de Certeau’s oeuvre also point out
his remarkably wide-ranging intellectual contributions to fields such as cultural and
media studies, consumer and leisure studies, cultural anthropology, and literary stud-
ies, as well as to social and political thought and psychoanalysis. And, as many analysts
have pointed out, Michel de Certeau’s work seems truly interdisciplinary in his quest to
understand and articulate the practices of everyday life while privileging perspectives
that have been silenced and invisible in other accounts. This serious, ethical insistence
on the interrelated connections among disciplined ways of knowing may resonate the
most with researchers and writers who work on the problematics of everyday life and
marginalized voices and perspectives. For this reason (and due to the necessary editorial
limits imposed for this chapter), it is primarily de Certeau’s ideas about the practices of
everyday life that will be covered here, although references will be made to his diverse
works as appropriate.?

PRACTICES OF EVERYDAY LIFE

In earlier work I sketched a framework for the analysis of everyday life information-
seeking behaviour that drew from Michel de Certeau’s rubric of everyday life practices
(Rothbauer 2005). In this chapter, I elaborate this framework making further reference
to de Certeau’s ideas about the everyday as an “ensemble of practices” (Highmore
2002, 151).

It is important to emphasize that de Certeau’s “practices of everyday life” do not
constitute anything like a fully formed theoretical formulation. He begins by inform-
ing the reader that the aim of the collected essays published in The Practice of Ev-
eryday Life (1984) is “by means of inquiries and hypotheses, to indicate pathways
for further research” (xi; see also 18). His project was to foreground the practices of
everyday life, or the ways that ordinary people “made do” within networks of institu-
tions like education, the military, the media, big business, and the church that com-
prised the disciplinary (or dominating) forces of society. The question at the center of
his inquiries was, as Highmore writes, not how to overthrow networks of power, but
rather how society resists being determined by “the grid of discipline” (2002, 159).
De Certeau’s analytical lens, therefore, focuses on “ways of operating” or on what
he described as “the clandestine forms taken by the dispersed, tactical, and make-
shift creativity of groups or individuals already caught in the nets of ‘discipline’”
(xiv—xv). He is interested to uncover the “poetics” of everyday cultural production:
how people invent or create everyday life while using the products supplied by the
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expansionist systems of sociocultural production (Highmore 2002, 148). De Certeau
writes,

The purpose of this work is to make explicit the systems of operational combination (les combi-
natoires d’opérations) which also compose a “culture,” and to bring to light the models of action
characteristic of users whose status the dominated element in society (a status that does not mean
that they are either passive or docile) is concealed by the euphemistic term “consumers.” Every-
day life invents itself by poaching in countless ways on the property of others (1984, xi—xii).

De Certeau employs a distinct vocabulary to describe the ensemble of everyday practices
from the ubiquitously cited “strategies” and “tactics,” to “ways of operating,” “poaching,”
and “making do” along with recurrent binary pairs such as “reading and writing,” “‘con-
sumption and production,” and “space and place.” An understanding of these terms pro-
vides an important key to de Certeau’s overall formulation of everyday life practices. It
is also important to recognize that for de Certeau the locus of analysis in his study of the
marginalized and dominated was situated at the level of activities, procedures and prac-
tices, those that are quotidian, taken-for-granted, and massively predominant across all of
society. He tells us right away that the individual is not the unit of analysis, but rather the
social relations between individuals and ways of operating in everyday life (1984, xi).

His central metaphor for conceiving of the practices of everyday life is borrowed
from military operations, encompassed by his use of the terms “strategies” and “tactics”
now so widely cited across the disciplines. Given the freight of these two terms, it seems
necessary to revisit the meaning that de Certeau explicitly gives to them:

I call a strategy the calculation (or manipulation) of power relationships that becomes possible as
soon as a subject with will and power (a business, an army, a city, a scientific institution) can be iso-
lated. It postulates a place that can be delimited as its own and serve as the base from which relations
with an exteriority composed of targets or threats (customers or competitors, enemies, the country
surrounding the city, objectives and objects of research, etc.) can be managed (1984, 35-36).

I call a “tactic” on the other hand, a calculus which cannot count on a “proper” (a spatial or
institutional localization), nor thus on a borderline distinguishing the other as a visible totality.
The place of a tactic belongs to the other. A tactic insinuates itself into the other’s place, fragmen-
tarily, without taking it over in its entirety, without being able to keep it at a distance. It has at
its disposal no base where it can capitalize on its advantages, prepare its expansions, and secure
independence with respect to circumstances. The “proper” is a victory of space over time. On the
contrary, because it does not have a place, a tactic depends on time—it is always on the watch
for opportunities that must be seized “on the wing” ... Many everyday practices (talking, reading,
moving about, shopping, cooking, etc.) are tactical in character. And so are, more generally, many
“ways of operating” (1984, xix).

Strategies establish a place and are proprietorial, suggesting what appropriate activity is,
and what accepted conventions are within or for that place (Highmore 2002, 158). Strat-
egies are defined, in part, by a regulatory imperative to govern how a place is constructed
and used. Strategies are deployed by the institutions that comprise the grid of discipline
to continue to produce the network of disciplinary apparatuses and to produce a regula-
tory effect through distribution of its “products” to the “consumers.” Stable places are
produced through strategic operations. According to de Certeau (1984, 36) the effects
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of strategies are threefold: to produce a “triumph of place over time” by creating a place
that resists the erosion of time; to make a “panoptic presence” possible by producing a
“mastery of places through sight” (so, a place is recognized and made visible as an in-
stitution, as site of power); and to provide “oneself with one’s own place” (or to produce
regulations and laws that give credibility, visibility and power to an institution).

Such strategies are relentlessly expansionist in de Certeau’s vision of everyday life,
but what interests him is the creative capacity of individuals (of consumers, of readers)
to move within this system. Rather than this “rationalized, expansionist, centralized,
spectacular and clamourous production” (1984, 31) de Certeau focuses on the “quasi-
invisibility” of consumer production—invisible because it shows itself not in actual
products, but through “ways of using” or “making do” within this “calculus of force-
relationships” (1984, xix).

The operations of everyday life are characterized for de Certeau by what he termed
“tactics” which, in turn, are defined by the concepts of “escaping without leaving” and
“poaching.” Tactics operate inside the grid of discipline, inside the system—there is no
other possibility—individuals dominated by networks of power must necessarily oper-
ate alongside the logics of the strategies of such systems. De Certeau attempted to give
weight to this idea of tactical operations within the system by invoking the concept of
la perruque (translated from the French as “the wig”) as an everyday procedure of mak-
ing do. La perruque is when a worker uses company time to conduct personal business,
in this way resisting the logic of the assembly line (1984, 25, 29-30). While this con-
cept has been critiqued as having no power to disrupt unequal dynamics of social power
(see Morris 1990), Ben Highmore provides a strong corrective to the interpretation of
de Certeau’s notion of resistance as “opposition,” claiming that for de Certeau, resis-
tance is “closer to the use of the term in electronics and psychoanalysis: it is what hin-
ders and dissipates the energy flow of domination, it is what resists representation .. . [it]
is as much an activity born of inertia as it is a result of inventive forms of appropriation”
(2002, 152). Seen this way, la perruque provides massive evidence of the failure of the
grid of discipline to wholly determine the contours of everyday life.

By looking at de Certeau’s analyses of everyday life we can learn more about how
he envisioned the interplay of strategies and tactics. He provides an elaboration of the
operations of everyday life in several chapters of The Practice of Everyday Life but it is
his writing on the relationship between reading and writing and his ideas on place and
space that we will be concerned with here.*

De Certeau brings the activities of reading and writing together as similar everyday
cultural operations: he sees both as practices of creative and active production of readers
and writers (de Certeau 1997b, 145; and as cited in Highmore 2002, 155). However, in
what de Certeau calls a “scriptural economy” (1984), writing is privileged because it is
more visible than reading and such visibility continually reifies its place in our society.
Reading is an “inevitable” starting point in de Certeau’s work as he saw it as “the “ex-
orbitant” focus of contemporary culture and its consumption” (1984, xxi). He creates a
parallel between the binaries of writing-reading and production-consumption. In one of
his most famous passages, he debunks the supposed passivity of readers by rejecting the
ideology that posits readers, consumers, and users of cultural products as victims who
witlessly absorb the values and beliefs provided by the systems of production. He ex-
plicitly critiques the ideology of “informing through books” when he describes its logic
as rendering consumption as “something done by sheep progressively immobilized and
‘handled’. .. The only freedom supposed to be left to the masses is that of grazing on the
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ration of simulacra the system distributes to each individual” (1984, 165-66). In place
of this ideology, de Certeau posits an idea of the reader (i.e., the consumer of texts) as a
poacher and as a silent producer who, through the process of reading a text, creates “a
different world (the reader’s) [that] slips into the author’s place” (1984, xxi). Reading
then, for de Certeau, is tactical resistance par excellence, since the reader necessarily
has to make do with what the author and the publisher (i.e., the producer) provide. The
text in this formulation represents the place of strategies, what de Certeau terms the
“readable space,” while the “actuality” of reading is a tactical way of operating within
the systems of production of cultural texts (1984, 169). Furthermore, for de Certeau the
only way to understand this silent production was to look at ways of using; he asked of
“[t]he thousands of people who buy a health magazine, the customers of newspaper sto-
ries and legends—what do they make of what they ‘absorb,” receive, and pay for? What
do they do with it?” (1984, 31). The everyday practice of reading, in de Certeau’s frame-
work, “eludes the law of information,” disrupting the ideology that sees a passive reader
receiving wholesale messages from cultural texts. However, reading also illustrates how
tactics do not necessarily oppose the strategies of the dominant, but do, rather, work
alongside them: to read a text you need to work within it as a frame of reference.

De Certeau provides some elaboration of his notions of place and space. As his defi-
nitions of these terms indicate, “place” is seen to be a recognizable, stable, distinct site
of power in the context of changing social-cultural-political relations. The “law of the
‘proper’ rules in the place” and defines it and makes it impossible for some other complex
of relations to be in the same place at the same time. As is illustrated by the case of reading,
places must also contain tactical ways of operating. Space is characterized by movement
and “mobile elements” and is “produced by the operations that orient it, situate it, tem-
poralize it, and make it function in a polyvalent unity of conflictual programs.” So, again,
rather than seeing the production of space in conflict or opposition to place, de Certeau
declares that “space is practiced place” (1984, 117), just as reading is a spatial operation
that relies on the text as a “place.” As Highmore writes, de Certeau provides a picture of
the production of everyday life that holds in abeyance the “binary logic that infects the
analysis of the social” (2002, 151) and further, that a focus on the resistance of everyday,
tactical ways of operating “offers a different and pluralized account of powers” (152).

LIS RESEARCH AND MICHEL DE CERTEAU:
SUPPORT FOR RESISTANCE

Michel de Certeau has been cited very little in the published literature of Library and
Information Science (LIS), and when he is cited it is exclusively to the 1984 English
language edition (translated by Stephen Rendall) of his book The Practice of Everyday
Life. Most citations to de Certeau rely on one general application of his work: to posit
active or resistant agency of research participants or subjects (e.g., Adams; Chopin;
Davenport, Higgins and Somerville; McKechnie et al.; Mehra, Merkel and Bishop;
Wyatt et al.). While it is difficult to locate many examples of in-depth treatment of de
Certeau’s ideas in the published LIS literature, notable use of his ideas is evident in the
work of a handful of LIS scholars.

In the late 1990s, Wayne Wiegand and Christine Pawley were the first LIS research-
ers to cite de Certeau in their respective work. In the published version of his 1997
address to the Library of Congress, Wiegand (1999) used de Certeau to support his
analysis of the gaps in information science research when it came to conceptualizing the
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“personal information economy” of ordinary people. Specifically, Wiegand uses de Cer-
teau to support the idea that people do not passively receive information from a variety
of media, information tools or people and that the ways in which they “appropriate that
information in efforts to make sense of the world around them in their everyday lives”
remained invisible in the information science discourse (24).

Christine Pawley (1998) uses de Certeau’s work as a framework to discuss various
instances of ideological resistance to hegemonic strategies at work within LIS. She cites
de Certeau’s ideas about tactical resistance to remind us that the dominated classes in
society exercise agency to “create space for themselves to exercise choice and control”
and that such practices, if taken far enough, according to de Certeau “compose the net-
work of an anti-discipline” (de Certeau, cited in Pawley 1998, 128). Pawley picks up
this thread again later in the article when she discusses the tactical practices performed
both by librarians who resisted official policies of censorship during the First World War
and the McCarthy era, and LIS faculty who disrupted LIS curricula by offering courses
on marginalized and invisible user groups (139-40).

Pawley (2003) introduces two different aspects of de Certeau’s work in a later paper
on the contradiction among conceptualizations of information literacy as, on one hand,
a set of practices with emancipatory and democratic potential, and on the other hand,
as systematic control that undermines such liberatory effects. First, Pawley indirectly
cites de Certeau’s notion of the “scriptural economy” as she links the concept of in-
formation with Enlightenment ideas of being informed and improved through reading
(428). Second, Pawley uses de Certeau’s work on reading as poaching to define a line of
scholarly inquiry into readers and texts that complicates the relationship between infor-
mation and users (437). Pawley (2009) revisits the resistance framework provided by de
Certeau’s formulation of the strategies and tactics of everyday life when she interrogates
the strength of its explanatory power beyond an understanding of the daily appropria-
tions and personal resistances of individual readers (78—80).

Pawley develops her own approach for the history of reading scholarship (focused on
making reading institutions the unit of analysis) by strategically critiquing de Certeau’s
resistance model of reading. Another researcher, David Patterson (2009), maps his
inquiry regarding the use of new literary theories as a way to investigate information
literacy instruction among undergraduate and college students to de Certeau’s notion of
the creative agency of reading acts. He suggests that community college librarians recast
students as active “creators of knowledge” in all stages of the research act (353). How-
ever, in an overview of models of reading in the context of public libraries and pleasure
reading, Catherine Sheldrick Ross (2009) provides the most expansive articulation of
the resistance model of reading informed by de Certeau (647—49). Ross illustrates how
de Certeau, especially his writing in his chapter on reading as poaching in The Prac-
tice of Everyday Life, helps reading researchers to posit a “meaning-producing poacher
reader” (648) that undermines “the notion of the compliant reader as a receptacle for
meanings produced by others” (649).

In my own work I have used de Certeau’s concepts of spatial tactics to theorize the
role of the public library in my understanding of the reading and information seek-
ing practices of library users and readers (Rothbauer 2007). Specifically, I explore
de Certeau’s insistence on the power of readers to grab hold of what the system pro-
vides to find or produce a space in the grid of discipline that imposes social control
or in response to what Pawley (1998) calls “hegemonic strategies” in her analysis of
LIS curricula. Using de Certeau’s formulation of the practices of everyday life as a
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framework for a study of libraries and reading permits the library to be positioned as
a site and source of information for the creation of ideological space that potentially
supports the social and personal identities of people who claim alternative sexual iden-
tities as lesbian, gay, bisexual, or queer (LGBQ). Rather than simply making claims for
resistant readers, using de Certeau’s ideas on the practices of everyday life, I attempt to
theorize both an ideological space and an actual social place for the library that allows
for a negotiation of the tension between professional LIS practice and user perceptions
and behaviour. The ethical imperatives in LIS to create ordered access to information
for a variety of users who are institutionally categorized by various identity markers,
including those that describe sexual identities and orientations (in other words, the li-
brary’s own grid of discipline), paradoxically, provides the ground and the ideological
resources that are appropriated by users in their tactical use of the place of the library.
As they make their way through various imposed systems—information, library, and
publishing—they find personally relevant reading materials that resonate with their
sense of themselves as readers and as people belonging to a larger community of sexual
minority citizens. The common litany offered in empirical studies of the information
practices of LGBQ library patrons that the library does not yield much useful, relevant,
or current information or materials to their searches, does not spell out a complete fail-
ure. Such activities and reflections on the same provide a point of commonality among
all such users that could be seen in terms of an information practice that corresponds
to a ritual coming-out narrative (“I went to look for books at the library but they didn’t
have what I wanted, or all they had was this” (i.e., old, out-dated, irrelevant titles).

De Certeau’s conceptualization of tactics and strategies of everyday life allows us to
see that it is not just a matter of escaping dominant systems that treat all consumers and
users as dupes, nor on the other hand, is it simply a matter of positing an active agent
who nevertheless, exerts no real power to change the system. Everyday tactics are itera-
tive, wily, and difficult to reify into stable and lasting representations, but this does not
render them meaningless or trivial—in many ways it is this plurality and heterogeneity
that grants power to everyday ways of operating.

THE PROMISE OF PRACTICES OF
EVERYDAY LIFE FOR LIS

While it is beyond the scope of this paper to discuss other areas of Michel de Cer-
teau’s oeuvre that are rich with possibility for LIS, it would be remiss to fail to mention
them at all. His critique of traditional modes of historiography (1988) along with his
work that insists on the plurality of voices and meanings for an understanding of social
practices and relations among the dominated and the powerful (1986) will be of inter-
est to certain LIS researchers. For those who reject the thesis of social control that pins
individuals onto the grid of discipline with their every movement determined by power-
ful sociopolitical forces, Michel de Certeau offers an approach to the study of culture
that privileges multiple modes of operating among a plurality of voices that contributes
to an understanding of social and cultural phenomena. Readers are also directed to Ben
Highmore’s book published in 2006, entitled, Michel de Certeau: Analysing Culture
for an analysis of de Certeau’s “methodological imagination” as read against and with
prominent social theorists and writers such as Spivak, Bahktin, and Foucault. In par-
ticular, de Certeau’s conception of an ethical ethnography should be of interest to LIS
researchers working in this tradition.
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As discussed in the previous section, the practices of everyday life as formulated by
de Certeau have found fertile ground in a handful of LIS studies. His work has predom-
inantly been used to support research on readers and reading but has been cited much
less in research concerned with how people use information resources and navigate
information systems. It would seem that this field of research is wide open in terms of
an application of de Certeau’s work. After a brief discussion of the field of everyday
life information studies, I briefly provide three specific examples of research problems
that could be informed by de Certeau’s practices of everyday life, moving an applica-
tion of his work beyond resistance models of use and consumption to interrogate more
deeply the overlapping relations between strategic and tactical operations.

Inquiries regarding the information behaviour of people in everyday life constitute
a growing field of study in LIS (Fisher and Julien 2009, 325-26). Although research-
ers have been examining information seeking, use, and sharing by ordinary people
in the context of everyday needs for information at least since the 1960s (Savolainen
2008, 6, 37-38), it is in recent years that serious attention has been given to the study of
information practices as central to people’s daily lives.> One of the key questions in this
area concerns the relationship between sociocultural factors and quotidian informa-
tion practices associated with identifying personal needs for information and relevant
or convenient sources of information. A consistent finding is that daily routine and
convenience often determine the assessment of reliability and quality as well as the
degree of use of information and information resources (see Savolainen 2008, 203—-4).
De Certeau’s work has the potential to enrich our understanding of the meaning of
both everyday contexts and mundane information practices, in particular, in studies
of marginalized or nonelite populations. For example, how do daily, taken-for-granted
information practices (such as those related to media use like reading the newspaper or
browsing the Internet) lend stability or disrupt the place of the family or the household?
De Certeau gives us a lens by which to see and framework with which to privilege banal
and, often, invisible daily information practices.

Given de Certeau’s reliance on travel metaphors as well as his insistence on the
capacity of users to create an “indefinite plurality of meanings” as they wander through
“an imposed system” (1984, 169), it seems that his work could be productively used in
studies of the information practices of library users. For example, de Certeau’s ideas
could frame an analysis of the strategies of database producers who create and market
particular information products, along with those of academic librarians in their efforts to
impart literature searching and research skills to students. Such a study would ask ques-
tions of what students make of the products of these strategies: how do they navigate the
database structures, what do they make of tutorial exercises and handouts? Add to their
voices those of other users, other producers (for example, reviewers or information tech-
nology workers), to gain access to the plurality and polyvalence that de Certeau’s frame-
work demands.

More work could be done in LIS on the place of the public library using de Certeau’s
sense of place and space. How does the library continue to exert social power to stabilize
its place in society? What are the explicit strategies to issue from such a place that per-
mits a continuing “triumph of place over time”? How do users exert tactical resistance
using library policies, programs and services as overlapping frames of reference?

A similar framework could be brought to the study of some of our enduring li-
brary associations. What kinds of self-defining and self-supporting strategies permit
the establishment and continuance of associations that span more than one hundred
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years? In this case, how do librarians and other library workers use the products of their
associations? What are the “mobile elements” in such consumption?

It is my hope that readers will be inspired to explore de Certeau’s work to find their
own questions (and answers) informed by the record of de Certeau’s thought. The bot-
tom line for LIS researchers interested in using de Certeau’s ideas about everyday life
practice is that they need to be prepared to explore, creatively, the spaces in between
comforting binaries such as production-consumption, reading-writing, and space-place.
De Certeau does not give us a theory that can be applied to our data, to our findings, but
does give us analytical tools and methods for thinking about our research, pushing it into
new and exciting directions, that allow us to enunciate taken-for-granted, understudied,
marginalized, or invisible information practices.
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NOTES

1. A reprint of this pamphlet, translated into English by Tom Conley, is found in Michel de
Certeau’s (1997a) The Capture of Speech and Other Political Writings.

2. As noted on the inside jacket cover of de Certeau’s Heterologies (1986).

3. For a complete bibliography of de Certeau’s works, see Giard 1987. For a sustained anal-
ysis of de Certeau alongside other cultural theorists of everyday life, see Highmore 2002.

4. Readers are also encouraged to examine The Practice of Everyday Life, Volume 2: Living
and Cooking, ed Michel de Certeau, Luce Giard and Pierre Mayol (1998) as it provides research
narratives based on empirical studies of “living” and “cooking” that illustrate some of the more
theoretical formulations found in the first volume.

5. See Savolainen’s Everyday Information Practices: A Social Phenomenological Perspec-
tive, published in 2008, for an exhaustive review of the development of this area of study.
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Michel Foucault: Discourse, Power/
Knowledge, and the Battle for Truth

Michael R. Olsson
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INTRODUCTION

The French philosopher and historian Michel Foucault has been described as “the central
figure in the most noteworthy flowering of oppositional intellectual life in the twenti-
eth century West” (Said in Radford 1992, 416). His work been highly influential across
a broad range of disciplines, from history and sociology to gender studies and literary
criticism, and for some years he has been the most highly cited author in the humanities
and social sciences. A Google search on his name reveals an impressive 5,200,000 hits!
Foucault is widely regarded as central figure in the development of postmodernism,
although this was a label he himself rejected. Ironically, this is an excellent example of
one of Foucault’s own key ideas—*"“death of the author.”

Despite this prominence—and despite some use of his work by authors in the field
as long ago as the early 1990s—Foucault remains a largely unfamiliar and underutil-
ised figure in contemporary library and information science (LIS) research. Even today,
LIS can be seen as a discipline largely dominated by American and, to a lesser extent,
British voices, leading, as a number of critics have pointed out (e.g., Frohmann 1994;
Talja 1997; Olsson 1999, 2004), to a focus on the searching behaviour and mental pro-
cesses of the individual information seeker to the virtual exclusion of social factors. This
research paradigm, with its positivist tendencies, is very far removed from the Conti-
nental, post-Marxian tradition in which Foucault’s work developed. One consequence
of this is that the focus, language use, assumed knowledge, and so on of Foucault’s work
are unfamiliar to most LIS researchers and practitioners, and consequently Foucault is
difficult to interpret and appreciate within LIS.

Yet with the emergence, described by Savolainen (2007), of an “information prac-
tices” paradigm based on “a more sociologically and contextually oriented line of re-
search” (Talja 2005, 123) and with a growing body of LIS research drawing on social
constructivist and discourse analytic approaches (e.g., Talja 2001; McKenzie 2003;
Given 2003), the time may be ripe for a wider appreciation of the significance of
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Foucault’s work in the LIS community and a greater application of his ideas in LIS
research. It is hoped the present chapter might encourage others to begin exploring what
his work may offer their research and professional practice. In doing so they may find a
conceptual framework that allows them to address a range of ongoing criticisms of pre-
vailing approaches in LIS research.

BIOGRAPHY: MAJOR WORKS

Foucault, the son of an eminent surgeon and originally named Paul-Michel Fou-
cault, was born on October 15, 1926, in Poitiers, the son of an eminent surgeon. After
the Second World War, Foucault attended the prestigious Ecole Normale Supérieure in
Paris, where he earned degrees in both psychology and philosophy. In 1950, at the behest
of his mentor, Marxist philosopher Louis Althusser, he joined the French Communist
Party, but became disillusioned with both the politics and the philosophy of the party
and left in 1953. Foucault’s work would be characterised by an increasingly critical
stance towards Marxian theories and assumptions.

After periods at universities in Sweden, Poland, and Germany, Foucault returned
to France in 1960 to complete his doctorate at the University of Clermont-Ferrand.
This formed the basis of his first major work, Madness and Civilization, published
in 1961. This book examined the impact of Enlightenment ideas such as Reason,
and the birth of “scientific” and “humanitarian” approaches, on how Western society
came to define and medicalize mental illness and to institutionalise its sufferers.
This was an important first step in Foucault’s ongoing project to historicize scien-
tific objectivism—to point out that, despite its universalist claims about itself, it is
the product of discourse, an Enlightenment reinvention of aspects of classical tradi-
tions in philosophy and rhetoric. This was followed up in Foucault’s next book, The
Birth of the Clinic in 1963, written whilst Foucault was teaching at the University
of Tunis, which examined the birth of the medical professions and the advent of the
“medical gaze.”

Foucault developed his theories further in The Order of Things, first published in
1965, where he argued that all historical periods have developed different discursive
traditions that determine what constitutes “truth” at that point in space and time. His
ideas on discourse and the development of his methodology came to full flowering in
The Archaeology of Knowledge, published in 1969. Here he sought to examine the net-
work of discursive rules that underpin the discursive construction of knowledge and
power.

After a brief and controversial stint as head of the philosophy department at the new
experimental university, Paris VIII in Vincennes, in 1970 Foucault was elected to the
prestigious College de France, as Professor of the History of Systems of Thought. Dur-
ing this time, he helped found Groupe d’Information sur les Prisons (GIP) to provide
a voice for the concerns of prisoners, as well as writing Discipline and Punish, first
published in 1975, which examined the birth of modern constructions of crime and
punishment.

After this, as Foucault spent more time in the United States, he embarked on his last
major work, The History of Sexuality, of which the first three volumes were completed
before his death of an AIDS-related illness in 1984. Many saw this work, with its focus
on the subject, as a departure from Foucault’s earlier work. Foucault’s response to this
was characteristic:
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Well, you thought this a few years ago and now you say something else, my answer is ... [laughs]
Well, do you think I have worked hard all those years to say the same thing and not to be
changed? ... The main interest in life and work is to become someone else that you were not in
the beginning (Gauntlet 2002).

Foucault consistently resisted attempts to label his work—as structuralist, Marxist,
postmodern, or any such term—nor, he claimed, did he wish his work to be seen as a
consistent teleology. Rather he desired his books “to be a kind of tool-box which others
can rummage through to find a tool which they can use however they wish in their own
area ... I don’t write for an audience, I write for users, not readers” (Foucault, 1974).

With this in mind, the present chapter seeks to provide an introduction to some of the
key conceptual tools that my own rummaging in the Foucauldian toolbox (although I
will not claim to have plumbed its depths) suggest are likely to prove useful to informa-
tion researchers and practitioners. Reading Foucault’s major works can be a daunting
task for those unfamiliar with the traditions of Continental philosophy. Those seeking a
gentler introduction might be well advised to start with The Foucault Reader edited by
Rabinow, or one of the many works designed to assist the Foucauldian neophyte, such
as McHoul and Grace (1993).

FOUCAULT AND DISCOURSE

Foucault’s work can be seen as part of, and instrumental to, the “linguistic turn” in
the humanities and social sciences in the latter part of the 20th century and his approach
certainly has its roots in, and draws some of its terminology from, linguistics. How-
ever, the focus and intent of his discourse analysis are quite different from the type
of discourse analysis focussing on conversation developed by, for example, Potter and
Wetherill (1987) and introduced into LIS research by Tuominen and Savolainen (1997).
Foucault’s approach is broader, more macro-sociological and historical in its scope.
His work both draws on and is a reaction against both the Marxian and Structuralist
traditions, so central to intellectual life in mid-20th-century Europe.

Foucault’s discourse analysis therefore focuses not on conversation between indi-
viduals but rather on the specialised language developed by a particular community
(whether cultural, professional, artistic or academic) at a particular point in space and
time. Although discourse, in Foucault’s sense, has been broadly equated with the con-
cept of a discipline (e.g., McHoul and Grace 1993), its application has not been solely
confined to scholarly fields, nor do discourses necessarily confine themselves to the
boundaries of disciplines as they have traditionally been defined. Some discourses span
multiple academic and professional fields—Foucauldian discourse analysis is itself an
example of this—and some disciplines may engage with multiple discourses; Frohmann
(1994), for example, has suggested LIS is one such multi-discursive discipline.

In Foucault’s conception of it, discourse is more than just a way of talking—rather
it is seen as a complex network of relationships between individuals, texts, ideas, and
institutions, with each “node” impacting, to varying degrees, on other nodes, and on
the dynamics of the discourse as a whole. While discourse, like paradigm, can all too
easily be conceptualised as an abstract, theoretical construction, Foucault emphasised
that any discourse is inextricably tied to its particular sociohistorical context and can-
not be studied or understood if divorced from this context: “For Foucault there is. .. no
universal understanding that is beyond history and society” (Rabinow 1984, 4).
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For Foucault, knowledge/truth is neither based on a perceived correspondence with
an “objective” reality, as in the positivist/Aristotelean tradition that has dominated
Western thinking since the Enlightenment, nor is it wholly subjective, as in existential-
ist philosophy. Rather, it is intersubjective—a product of the shared meanings, conven-
tions, and social practices operating within and between discourses, and to which an
individual’s sense-making processes are inextricably linked.

Foucault argues that a discourse community—people who, at least in the context of
a particular role, share a recognized body of “truth statements” (Racevskis 1983)—will
not accept that a given statement is true in a random or ad hoc way. Rather, its mem-
bers will have a set of conventions or “discursive rules”—either formal or implicit, but
widely recognized within the community—by which a truth statement can be evaluated
and validated or repudiated:

the set of rules which at a given period and for a definite society defined:

the limits and forms of expressibility . ..

the limits and forms of conservation...

the limits and forms of memory...

the limits and forms of reactivation ... (Foucault, 1978, 14-15).

Bl o

These discursive rules shape not only the form that a valid truth statement can take in
that discourse but also, more fundamentally, they dictate what can be said in the con-
text of that discourse—a statement (or truth claim) that does not comply with the rec-
ognised discursive rules, will be literally meaningless. Thus a researcher operating in
a “scientific” discourse—one that values objectivist, quantitative data—will reject the
results of a qualitative study as “unscientific,” “imprecise,” “not a replicable, controlled
experiment,” and so forth in exactly the same way they would reject a study written in
iambic pentameter or claiming to be based on divine revelation. Foucault’s work of-
fers a conceptual lens to examine the historical development of such discursive rules
and the ways they operate in different professions, academic disciplines, and cultural
contexts.

Whereas bibliographic classification, archival professional practice and even the
more recent development of metadata schemas have been dominated by an “essen-
tialist” discourse—one that aims to “capture” the intrinsic meaning of a document or
artefact—Foucault’s notion of the “archive” (Foucault 1972) is radically different. Fou-
cault emphasises that members of a discourse community are connected not only by a
shared engagement with a collection of texts, but also by a set of interpretations of these
texts, based on the established discursive rules, which the discourse legitimate as valid
or “true”. A single text, the Bible being a useful example, may have hundreds of dif-
ferent “identities” for different discourse communities, each of them legitimate in the
context of their own point in space and time.

Foucault’s own work focussed on printed texts—they are, after all, virtually all that
is left to us as artefacts of the discourses of the Enlightenment, the classical world, and
so on, which were the focus of his analysis—and early adopters of Foucault’s ideas
in an LIS context, such as Frohmann and the Radfords, also focussed on formal texts.
However, it is important to note that Foucault’s writings make clear that a “text” in
this sense need not be a formally published document, but could take any form that the
particular discourse community recognised as legitimate (Foucault 1972, 1978). Thus,
in the study of a contemporary academic discourse, such as my own doctoral research
(Olsson, 2005a, 2005b, 2007), a journal article, a lecture by a visiting professor, a
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seminar or workshop (whether taken or taught), e-mail correspondence with an over-
seas colleague, and even informal conversations with colleagues could all be consid-
ered as discursively validated texts.

KNOWLEDGE/POWER—THE DYNAMICS
OF DISCOURSE

Writers such as Dervin (1989, 1999) have criticised LIS research for largely ignoring
issues of societal inequity and power relations. Furthermore, Frohmann (1992) argues
that prevailing theoretical approaches such as cognitivism, with their focus on the
individual information seeker, actually provide no basis for theorising about or study-
ing their influence on information behaviours and practices—in Foucauldian terms,
they are excluded from mainstream LIS discourse. Thus, another potentially important
feature of Foucault’s work for LIS researchers and practitioners is his exploration of
the relationship between knowledge and power. Indeed, for Foucault knowledge and
power are not seen as separate entities, but as conjoined products of the same social
processes—power/knowledge (pouvoir/savoir):

We should admit. .. that power produces knowledge (and not simply by encouraging it because
it serves power or by applying it because it is useful); that power and knowledge directly imply
one another; that there is no power relation without the correlative constitution of a field of
knowledge, nor any knowledge that does not presuppose and constitute at the same time power
relations (Foucault 1977, 27).

In Foucault’s view, discourses are never static. Rather, the ongoing relations between
people, institutions and texts generate regimes of both meaning and authority (power/
knowledge) simultaneously. In this view, the creation and dissemination of texts, the
“weighting” of one text more than another, involves a series of dynamic power rela-
tions. These relations are constantly re-inventing and re-affirming themselves through
the process of applying the discursive rules to examine new “texts” and re-examine ex-
isting ones:

There is a battle ‘for truth’ or at least ‘around truth’—it being understood again that by truth I do
not mean the ‘ensemble of truths which are to be discovered and accepted,’ but rather ‘the ensem-
ble of rules according to which the true and the false are separated and specific effects of power
attached to the true’ (Foucault, in Rabinow, ed. 1984, 418).

Thus, in contrast to earlier, top-down conceptions (such as Marx) that construct power as
something to be “held” and “imposed,” Foucault argues that in contemporary discourse
constructs knowledge/power operates in an inductive, rather than a coercive, way:

Power is everywhere; not because it embraces everything but because it comes from every-
where. ... Power comes from below; that is there is no binary and all encompassing opposition
between ruler and ruled at the root of power relations. .. no such duality extending from the top
down (Foucault 1979, 93-94).

If a discourse community holds a given statement to be true, this acceptance imbues it
with a certain power in the context of that discourse. This power will also, to a degree,
flow on to the author as an “authoritative speaker.” Looking at information in terms of
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power relations is something we all do in everyday speech, when we say that a book or
article is authoritative, or that a particular university has a strong reputation in a par-
ticular field.

So in contrast to more traditional LIS approaches, whose theorizings focus on an
individual information seeker’s ability—or as Talja (1997) and Julien (1999) would
suggest, inability—to recognise and “correctly” interpret the information “in” a sys-
tem or document, Foucault’s ideas describe a very different sense-making process.
They point out that individual behaviour cannot be seen in isolation, divorced from its
discursive context. An individual’s constructions of meaning are not idiosyncratic but
are inextricably linked to existing discursive networks of power/knowledge: his/her
understanding of the discursive rules that apply in a given context, recognition of the
established authority of certain authors, ideas, practices, and so on in a given discourse,
as we see, for example, when an academic researcher values texts by authors with
established reputations in their field more highly than those by unknown authors.

Further, discourses are not conceived of as closed systems: power relations occur
between discourses as well as within them. Discourses themselves form part of a
broader network of power relations—the “episteme” (Foucault 1978). “Stronger” dis-
courses will be more widely influential outside the boundaries of their own discipline,
while “weaker” ones may seek to bolster their own position by adopting theories and
methodologies from “stronger” discourses. It is difficult not to see the long established
propensity in certain areas of LIS, such as information behaviour research (Hewins
1990; Jarvelin and Vakkari 1990), to adopt theoretical and methodological approaches
from other “stronger” disciplines, such as communication and artificial intelligence, as
an example of this!

DEATH OF THE AUTHOR

The Foucauldian discourse analytic approach also calls for a reconceptualisation of
the relationship between the author, the text, and the reader. Foucault, in his essay,
“What Is an Author?” (in Rabinow 1984, 101-20), echoes Barthes (1988) in talking of
the “death of the author”—a phrase that has become a standard slogan of postmodern-
ism. While Barthes is contesting the authority and domination of the author, Foucault is
challenging that idea by reducing the author to a function in a discursive formation.

Traditionally, information research and professional practice has been largely
influenced by the information transfer model (Tuominen, Talja, and Savolainen 2003), in
which authors, texts, and readers are constructed as separate entities. Texts are the vehicles
by which “chunks” of information are transferred from the author to the reader. In this
model, authors are seen as the creators of information, and readers as passive recipients.
Discourse analysis argues instead that readers, individually and collectively, are actively
involved in the construction of meaning: that meaning making is a complex sociolinguis-
tic process involving the reader, the text, and their social context. This has strong implica-
tions for the construction of the relationship between authors, texts, and readers:

So why does Foucault say the author is “dead”? It’s his way of saying that the author is decentered,
shown to be only a part of the structure, a subject position, and not the center. In the humanist
view, ... authors were the source and origin of texts...and were also thus beyond texts—hence
authors were “centers” ... By declaring the death of the author, Foucault is “deconstructing” the
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idea that the author is the origin of something original, and replacing it with the idea that the
“author” is the product or function of writing, of the text (Klages 2001).

This theory, then, has two key features—both of them with important implications for
information research. Firstly, that the meaning (“knowledge,” “truth”) of a work is not
something governed or determined by the author, but rather is a social construct cre-
ated (and constantly re-created) by the reader/s at a particular point in space and time.
Secondly, authors, as the originators of a body of work, are themselves the products of
social construction within and between discourses.

In this conception, published texts have no single absolute meaning or truth, but
only a socially constructed and located “truth” or “truths.” Nor is this “truth” some-
thing that can be predetermined by the author. Rather, the established social practices
and conventions within a community and the interactions of its members determine the
meaning, significance and authority of a work in the context of that particular com-
munity. The essentially social nature of knowledge therefore means that the meaning/
knowledge-claims/truth of any work are constantly being questioned, reexamined, and
reinterpreted. For example, each time a member of a research community evaluates, cri-
tiques, cites or re-interprets a work, or draws parallels between one work and another in
his/her own publications, teaching, or research practices, that researcher is contributing
to the ongoing interpretation of the work’s meaning.

Nor need the meaning that a community draws from a work necessarily have any
relation to the author’s original intended meaning—hence “death of the author.” Rather,
the meaning/significance of a work is determined by a particular community (which
may or may not include the author) and will reflect the concerns, beliefs, and sociopo-
litical context of that community. Thus, works may be seen as having many different
meanings and containing widely different “truths” by different communities, and this
process can continue for centuries, even millennia, after the death of the author—for
example, the ongoing use of the works of Aristotle or Sun Tzu in contemporary fields as
diverse as philosophy, strategic studies, history, and marketing.

An extreme example of the potential divergence between authorial intent and mod-
ern interpretation would be the 1850 photographic study of African-born slaves in the
American South by Louis Agassiz. Agassiz’s intent was to demonstrate that Africans
were a separate, less “evolved” species than whites, an absurd and repugnant theory to
most modern sensibilities. Nonetheless, modern anthropologists and historians of slav-
ery and the cultural origins of African Americans find his study an invaluable resource
(Ward 1992).

Similarly, just as a community may be divorced in time from a work’s original
author, communities may reinterpret works from other disciplines to suit their own
interests and concerns. A good example of this in the context of contemporary infor-
mation science is the work of Kuhn. Kuhn is quite widely cited in the literature of
information science, generally as the originator of the notion of “paradigm.” Yet the way
in which paradigm is used/constructed by information scientists differs quite markedly
from that of Kuhn himself. Indeed, its use by Dervin and others to describe informa-
tion science directly contradicts Kuhn’s proscription that paradigms occur only in the
hard sciences, the social sciences being “innately pre-paradigmatic” (Kuhn, 1970). An
author-centric approach would lead us to regard such use of Kuhn’s work as “wrong”;
the discourse analytic perspective would see this as the inevitable consequence of a
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community reinterpreting Kuhn’s work in the context of its members’ own interests
and concerns.

This is also a good example of how the dynamics of communities can lead to the
social construction not only of individual works, but also of authors themselves. In the
context of a particular discourse, an author is not primarily a living, breathing human
being (after all, as we have seen, they may be long dead) but rather a social construct
derived from the community’s interpretation of the significance (truth) of their body of
work. Thus Kuhn as an author-construct in information science may well be a very dif-
ferent figure, with a very different significance, from Kuhn as an author-construct in the
sociology of knowledge or the history of science. Small’s (1978) notion of documents
as “standard symbols” might therefore usefully be extended to include author-constructs
as well, with certain authors coming to represent/symbolise particular ideas/theories/
standpoints in the eyes of a particular community or communities.

Since, in the Foucauldian framework, knowledge and power are inextricably linked
(the one automatically generates the other), one needs to consider the role of the power
and influence that become attached to author-constructs by particular communities, and
the impact of this power upon the behaviours/perceptions of members of that community.
Author-constructs can therefore act as “Dead Germans” for a community (icons of the
core “truths” of a discourse) or, as the contextual terrain shifts, as “Dead White Males”
(symbols of what is “wrong” with the established order—the focus of resistance).

PANOPTICISM

Panopticism is a concept developed by Foucault in Discipline and Punish. It is
grounded in a description of the change in attitude towards crime and punishment that
emerged from the Enlightenment—the development of a new discourse focussing on
the idea of rehabilitating prisoners, as opposed to earlier discourses based on the idea of
execution and torture as both a punishment of the individual criminal and a deterrent to
others. One outcome of this is the development of a new kind of disciplinary institution,
the Panopticon, as designed by the Enlightenment thinker Jeremy Bentham. Foucault
uses the Panopticon as a metaphor for the role of surveillance and self-discipline in
contemporary society.

Bentham’s Panopticon is circular with a central guard tower. Thus, the prisoners are
isolated and may be subject to 24-hour surveillance but cannot themselves see their
guards. In this, it is a model of the Enlightenment ideal of efficiency:

If the inmates are convicts, there is no danger of a plot, an attempt at collective escape, the plan-
ning of new crimes for the future, bad reciprocal influences; if they are patients, there is no danger
of contagion; if they are madmen there is no risk of their committing violence upon one another;
if they are schoolchildren, there is no copying, no noise, no chatter, no waste of time; if they are
workers, there are no disorders, no theft, no coalitions, none of those distractions that slow down
the rate of work, make it less perfect or cause accidents (Foucault 1977, 201).

But this new form of institutionalised surveillance, Foucault argues, has an even more
important consequence: that the awareness of potential unseen surveillance forces
those subject to it to discipline themselves—to, in effect, become their own guard. This
self-discipline, Foucault argues, has become a central feature of contemporary Western
society.
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In light of recent developments, from ubiquitous CCTYV, through government com-
puter-assisted monitoring of e-mail and phone calls in the search for potential terror-
ists, to the efforts of software giants like Google and Facebook to monitor our online
behaviour for their commercial benefit, panopticism seems to be a concept with even
greater application now than when Foucault coined it in the mid-1970s. Its application
to LIS research, however, remains largely unexplored.

FOUCAULT IN LIS

LIS researchers have been quite late in adopting Foucault, and as yet his impact on
the field has been relatively slight when compared to his prominence in the humanities
and social science as a whole. Nonetheless, from the 1990s onwards a number of LIS
writers have utilised Foucault’s work as a lens to analyse and critique LIS institutions
and research, as well as a conceptual framework for undertaking information behaviour
research.

Amongst the earliest prominent uses of Foucault in an LIS context was the work of
Gary Radford. Beginning in 1992, he wrote a series of articles (subsequently in partner-
ship with Marie Radford) seeking to use Foucault’s ideas to interrogate and radically
reconceptualise our understanding of the library as a social institution, and librarianship
as a profession:

The evolving library environment will not be served by a dominant preconception that charac-
terizes the library as an institution for housing particular texts that contain specific facts and the
librarian as an impersonal, source-oriented intermediary whose function is to locate them. Fol-
lowing Foucault, the library can be a place of fantasia as well as facts, of creation as well as
acquisition. As the positivist version of scientific knowledge gradually loses its dominance...so
the positivist foundations of the library experience also must be seriously reconsidered. (Radford
1992, 420)

Another important use of Foucault in an LIS context also appeared in 1992, with Bernd
Frohmann’s “The Power of Images: A Discourse Analysis of the Cognitive Viewpoint.”
Frohmann uses Foucauldian discourse analysis to characterise and critique the domi-
nant cognitivist discourse in LIS research, arguing that its natural science philosophy
and “mentalist” construction of the individual information seekers have led to:

(a) universality of theory, (b) referentiality and a reification of “images”, (c) internalisation of rep-
resentations, (d) radical individualism and erasure of the social dimensions of theory, (e) insistence
upon knowledge, (f) constitution of the information scientist as an expert in image negotiation, and
(g) instrumental reason, ruled by efficiency, standardisation, predictability and determination of
effects (Frohmann 1992, 365).

Frohmann argues that the cognitivist discourse, by excluding the social, offers no frame-
work for examining issues of political subterfuge or societal inequity, and thus reinforces
the status quo and “performs ideological labour for modern capitalist image markets”
(1992, 365). Frohmann’s subsequent work (e.g., 1994) has also frequently used Foucaul-
dian discourse analysis to analyse and critique prevailing approaches to LIS research.
The Information Seeking in Context conferences played an important role in bring-
ing discourse analytic ideas and approaches to the attention of information behaviour
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researchers. The first conference, held in 1996 in Tampere, Finland, included a ground-
breaking paper by Sanna Talja presenting “the discourse analytic perspective, the “theory
of knowledge structures” as an alternative to the cognitive viewpoint, “the information
man theory” (1997, 67). This was followed at the second conference in 1998 in Shef-
field, United Kingdom, by my paper written proposing Foucauldian discourse analysis
as a “theoretical framework for examining the information behaviour of groups” and
arguing that:

prevailing approaches can be broadly divided into those that describe rather than theorise about
information behaviour and those that seek to explain information behaviour by focussing their
theoretical attention on the individual information user....while many prevailing approaches...
conceive of information users, information systems and their social context as discrete entities. ..
discourse is a more holistic approach that sees all these elements as nodes in a network of power
relationships (Olsson 1999, 136-37).

Whilst Frohmann’s analysis can be seen as adopting an “externalist” stance, critiquing
information behaviour research from the “outside,” both Talja’s and my own approach is
different, instead endeavouring to adapt tools from Foucault’s toolbox for use within the
field of information behaviour research. This can be seen in our subsequent use of Fou-
cault’s ideas as a conceptual framework for interview based studies (e.g., Talja 2001;
Olsson 2005a, 2005b, 2007). With a growing number of researchers in the area adopting
discourse analytic approaches, Foucault’s ideas can be seen as an important influence
on the emergence of “information practice” as an alternative to the more individually
oriented information behaviour discourse.

In an LIS context, where social constructivist theories and approaches are grow-
ing in acceptance as researchers and practitioners seek to find new conceptual tools to
meet the challenges posed by a rapidly changing cultural, technological and economic
landscape, many of Foucault’s concepts, such as power/knowledge and panopticism,
appear to be more relevant than ever. As more people within LIS become willing to
explore the contents of Foucault’s toolbox, however strange they may seem at first
acquaintance, we may see his work become as influential in our own field as he already
is in others.
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Deconstructing the Library with
Jacques Derrida: Creating Space for
the “Other” in Bibliographic
Description and Classification

Joseph Deodato
College of Staten Island

DERRIDA’S LIFE AND WORK

Jacques Derrida was a French philosopher whose name is most commonly associated
with the concept of deconstruction. His work, along with that of other theorists such
as Roland Barthes and Michel Foucault, played a central role in shaping the poststruc-
turalist movement that emerged in the 1960s and 1970s. Poststructuralism rejected
Enlightenment and structuralist claims regarding absolute truths and universality,
emphasizing instead the instability and plurality of meaning. Derrida’s theories have
been both highly influential and hotly contested throughout much of late-20th-century
academia (Brothman 1999, 65).

Derrida was born in 1930 to middle-class Jewish parents living in French-governed
Algeria. He grew up under the anti-Semitic policies of the Vichy government, which
sought to bar Jews from professional and intellectual life. At the age of 10, Derrida
was expelled from school after quotas were instituted limiting the number of Jewish
students. Continued discrimination and harassment forced him to drop out of his next
school. Some scholars (including Derrida himself) have suggested that his early experi-
ences with discrimination were influential in shaping his sensitivity to the theme of the
“Other,” which would come to play a major role in his philosophical thought.

In 1949 Derrida left for Paris and studied at the Ecole Normale Supérieure, where he
later taught from 1964 to 1984. During the 1960s, he wrote for the avant-garde journal
Tel Quel, a leftist publication of literary and critical theory concerned with the intersec-
tion of art and politics. In 1966, Derrida broke into the U.S. intellectual scene with his
groundbreaking lecture at John Hopkins University entitled, “Structure, Sign and Play
in the Discourse of the Human Sciences.” The following year, he published three books
(Of Grammatology, Speech and Phenomena, and Writing and Difference) that helped
secure a prominent place for him among the century’s most influential philosophers.
Derrida continued to publish and lecture extensively in Europe and the United States
until his death in 2004.
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The reception of Derrida’s work has ranged from high praise to bitter denunciation.
Supporters endorse it as a productive method for generating alternative readings of texts
and unraveling social and cultural constructs embedded within dominant discourses.
Concerned with the repression of “otherness,” deconstruction has found particularly
fruitful application in analyses of race, class, gender, and sexuality. However, its influ-
ence has been felt in academic disciplines as diverse as architecture, literary theory, law,
and management science. Critics of deconstruction complain of its lack of intellectual
resolution, positive conclusions, and practical recommendations. And opponents on all
sides of the political spectrum have found his philosophy to be opaque, ethically hollow,
and hopelessly relativistic.

Perhaps the greatest barrier to Derrida’s work lies in the difficulty of reading it. His
work is often characterized by abstraction, metaphor, and ambiguity. But for Derrida,
these are the characteristics of language itself. Absolute statements and unequivocal
conclusions merely obscure the nature of their own construction and reflect the repres-
sion that inevitably occurs in all linguistic expression. All attempts to represent meaning
and fix it in time and space are necessarily repressive; acts of exclusionary “violence.”
What Derrida attempts to show, both through deconstruction and his writing, is the play
of differences at work within language that prevent the arrival of final and stable mean-
ing. It is perhaps this inseparability between writing style and philosophy that makes
Derrida’s work so challenging.

DERRIDA’S THEORETICAL CONTRIBUTIONS

Condensing the body of Derrida’s work into an easy-to-digest summary can be a
challenge. This is not simply because of the complexity of his writing style, his distinct
penchant for wordplay and ambiguity, or the litany of neologisms he has coined over the
years, but also because his arguments have always been inextricably intertwined with
the particular authors and texts he has sought to deconstruct. Many of Derrida’s key
(non)concepts (différance, supplement, trace, pharmakon, etc.) vary depending on the
specific work with which he engaged. In addition to this, Derrida relished the notion of
“undecidability” and explicitly disavowed the possibility of immutable, fixed meanings.
In place of truth, identity, and universality, deconstruction celebrates ambiguity, plural-
ity, and multivocality. To further complicate matters, Derrida himself famously stated:
“All sentences of the type ‘deconstruction is X’ or ‘deconstruction is not X’ a priori
miss the point,” because deconstruction is not reducible to an essential feature, task, or
style. To do so would be to revert to the metaphysical realm of absolute meaning. Like
any word, deconstruction “acquires its value from its inscription in a chain of possible
substitutions” (Derrida 1991, 275). In other words, it is determined by its context. Dis-
cussing these concepts or themes out of context necessarily runs the risk of oversimpli-
fying or essentializing them. All caveats aside, however, there are several overarching
themes within Derrida’s work that, taken together, offer a general overview of his theo-
retical contributions to the intellectual world. The following overview singles out those
themes deemed especially useful for theories of library and information science.

Metaphysics of Presence

Derrida took as his starting point the examination of what he saw as a fundamentally
flawed premise of the Western philosophical tradition, namely the notion of a “center,”
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or an original, stable foundation of meaning. Since as far back as ancient Greece, West-
ern philosophy has been based on what Derrida referred to as the “metaphysics of
presence,” or “the determination of Being as presence” (Derrida 1978, 279). All foun-
dational principles in philosophical discourse—Truth, Essence, God, Ideal Form, and
so forth—have always been defined as some form of pure presence; that which just is.
The notion of presence is essential to metaphysics because it guarantees the truth of
foundational propositions on which the structure of an argument can be built. Thus, the
metaphysics of presence relies on belief in a central and absolute Cause or Origin that
underlies philosophical thought and guarantees its meaning.

Logocentrism/Phonocentrism

If truth is that which reveals its presence to one’s consciousness through reflection,
then the object of philosophy is the communication of this truth through language,
and therein lies the rub for, as Derrida pointed out, “the very idea of truth” depends
on its ability to stand alone, before and outside any means of representing it (Derrida
1976, 20). Indeed, Western philosophy is permeated by what Derrida called “logo-
centrism,” or the assumption that there is a realm of truth that exists prior to and
independent of its representation in language. Logos is derived from the Greek term
for “word” or “reason,” but was often used to signify some form of transcendent truth
or meaning: what Derrida referred to as the “transcendental signified.”

According to Derrida, logocentrism is linked to another important characteristic of
Western philosophy that he called “phonocentrism.” Phonocentrism refers to the privi-
leging of speech over writing as a more authentic bearer of truth by virtue of its prox-
imity to thought. Speech was considered to be a “natural” or perfect expression of
thought; of that which is immediately present to one’s consciousness. Furthermore, the
presence of the speaker to the listener guaranteed the meaning of what is spoken. Writ-
ing, on the other hand, was considered less immediate and therefore inferior to speech
because its reception occurs in the absence of the author, which increases the likelihood
of misrepresentation and misunderstanding. Conceived of as “written-down speech,”
writing was deemed to be derivative of speech and therefore twice removed from the
source of meaning.

For Derrida, the claim that speech was capable of providing transparent access to
meaning amounted to nothing less than “the absolute effacement of the signifier” (Der-
rida 1976, 20). It was the condition of the logocentric belief that truth can exist without
mediation. As Niall Lucy has suggested, the object of phonocentrism was not the pro-
tection of the purity of speech as such, but what might be called “a certain ideal of the
purity of purity. The idea that there just is purity, authenticity, truth, and so on—prior
to and independent of any system of writing, outside any need to express, convey, argue
for or otherwise represent the ‘self-reliance’ of the pure, the authentic, the original, etc.”
(Lucy 2004, 119). In other words, it was a metaphysical requirement that speech come
before writing since, in order for speech to be attributed the status of “nonrepresenta-
tional” truth, it had to be opposed to writing as mere representation.

Deconstruction

Western thought has been traditionally rooted in a quest for centers, origins, and
essences. The problem with centers, in Derrida’s view, is that they attempt to exclude,
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repress, or marginalize others (“the Other”). This is an inherent characteristic of meta-
physics, which Derrida defined as:

The enterprise of returning “strategically,” “ideally” to an origin or to a priority thought to be
simple, intact, normal, pure, standard, self-identical, in order then to think in terms of derivation,
complication, deterioration, accident, etc. All metaphysicians, from Plato to Rousseau, Descartes
to Husserl, have proceeded in this way, conceiving good to be before evil, the positive before the
negative, the pure before the impure...etc. And this is not just one metaphysical gesture among
others, it is the metaphysical exigency, that which has been most constant, most profound and
most potent (Derrida 1998, 236).

According to Derrida, then, metaphysics necessarily depends on the creation of bi-
nary oppositions (good/evil, mind/body, nature/culture, etc.) in which one member of
the opposition is considered primary while the other is made secondary. The order of
metaphysical succession requires the idea of an undisputed first or original instance,
the identity of which is independent of whatever might come after it. So, for example,
“good” is primary while “evil” (defined as the absence of good) is secondary. But this
succession is not simply linear; it is also hierarchical for, in every case, what is con-
sidered secondary is defined in terms of the lack of presence. Good both comes before
evil and is privileged over it. Derrida, however, argued that a concept like good could
not be defined without recourse to evil. Far from being grounded in presence, the iden-
tity of a thing is derived from the play of differences within signification—a play of
presences and absences. The “interior presence” of good cannot be established in and of
itself but depends on a relationship with the “exterior absence” of evil (Lucy 2004, 102).
By ignoring this relationship, metaphysical thought attempts freeze the play of binary
opposites by placing one term of the binary at the center while marginalizing the other.

If metaphysics relies on centers to order and fix the play of binary opposites, then
deconstruction is a process of decentering aimed at releasing the free play of nonhierar-
chical, nonstable meanings within a text. Christopher Norris described deconstruction as
“the dismantling of conceptual oppositions, the taking apart of hierarchical systems of
thought which can then be reinscribed within a different order of textual signification”
(Norris 1987, 19). This new order is not merely the inversion of the previous hierarchy,
but the replacement of the hierarchy itself by blurring the boundary on which it depends.

Deconstruction can be summarized as a three-step process. The first step involves
identifying the binary oppositions that structure a text and the hierarchical relation that
defines one term as central and the other as marginal. The next step is to reverse this
hierarchical relationship by placing the marginal term at the center. This has the effect of
showing the original relationship to be constructed and produces an alternative reading
of the text. However, as Derrida consistently pointed out, the goal of deconstruction is
not merely to replace one hierarchy or reading with another but to demonstrate that both
(and many others) are equally possible. Thus, the final step of deconstruction requires the
formulation of a more fluid and less coercive conceptual organization of terms that tran-
scends the binary logic and acknowledges the mutual interdependence of both terms.

Différance

The key feature of language that makes deconstruction possible is what Derrida
called “différance.” Différance refers to the systematic play of differences within sig-
nification that govern the production of meaning. Différance undercuts the logocentric
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notion that language can be used to directly express truth—that which is present to one’s
consciousness. Instead, it illustrates that language is already caught up in a network of
associations that extend far beyond one’s self and the present moment.

Like all words, the meaning of différance is unstable, suspended between the two
French verbs “to differ” and “to defer.” The first half of this definition draws on Swiss
linguist Ferdinand de Saussure’s principle of the arbitrariness of the sign. In his Course
in General Linguistics, Saussure defined language as a system of signs in which each
sign was composed of a signifier (a sound or word) and a signified (a concept or mean-
ing). However, Saussure argued that the relationship between signifier and signified was
arbitrary; there was “no natural connexion” between a word and the concept it served
to express (Saussure 1983, 69). Saussure’s cardinal insight was that language was “a
system in which all the elements fit together, and in which the value of any one element
depends on the simultaneous existence of all the others” (113). In other words, signs are
not linked directly to immediately present objects or meanings, but derive their mean-
ing through their relation to and difference from other signs. Similarly, on the level of
meaning, concepts distinguish themselves only from their difference from other con-
cepts. Thus, Derrida concluded:

The signified concept is never present in and of itself, in sufficient presence that would refer
only to itself. Essentially and lawfully, every concept is inscribed in a chain or in a system within
which it refers to the other, to other concepts, by means of the systematic play of differences
(Derrida 1982, 11).

There are no positive elements within language—no element that can be called simply
“itself.” A word only becomes “itself” depending on its relationship to other words in the
system. Its meaning depends upon its relationship to what it is not—its difference from
something else. Binary oppositions are defined by différance, that is, through the defini-
tion of the dominant by the Other. “White” is defined in relation to “black,” “male” in
relation to “female,” and so on. The implication of this play of differences is that identity
and meaning always owes its existence, in part, to something that is absent—to what it
lacks. Neither member of the binary structure ever entirely succeeds in eradicating the
presence of the absent other. According to Derrida, a “trace” of the other always remains
within its midst.

Derrida further argued that the meaning of a word is never fully present at the time of
its utterance but is always deferred, delayed, put off to interpretation. By its very nature,
a signifier points to a meaning that lies beyond itself. The meaning of a given word de-
pends on its context and is delayed until the interpreter crosses the time and space that
separates that word from the other words in the text that give it meaning. Sometimes,
even the context can fail to produce meaning, in which case one might turn to a diction-
ary to locate the meaning of a word. However, rather than arriving at a meaning, what one
finds is actually another string of words. Thus, in Derrida’s view, every sign is merely the
sign of another sign. They are not grounded in real referents but float freely in a ground-
less play with other signs. The differences, traces, and deferrals that permeate language
create disturbances within meaning that are revealed in the process of deconstruction.

Arche-writing

The primary focus of Derrida’s work was the deconstruction of the binary opposi-
tion between speech and writing. As mentioned previously, Derrida observed a distinct
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phonocentrism within the Western philosophic tradition, which valorized speech over
writing as a more authentic form of language because spoken words were believed to
be a direct expression of thought. Moreover, the intention and meaning of the speaker
were alleged to be immediately present, whereas in writing they were considered
more remote or absent and thus more liable to misunderstanding. Conceived of as
“written-down speech,” writing is considered as derivative of speech and therefore
twice removed from the source of meaning.

Derrida noted that the characteristics ascribed to writing were equally true of speech
insofar as both are signs subject to differential play of meaning within language. He
suggested that speech’s priority over writing could only be granted by limiting writing
to its phonetic form (as written-down speech). In contrast, Derrida argued that writing
is in fact a precondition of language and must be conceived prior to speech. By this he
did not mean that the invention of writing as technical means of inscription historically
preceded the development of speech. Rather, Derrida argued for a more expansive con-
ception of writing: what he called “arche-writing.” In Derrida’s use, writing, or arche-
writing, refers to “the ‘free play’ or element of undecidability within every language
system. .. Writing is the endless displacement of meaning which both governs language
and places it forever beyond the reach of stable, self-authenticating knowledge” (Norris
1982, 29). Redefined in this way, speech already belongs to this generalized concep-
tion of writing and neither speech nor writing contains a presence of meaning, only its
infinite deferral.

In Derrida’s most renowned work, Of Grammatology (1967), he set out to deconstruct
the binary opposition between speech and writing in the history of Western thought. In
his reading of the work of Saussure, for example, Derrida argued that the valorization
of speech lay in Saussure’s phonocentric conception of writing as being limited to the
phonetic-alphabetical script. On the one hand, Saussure claimed that there was a natu-
ral bond between sound and meaning since meaning is present in speech. However, he
also argued that this correlation was arbitrary. To demonstrate how language represents
a system of differences, Saussure employed writing as an example to illustrate how writ-
ten markings mean nothing in and of themselves but gain their identity only through
their difference from other markings in the system. Derrida’s deconstructive reading
seized on this to show how writing could be seen as central within Saussure’s own ar-
gument and within the system of language in general. He went on to argue that neither
the word writing nor the word speech is adequate to describe the more abstract play of
differences that are common to both. To address this, he formulated a new phrase capa-
ble of expressing that speaking and writing are simply two different forms of the same
thing: the play of difference within language, or what Derrida referred to as “arche-
writing” (Powell 1997, 48).

Textuality and Dissemination

In Derrida’s view, all knowledge is textual. It is composed not just of concepts, but of
words. And words can suggest different meanings. Derrida refused to grant philosophy
the privileged status it had historically claimed as the sovereign dispenser of reason, a
claim that went hand in hand with the privileged position accorded to logic over rhetoric
and to philosophy over literature. He argued that philosophy had been able to impose its
systems of thought only by suppressing the disruptive effects of language, by repress-
ing its own textuality. As Christopher Norris put it, deconstruction works to “undo the
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idea—the ruling illusion of Western metaphysics—that reason can somehow dispense
with language and arrive at a pure, self-authenticating truth” (Norris 1982, 19). Decon-
struction zeros in on and exploits the “semantic slippages” that occur within elements
of metaphor and other figurative devices found in philosophical texts in order to dem-
onstrate the impossibility of grounding knowledge and truth in the idea of authentic,
self-present meaning. As Derrida famously proclaimed, “there is nothing outside of the
text”—no signifieds that escape the play of signifiers (Derrida 1976, 158).

By highlighting the textuality of philosophical discourse, deconstruction works to
achieve what Derrida called the “dissemination” or dispersal of meaning. The princi-
ple of dissemination suggests that there are in fact no limits to what may be relevant in
understanding a text. The three essays that make up Dissemination (1983) play upon the
theme of textuality and dissemination while blurring the distinction between philosophy
and literature. In “Plato’s Pharmacy,” for example, Derrida offered a deconstructive
reading of the Phaedrus. In the Phaedrus, Plato used the myth of Theuth to illustrate the
superiority of speech over writing, which he referred to as a pharmakon—a dangerous
drug or poison. Derrida’s reading seized upon the double meaning of the term phar-
makon, which can also be used to mean the exact opposite—remedy or cure. In so
doing, he produced a radically different reading of the text that emphasized its funda-
mental undecidability. In the deconstructed version, writing becomes both poison and
cure, thereby undermining its previously binary logic and revealing the infinite play of
differences. Another technique, such as that used in “The Double Session” and Glas
(1974), is the juxtaposition of literary and philosophical texts to illustrate the effects of
intertextuality and the ways in which writing cannot be contained within the limits of a
single work or self-enclosed system of meaning.

IMPLICATIONS FOR LIBRARY AND
INFORMATION SCIENCE

Derrida’s work stands as a critique of the fundamental principles of Western meta-
physics and its associated notions of truth, knowledge, meaning, and objectivity.
Theories and practices of library and information science (LIS) have been tradition-
ally grounded on many of these same principles. Thus, Derrida poses a challenge to the
ways in which librarians conceptualize and carry out their work. This section highlights
two areas in particular that could benefit from Derrida’s insights, namely bibliographic
description and classification.

As we have seen, Derrida refuted the notion that there exists some stable foundation
of meaning resting on a correspondence between sign and object. In contrast, he argued
that meaning is generated by the play of differences among signs. Meanings are never
fixed but always contingent on shifting and arbitrary systems of relationships. From a
poststructuralist perspective then, there is no way to assure the correspondence between
a text and its meaning. LIS has historically addressed the need to create stable contexts
for the correspondence of meaning through what is referred to as “knowledge organi-
zation.” Tools such as classification schedules, cataloging rules, controlled vocabular-
ies, hierarchical subject trees, and a variety of indexing schemes have been created to
“impose patterns on the potential chaos of human knowledge” (Radford and Radford
2005, 75). Such tools have traditionally operated on an “exact match,” or “conduit,”
model of meaning that posits a direct correspondence between text and meaning, signi-
fier and signified. This meaningful organization consists in the assignment of each item
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in a collection to a unique identifier (i.e., classification number) and a limited number
of subject access points (i.e., subject headings). However, as Gary and Marie Radford
have suggested, “there is no fixed reality to which any classification system can cor-
respond” (Radford and Radford 2005, 76). Indeed, the only “reality” that exists is that
which is created by these very patterns and structures of organization. That is to say, the
way libraries order and describe materials has a formidable impact on how those mate-
rials will be interpreted by users. In deciding what about a text accounts for its meaning,
determining its classification and placement within the collection, and assigning names
and access points, libraries shape they way those texts will be understood and used by
researchers. Libraries, therefore, do not just organize knowledge, they construct it.

One of the primary ways that libraries seek to assign meaning to texts is through the
assignment of standardized subject headings in bibliographic description. The inher-
ent instability of meaning within language is overcome by the imposition of controlled
vocabulary. By mandating the use of predefined, authorized terms for bibliographic
description, libraries seek to reduce the kind of inherent ambiguity and polysemy found
in “natural” language. However, controlled vocabularies are, by definition, limited sys-
tems for the representation of information. Books and other informational objects are
complex entities capable of encompassing a variety of different subjects, only a few of
which are selected for bibliographic description. Furthermore, the subject(s) of a book
may not always find corresponding expression within the scheme of standardized sub-
ject headings. As Ronald Day has noted, texts, like other linguistic signs, “have a degree
of semantic surplus or excess intrinsic to them; restrictions of this excess give rise to
more restrictive economies of meaning production...where certain elements and rela-
tions are allowed to be expressed and others not” (Day 2004, 595).

The “elements and relations” that wind up getting excluding from systems of bib-
liographic representation generally reflect the biases of the cultures in which they are
created. Since at least the 1970s, there has been a small but vocal opposition to this
bias in bibliographic description. Although not poststructuralist in orientation, Sanford
Berman’s life-long and pioneering work on uncovering the inherent bias of Library of
Congress Subject Headings (LCSH) could be viewed as a first tentative step toward a
deconstructive analysis of information organization insofar as it examines the limits of
expression in controlled vocabularies and reveals the systematic exclusion of the Other.
In his 1971 Prejudices and Antipathies, Berman highlighted a litany of subject head-
ings demonstrating clear biases on the basis of race, gender, sexuality, ethnicity, class,
and religion. For example, the separate treatment given to women in occupational sub-
ject headings—such as “Women as accountants,” “Women as architects,” or “Women as
astronauts”—argued Berman, implied that it was unusual and perhaps even inappropri-
ate for women to hold these occupations. Conversely, the absence of similarly distinct
occupational headings for men indicated that it was presumed natural for men to have
these roles (Berman 1971, 145). Thanks in large part to Berman’s tireless efforts, some
of the more egregious examples of bias have been removed from LCSH, although later
studies have suggested that a significant amount still remains (see Knowlton 2005).

The exclusionary bias within standardized subject headings relates not just to its
selected terminology but to its structural aspects as well. The hierarchical structure of
subject headings and classifications not only limits terms for naming information but
further limits the interpretation of these terms by defining their relations to each other.
Cross references direct users from the terms not chosen to express a given concept
to the authoritative term for that concept. Relational references indicate hierarchical
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relationships and establish context. In his study, Berman noted a number of questionable
relationships within LCSH that tended to endorse a particular perspective. For example,
the cross-referencing of the subject headings “Gipsies” with “Rouges and vagabonds,”
“Homosexuality” with “Sexual Perversion,” “Anarchism” with “Terrorism,” and “Abor-
tion” with “Offenses against the person,” he argued, shaped the meanings of those terms
in very specific ways. Thus, the syndetic structures of controlled vocabularies such as
LCSH can be said to create an interpretive context that circumscribes the meaning of
subject headings by limiting the play of differences within language.

Similar biases can be said to exist in library classification schemes. Like subject
headings, classification schemes tend to construct information in ways that reflect the
biases of the cultures that produce them. The primary object of a classification system is
to gather similar information together and place it in proximity to related information.
Because relationships between concepts can be drawn in a variety of ways, classifica-
tions privilege some concepts over others. Furthermore, classification tends to reflect
the most mainstream version of these relationships with the result of marginalizing
those outside the mainstream (Olson 1998, 235).

Classifications are also closed systems in that they represent some concepts and not
others. As a matter of practicality, no classification can ever be all inclusive; they inevi-
tably have limits. According to Hope Olson, “a system of any kind is defined by what
it is not and, because systems tend to be dynamic, the definition of a system’s limits
is always deferred.” Thus, classifications are characterized by Derrida’s notion of dif-
férance insofar as “their limits are constructed by their exclusions and are in a state of
constant flux because they are socially constructed” (Olson 1998, 235).

Deconstructive analyses conducted by Hope Olson have suggested that theories of
knowledge organization are underwritten by a universality/diversity binary opposi-
tion. Examining major foundational texts within LIS, Olson noted that universality
was considered necessary in order to tame the subjectivity of language, while diver-
sity was deemed to cause communication failure. Using the technique of iteration,
Olson revealed how the presumption of universality within knowledge organization
depends upon the systematic exclusion of the Other. She argued that the “universal”
is taken to be the “white, ethnically European, bourgeois, Christian, heterosexual,
able-bodied, male (WEBCHAM) presence” from which all else is deviation (Olson
2001a, 4).

Such biases become clear in the unacknowledged assumptions underlying “user-
centered” cataloging. Indeed, the common rebuttal to charges of bias in subject headings
has traditionally been premised on the needs of the user. LC, for instance, claims that
it does not establish usage, it merely follows it. Accordingly, the Library of Congress’
1951 Subject Headings: A Practical Guide instructed catalogers that “the heading...
should be that which the reader will seek in the catalog” (Haykin 1951, 7). Thus, LC
merely uses the language that users are most familiar with. The problem, as noted by
critics like Olson, becomes the identity of “the user.” While the underlying philosophy
is to keep the user in focus, the assumption is that the user is white, Christian, male,
and heterosexual. Olson suggested that such cataloging practices can be described as
“user-centered” only if one considers users in a narrow sense (Olson 1999, 244). “Uni-
versality,” it seems, is permeated by its opposite: specificity. By utilizing the presumed
language and perspective of a particular group of users, descriptive practices marginal-
ize the perspectives of other users and create the impression that certain points of view
are normal and others unusual.
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Olson’s deconstructive analyses often seize on common metaphors used in LIS
literature to seek out those moments of self-contradiction that allow an opposi-
tional reading of the text. For example, both Charles Cutter and Melville Dewey
used military metaphors to describe how their systems of classification provide
rational, efficient means of organizing information from an unruly mob into a “wel
[sic] disciplined army.” Olson noted, however, that an army “also causes perturba-
tion, agitation, and disturbance. ..to those outside of its imposed order: the victims
of its violence. The organization of a mob into an army ... always causes violence by
imposing a marginalizing and exclusionary order” (Olson 2001b, 649). By choosing
Arabic numerals for notation, for instance, Dewey created an arbitrary limit of ten
divisions of the universe of knowledge. These ten divisions do bring order to those
subjects it includes but perpetrates violence against those it excludes. Leftover sub-
jects are grouped merely as “Other,” usually numbered 9. For example, the 800 class
of literature allots eight classes for Western literature but all non-Western literature
is grouped into one class (890).

Elsewhere, Olson discussed the metaphor of mapping used by Berwick Sayers and
B. C. Brookes in their respective works. Sayers’ and Brookes’ conception of classifi-
cation as a “map of knowledge” suggested that, like maps, classifications are accurate
and objective relational representations of knowledge or information. Olson found the
comparison apt but not for the reasons suggested by its authors. In contrast, Olson
suggested that neither classifications nor maps accurately or objectively reflect the
complexity of the entities they serve to represent. Maps are just as culturally biased as
classifications. Traditional map projections presented a Eurocentric worldview that dis-
proportionately enlarged the size of Europe and North America relative to the rest of the
world much in the same way that traditional classifications have allocated more space
to Western topics and marginalized others. Furthermore, classifications, much like the
two-dimensional representations of three-dimensional geographic entities, necessarily
“distort all knowledge in its infinite multidimensionality into a linear arrangement suit-
able for creating a browsable list or locations on shelves” (Olson 1998, 240). Thus,
by reworking the rhetoric of LIS texts, Olson overturns their binary logic to produce
a counterreading that reveals the opposite of what their authors intended, namely, the
exclusions and biases that are hidden under the guise of their apparent universality and
neutrality.

How is it that these biases have been allowed to seep into standards of description
and classification that were intended to be neutral, objective representations of the
world’s knowledge? According to Derrida, these biases are inevitable, a result of time’s
effects on language’s retention of persistent meaning. The movement of time disrupts
all attempts to fix meaning. This is what Saussure failed to fully acknowledge in his
theory of structural linguistics. Much like classification theorists, Saussure believed that
the whole domain of meaning could be systematically mapped by understanding the
underlying rules that structure the language system. However, this could only be accom-
plished by neglecting the realities of language usage and the manner in which language
and meaning shift and change over time. In order to view language as a closed and com-
plete system, Saussure was forced to study the state of language at a particular moment,
that is, synchronically rather than diachronically. According to Derrida, however, the
understanding of language at any particular moment will always be one of interpreta-
tion since final meaning is always endlessly deferred, always contingent upon the state
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of the language at a particular moment, and, therefore, always changing over time. As
Brian Brothman has pointed out:

Time’s relentless motility disrupts and delays the achievement of a perfectly coordinated and
stable language system, a population of peacefully co-existing meanings, an authoritative re-
pository of commonly shared terms. System—a condition outside of time—and the workings of
time exist together in unavoidable tension (Brothman 1999, 72).

Controlled vocabularies and classification schemes are language systems for the rep-
resentation of knowledge or information. As such, they are subject to the disruptive
forces of time that prevent the stabilization of meaning. It was no accident, for example,
that Berman’s initial critique of racial, gender, and other biases within LCSH appeared
in the wake of a decade of social protest and activism aimed at redressing these very
issues. The discourse on these topics had begun to change, but LC’s language system
and its associated structures had failed to change with it. As with all signs, the meaning
of a text changes over time as a result of its relationship to and difference from other
texts—other signs—within the system. A text that was once considered seminal in its
field becomes obsolete with the addition of newer texts. A text that was once thought to
mean one thing comes to mean something else. This condition is a fundamental aspect
of textuality and Derrida’s idea of dissemination, both of which complicate traditional
notions of a book or informational object as a self-enclosed entity. Unlike the concept
of a book, text is “an undisciplined and undisciplinable object,” an object without bor-
ders in constant relation and dialogue with other texts (Brothman 1999, 77). According
to Douglas Raber and John Budd, “this changing relation between text and content, and
between signifier and signified constitutes a change in the meaning of the informative
object, as new meanings are assigned to existing objects” (Raber and Budd 2003, 512).
As a result, languages for indexing and classification must necessarily change over time
in order to adapt to the way that information changes.

The notion that biases within standards of description and classification are an
inevitable result of time’s effect on language should not be taken to suggest that these
matters are unavoidable and, therefore, beyond our control. Nor should it be taken to
suggest that librarians or catalogers are essentially evil or malicious for injecting biases
into the practices of knowledge organization. What it does suggest is that librarians
must be made aware of the ways in which their work shapes and constructs knowledge.
As a result, librarians have what Hope Olson referred to as an ethical “responsibility
to otherness”—a responsibility to create space for the expression of other identities,
other values, and other perspectives within structures of knowledge organization (Olson
1993, 111).

According to Olson, creating space for the voices the Other entails developing “tech-
niques for making the limits of our existing information systems permeable” (Olson
2001a, 20). Rather than simply replacing one standard with another, a true decon-
structive approach involves breaching the limits of the dominant standard so that other
voices can be heard. Olson offered a number of suggestions for accomplishing this.
One suggestion, which has already made some headway in libraries, involves allowing
users to construct their own descriptions of and relationships between documents and
share them with other users. Social bookmarking and tagging is a way for librarians
to relinquish some of their control over the construction of knowledge and empower
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users—especially marginalized users—to create their own structures of knowledge or-
ganization. Another suggestion involves adapting technology such as that developed for
the MultiLIS integrated system, which allows for the use of parallel subject headings
in different languages. Olson suggested that this same technology could be adapted to
allow alternative headings for traditionally marginalized topics. Olson also suggested
the creation of an adaptive interface that could map the terminology of a marginalized
knowledge domain to a mainstream classification. Her own work in mapping A Women’s
Thesaurus, a feminist vocabulary for women’s studies materials, to the Dewey Decimal
Classification serves as an example. Such practices allow the construction of what
Olson called “paradoxical spaces” by permitting “existence on both sides of a limit
simultaneously or alternately. It is both inside and outside, center and margins. In this
way it does not put a new structure in place of the old but puts a different spin on exist-
ing concepts that come to coexist with concepts from the margins” (Olson 1998, 242).
The same approach can be adapted for other perspectives and cultures, thereby provid-
ing a way of linking marginal discourses to the center and making the boundaries be-
tween both permeable.

CONCLUSION

The project of metaphysics speaks to what seems like a fundamental human need
to establish a reliable basis for access to stable, enduring knowledge and meaning. To
name, define, explain, and understand reality is the process by which humans have
historically sought to control it. Derrida himself acknowledged the practical necessity
of this and indeed stressed the impossibility of truly overcoming metaphysics. How-
ever, what he did try to point out was that this process of naming reality is, in effect,
also its construction. The object of deconstruction is to highlight the unacknowledged
assumptions that govern descriptions of reality and denaturalize them. Deconstruction
harbors a distinct political interest insofar it seeks to give voice to the Other—to that
which remains marginalized or excluded from dominant discourses of reality.

Libraries in some sense represent an institutionalized form of metaphysics insofar
as they seek to describe, order, and arrange information or knowledge about the world.
In the process, they also play a role in constructing knowledge and defining what is
knowable about the world. As we have seen these constructions often privilege certain
conceptions of the world at the expense of others. Derrida’s lesson for libraries is not
necessarily that they can overcome this condition but rather to show how ostensibly
neutral or objective practices of organizing information implicate these practices in
the perpetuation of dominant discourses and to highlight the ethical responsibilities
libraries have as arbiters of knowledge and meaning.
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INTRODUCTION: A BRIEF BIOGRAPHY
OF PAULO FREIRE

Brazilian educator Paulo Freire (1921-97), one of the most influential educational
theorists and practitioners of the late 20th century, dedicated his life to helping oppressed
communities become aware of their collective power and consequently create new con-
ditions in overcoming oppression (Coben 1998). Freire was born on September 19,
1921, in Recife, a port city on Brazil’s northeastern coast. Although his family was a
middle-class family, they were severely affected by the Great Depression. His experi-
ences of hunger and poverty shaped his concerns for the poor and helped to construct
his particular educational viewpoint. In 1943 he enrolled in the Faculty of Law at the
University of Recife, where he also studied philosophy and the psychology of language.
Freire almost never practiced law but instead worked as a secondary-school language
teacher, teaching Portuguese. He earned his doctorate in 1959 and served as the first
director of the Department of Cultural Extension at the University of Recife, bringing
literary programs to the rural poor. Because of his success in the literary programs, he
was appointed as the president of the National Commission on Popular Culture in 1963
(Gerhardt 1993).

During a military coup in 1964, Freire was imprisoned for 70 days by the military
for his educational work among the rural poor, and then exiled to Chile. During his
prison time, Freire began his first major educational work, Education as the Practice
of Freedom, a text he finished while in exile in Chile. In 1968 his most famous book,
Pedagogy of the Oppressed, was first published in Portuguese. In 1969 he received a let-
ter of invitation to lecture for two years at Harvard University. He worked as a profes-
sor at the Center for the Study of Development and Social Change at the university. In
1970 the first English translation of Pedagogy of the Oppressed was published. Half a
year later, Freire left Harvard University and began to serve as consultant and eventually
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as assistant secretary of education for the World Council of Churches in Switzerland.
He traveled all over the world lecturing and assisting educational programs of newly
independent countries in Asia and Africa (Gerhardt 1993).

In 1979 Freire was invited by the Brazilian government to return from his 15 years of
exile. In 1988 he was appointed as minister of education for the city of Sdo Paulo. With
the position, he had the opportunity of guiding school reform in two-thirds of the nation’s
schools. At the age of 75, Freire died of heart failure in Rio de Janeiro on May 2, 1997,
leaving behind a legacy of love and hope for oppressed people throughout the world.

Paulo Freire published a vast collection of books that have been translated into many
different languages. Indeed, a number of Freire’s important contributions to educational
theory have had a considerable impact on the development of critical pedagogy and
revolutionary educational practice. Particularly important among these are his elabora-
tion of a dialogic basis for critical pedagogy and radical politics (McLaren and Leonard
1993; McLaren 2000), his idea of developing a pedagogy of the oppressed or a pedagogy
of hope (Elias 1994; Gadotti 1994), his concern with praxis or informed ethical prac-
tice (Darder 2002), his pedagogical concept of conscientization—consciousness with the
power to transform reality (McLaren 2000), and his notion of libertarian pedagogy as the
political basis for a radical transformation of education and society (Allman 1999).

FREIRE, CRITICAL THEORY, AND
COMMUNICATIVE ACTION

Traditionally, libraries in the modern era have been tasked with discovery and
consultation and dissemination of knowledge that is fixed, authoritative, discipline
bound, and constructed for individual access. These institutions have thus identified
themselves as separate from the mundane world—as standing for purer, more elevated
values—and acted as universal archives for transferring or transmitting information
based on higher values and objectified knowledge (Wisner 2000; Bruce and Kapitzke
2006; Bruce 2008). This positivist model still dominates many public and school lib-
raries, and many people continue to think of libraries as repositories of information and
librarians as the caretakers of those resources. However, although acting as reposito-
ries has been a central role for libraries from their inception, many factors—including
postmodern conceptions of the nature of knowledge in the information age, the democ-
ratization of knowledge production and dissemination, the emphasis on community-
based lifelong learning, and the move toward collaborative and transformative notions
of teaching and learning—have incited libraries to move beyond the traditional care-
taker role (Wisner 2000; Bruce and Kapitzke 2006; Bruce 2008).

To address this shift, we explore an alternative view that differs markedly from
the more traditional notions of library in its vision of community-based and trans-
formative libraries, institutions that do not merely provide opportunities for dis-
covery and consultation but create opportunities for community empowerment and
transformation. First, after outlining the ongoing debates in areas related to library
pedagogy, communicative action, critical pedagogy, community-based learning, and
critical theory, we identify problems in the present notions of public libraries and li-
brary pedagogy by comparing the dialogic community-based perspective on library
and library pedagogy with the traditional static viewpoint. We then challenge the lat-
ter’s prevalent conceptions of libraries as repositories of information and librarians
as caretakers of these resources. Next, to encourage further reconstruction of the the-
ory and practice of library pedagogy, we formulate a critical framework based on
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Paulo Freire’s critical pedagogy—particularly, his concepts of dialogue, praxis, and
conscientization—through which we identify the characteristics of a transformative
and community-based library (TCBL). Finally, we propose an alternative conceptuali-
zation of library pedagogy as a dialogic accomplishment.

TRADITIONAL VERSUS TRANSFORMATIVE
LIBRARIES: FREIRE, CRITICAL PEDAGOGY,
AND COMMUNITY-BASED LEARNING

Until recently, modern librarians worked in remote offices with opaque windows as if
to conceal themselves from those unworthy of professional assistance. Today, however,
librarians have moved into the public view, although in many cases, they still wait for in-
formation seekers to come to them. Nonetheless, whether engaging in the traditional task
of collection building or developing new models for information provision, librarians
should become more open to serving multiple audiences. This goal can be achieved by
discarding the positivist view of libraries as neutral sites and rethinking them as sites of
situated social action, in which library pedagogy is constituted through diverse conversa-
tions about different ideas and values that shape library formation and functioning.

At the same time, contemporary theorists of library and information sciences have
been increasingly recognizing the importance of making libraries relevant to local com-
munities. Accordingly, they are now discussing the importance of encouraging com-
munity members to make their own decisions, actively participate in library activities,
and interpret and critically reflect on what the library has to offer (Bruce and Kapitzke
2006; Bruce 2008). Most particularly, these theorists see the main purpose of libraries
in democratic societies as enabling learners not only to learn better on their own but also
to teach one another within a community of learners. If libraries are so identified as pri-
marily transformative educational sites, then reaching a broader audience can be more
accurately—and more meaningfully—understood as reaching a broader cross-section
of learners. Hence, making libraries relevant means understanding learner and commu-
nity needs, developing more supportive and engaging learning scenarios, and creating
more inclusive learning communities. To date, however, in the field of library education,
much of the time devoted to group learning has targeted young learners enrolled in pub-
lic or private school systems.

What is crucial and revolutionary about alternative library pedagogy is that it is a method
of learning throughout life—beginning with daily life itself and the experiential moments
it contains—and thus balances theory and practice. Above all, critical library pedagogy
recognizes that learner and community experiences are central to the education process,
meaning that the role of the transformative library and its staff is to facilitate the production
of knowledge rather than its transmission. That is, through a range of pedagogical meth-
ods, concepts and theories emerge naturally in the process of confronting learners’ expe-
riences to produce what Freire (1972) terms a libertarian pedagogy or problem-posing
education based on a democratic relationship between learner and teacher.

LIBERTARIAN LIBRARY PEDAGOGY AND COMMUNITY-
BASED LIBRARIES: A FREIREAN PERSPECTIVE

Freire (1972) supports his argument for a libertarian education and criticized tradi-
tional education using the metaphor of a banking education model, one synonymous
with the domination that isolates learners from the content and process of education.
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Most particularly, such a model assumes that the teacher knows everything, the students
nothing (Giroux and McLaren 1987; McLaren 1994; Mayo 1999, 2008; Eryaman and
Riedler 2009). Hence, teachers narrate, prescribe, and deposit information, which the
students must then mechanically receive, memorize, and repeat. As expert consultants,
teachers thus possess the knowledge, and their role is simply to deposit as much of it as
possible within the students, filling them as if they were objects not humans.

In modern libraries, librarians are still commonly perceived as expert consultants
who possess a special set of tools and competencies by which they can transmit a par-
ticular kind of service to library visitors. Many libraries therefore sustain a view of
learning in which learners should passively listen while the librarian tells them what
they need to know and should have no input on how or what they learn. Such a scenario
exemplifies Freire’s notion of a banking education that fails to recognize the importance
of learners’ different backgrounds, the distinctive ways in which they process informa-
tion, and the fact that learners can learn more efficiently from participatory and dia-
logic methods of learning. In contrast, Freire’s libertarian education, with its informed
ethical practice or praxis, is based on a dialogic process in which both teacher and stu-
dent construct knowledge together. That is, the teacher poses a problem and encourages
students to ask questions about and inquire into the problem in a reciprocal dialogue in
which the teacher also expresses opinions. Hence, whereas banking education merely
allows the acceptance of knowledge, libertarian education facilitates knowledge produc-
tion, thereby humanizing the students and promoting critical thinking (Roberts 2000;
Morrow and Torres 2002).

From the perspective of a libertarian pedagogy, learning in libraries becomes a dia-
logic process that acknowledges the noncausal, social, moral, and political nature of
inquiry, making it a practical and interpretive accomplishment rather than a mere tech-
nical or technological activity. In this libertarian view, the most important issue for
librarians is not simply technical and procedural evaluation of the efficacy of knowl-
edge transmission but the potential social and practical value of what they do. That is,
for the proponents of the libertarian view, learning is more than the simple applica-
tion of strategies or techniques to bring about predetermined ends: there is always the
question of the social, moral, and political value of such techniques and the specific-
ity of particular contexts in which problems must be addressed (Eryaman and Riedler
2009). In addition, learning in a libertarian pedagogy aims to promote conscientization
(Freire 1972), the development of a critical consciousness (Freire 1995) or reflexive
thoughts and values that reject the oppressive beliefs of the dominant conscience. Such
a process can liberate both students and teachers alike. Freire thus encourages dialogic
consciousness-raising learning communities in which students not only become aware
of their communities and the ideologies therein but also how to become critical of them
(Taylor 1993; Rossatto 2005).

Most particularly, the pedagogical dynamics of Freirean critical pedagogy could
inspire the development of a transformative and community-based library (TCBL)
model in which libraries become democratic spaces for Freire’s dialogic conscienti-
zation rather than the mechanical and wholly judicious institutions of the traditional
static model. For instance, recognizing that communities are but people with similar or
divergent stories that mediate their social interaction and progression, libraries could
encourage and celebrate a concept that deserves to be reexamined and embraced—that
of collectivity. Indeed, within such a framework, libraries could serve significant politi-
cal and social functions, not only by providing a common democratic bond that allows
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learners to think of themselves as part of a community, but, in these times of global
change, by shaping the tensions between neoliberal individualization and contempo-
rary adaptation to new paradigms like cultural diversity, community-based learning,
and democratic participation.

Overall, the TCBL model identifies libraries as democratic and educational sites
for a community of learners who construct library practices as an interactive process
between the present and the future of the community. It therefore encourages library
visitors to reflect critically on the information provided, not simply as individual learn-
ers but as politically aware members of a community. It also provides opportunities
for the learning community to move beyond the particularistic politics of class, ethnic-
ity, race, and gender to develop a democratic community empowerment that stresses
difference within unity. Central to such empowerment is a notion of community devel-
oped around a shared conception of social justice, rights, and equality. As a result, there
has been a renewed focus in library research on community building, social inclusion,
and community informatics, particularly the active exploration of community history,
cultural traditions, and the democratic citizenship of students (Bruce 2008; Bruce and
Kapitzke 2006).

The TCBL model based on a Freirean framework thus provides a holistic approach
to understanding the social role of library learning in the wider social arena in which
the dimensions of social inclusion encompass economic, social, political, and cultural
concerns. However, the implementation of socially inclusive strategies requires a re-
thinking of the organization’s purpose and practice, a process particular to the unique
circumstances of different institutions, the communities they aim to reach, and the com-
munities that aim to represent themselves through these institutions. As a result, the role
of libraries as potentially inclusive learning sites is to inform, challenge stereotypes
and discrimination, promote tolerance, and contribute to the creation of inclusive com-
munities. Such a model also requires acknowledgment of certain terminology used by
librarians to describe what socially inclusive work actually means: community capac-
ity building, community involvement, community learning strategies, lifelong learning,
and local regeneration.

In sum, the TCBL model is a hopeful concept capable of providing the community
with a needed communicative space in which to encourage socially driven discussions
that engage members in a consciousness of their own location in the global arena, as
well as their (dis-)connection to others. The community model also changes how peo-
ple envision learning by encouraging learners to see learning as a socially responsible
and ethical course of action—what Freire (1972) terms praxis. However, if facilities
and policies are to be developed that make the library a welcoming, comfortable place
that supports collaborative research activities and enables individuals to work together
effectively, this conversion to a dialogic library pedagogy requires an exploration of the
diverse technological and social purposes of the library space. Hence, even while rec-
ognizing the TCBL model’s potential to turn (traditional) libraries into social and trans-
formative spaces for the development of community member consciousness, we must
also consider what prevents such development, particularly the barriers that exist for
underrepresented groups, including digital divide; social and political exclusion from
democratic participation; and individual, institutional, and structural inequalities of
allocation and distribution of public resources.

The TCBL model is one potential means of removing such barriers in that, rather
than urging underrepresented groups to reproduce existing knowledge structures, it
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provides space for learning and growth. More important, it engages young people in
the democratic creation in their own communities of public actions that are not simply
instrumental or a means to an end but constitutive of a vibrant, flourishing democracy
(Boyte and Kari 1996; Putnam 2000). Understanding these spaces and minority experi-
ences within them, then, become crucial to gaining a greater sense of the ways in which
young people become active citizens who create and sustain democracy. Nonetheless,
this view of democracy and citizenship demands a framework that makes transparent
the processes by which minorities can (or cannot) be creative democratic agents in both
public libraries and the broader world.

LEARNING AS A COMMUNITY
OF PRACTICE IN THE TCBL

In recent decades, conceptions of learning have undergone fundamental changes as
the focus has shifted to learners’ understanding and application of knowledge rather than
“drill and practice” (Bransford et al. 1999). One central part of this change has been the
acknowledgment that participation in social practice is a fundamental aspect of learn-
ing, particularly when understood as identity change. This aspect is emphasized by the
application of Freirean theory to learning in the TCBL, which, in contrast to traditional
individual-based understandings, places learning in the context of lived experience and
participation in the world (Freire 1972; Lave 1991; Wenger 1998). Most particularly,
Freirian thought emphasizes that “learning, thinking, and knowing are relations among
people engaged in activity in, with, and arising from the socially and culturally struc-
tured world” (Lave 1991, 67). Hence, knowledge and skill become situated products of
the context, activity, and interaction in which they are developed and used. Indeed, for
Freire, knowledge and skills are simply tools that can only be fully understood through
practice in a specific community or culture (Brown et al. 1989).

More specifically, Freire places participation and social belonging within specific
contexts, pointing particularly to the community-centered nature of effective learning
environments. For him, learning happens best when it takes place within a community
with strong norms around learning, one that offers opportunities for interaction and feed-
back. Like Freire, Lave (1991) and Wenger (1998) stress the notion of “communities
of practice,” formal and informal communities that cohere around mutual engagement
in a common activity. This concept of communities of practice broadens the scope of
learning settings by emphasizing not institutional boundaries or definitions like school
or workplace but rather the lived character of learning. Nonetheless, although commu-
nities of practice can grow anywhere (Wenger 1998), not all communities are learning
communities. Rather, communities of practice that support learning are distinguishable
from other types of communities by the presence of (1) mutual engagement; (2) joint
enterprise; and (3) shared repertoires of words, actions, or concepts (Wenger 1998).
Fundamental to these communities is their dynamic, negotiated nature; that is, commu-
nities of practice engage multiple perspectives in the negotiation of meaning, requiring
that both participants and the community affect and be affected. From this perspective,
traditional libraries cannot then be classified as communities of practice: learners are
rarely engaged in negotiating library learning, and, for example, librarians and learners
are seldom collaborators in joint work.

In contrast, the TCBL aims to provide settings in which learning takes on meaning
for participants. It thus aims to give newcomers the opportunity to see and experience
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practice in its complexity, thereby giving them a broader sense of what the community
is about rather than engaging them in particular tasks (Lave 1991). Most particularly,
the TCBL model highlights the importance of participation in and the relationships
played out through mutual engagement in practice. Above all, the TCBL as a learning
community pays attention to and builds on the knowledge, skills, beliefs, and attitudes
that learners bring with them. It is therefore “culturally responsive, appropriate, and
relevant” in its attempts to help learners make connections between previous knowl-
edge and current activity (Bransford et al. 1999). Hence, in comparison to conventional
models of library learning, the TCBL model offers a radically different approach, an
understanding of learning as praxis that is particularly relevant to library visitors’ trans-
formation into powerful public actors. Indeed, for young people from marginalized
backgrounds, the development of praxis may be a critical first step to breaking out of
old patterns of marginalization and nonparticipation, although it may first be necessary
for individuals to see themselves as “participators” before they can struggle against
structures that work to prevent participation in the public realm. When conceived of
in this manner, participation becomes something broader than mere engagement in an
activity: being linked to identity, it is not something that can be turned on and off
(Wenger 1998).

Thinking of learning as praxis directs our focus toward both spaces for learning and
the processes that take place within them. That is, if learning involves the ability to
negotiate new meanings and become a new person, it requires a space, a community,
a counter public within which learners can engage with others in joint practice. At the
same time, the TCBL is capable of engendering further thought about the features and
processes within such spaces that make transformations of understanding, identity,
knowledge, and skills possible. Hence, in the belief that the purpose of library learning
is to provide opportunities, through communities of practice, for learners to explore who
they are, are not, or could be, the TCBL discourages standardized or uniform library
curricula. Instead, it urges examination of something both organic and evolving—the
content of learning communities as an integral part of practice. It thus directs atten-
tion to patterns of participation and interaction, as well as to curriculum and pedagogy:
the what and the how. This approach is particularly appropriate for working with mar-
ginalized populations because “focusing on an institutionalized curriculum without
addressing issues of identity ... runs the risk of serving only those who already have that
identity of participation” (Wenger 1998, 269).

CIVIC ENGAGEMENT AS PRAXIS IN THE TCBL

Policy makers and researchers looking to address the problem of declining minor-
ity civic engagement typically turn to formal and informal learning spaces including
libraries, one of the major learning institutions for young people. However, research-
ers indicate that a variety of structural, curricular and pedagogical, and environmental
factors obstruct minorities’ opportunities to experience participatory citizenship in pub-
lic institutions (Leppard 1993; Seigel and Rockwood 1993; Levine and Lopez 2004).
Particularly challenging are the authoritarian and hierarchical structures, curricula
that present limited and passive conceptions of citizenship, pedagogy with an insuffi-
cient focus on participation, and the broader sociopolitical culture surrounding librar-
ies. For example, while transmitting narrow and passive definitions of democracy and
citizenship, the narrowly focused curricula of many public and school libraries reflect
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an ideologically conservative conception of citizenship. Indeed, Parker (1996) main-
tains that in presenting politics and governance as neutral, current citizenship curricula
raise tensions about the range of differences and dissent allowable in a democracy and
reflect an assimilationist ideology that is inappropriate in a pluralistic society. Likewise,
narrow library curricula serve to alienate learners from richer, more participatory or
active meanings of citizenship, instilling instead what Benne (1987) terms the “mini-
mal meanings” of democracy. Too often, when libraries are most concerned with rote
exercise and “right and wrong” information, minorities see no connection between what
they are learning and “real life.” Hence, the pedagogy practiced in many public and
school libraries not only falls short of engaging students in participatory or democratic
practices but denies underrepresented groups the opportunity to experience democracy
and become active citizens in the present.

In addition to these structural, curricular, and pedagogical concerns, factors in the
broader sociopolitical context of libraries affect their ability to provide rich and em-
powering participatory experiences for disadvantaged groups. One particularly trouble-
some aspect is the lack of meaningful opportunities for engagement in public libraries
where organizational structures, goals, and mandates often exist in direct conflict with
minority people’s needs, including the need for empowering democratic experiences.
Instead, the emphasis on hierarchical control and order, limited and abstract conceptions
of citizenship, and a pedagogy that relies on informing and “right and wrong” answers,
as well as on accountability policies, present major obstacles to creating meaningful
opportunities for these populations. As a result, such structures and practices do little
to foster the critical thinking and reflection needed by democratic citizens. Hence, to
find examples of meaningful citizenship experiences for disadvantaged groups, it may
be necessary to look outside libraries to settings that have the potential to educate and
empower these groups through democratic action.

The TCBL, with its Freirean framework, can encourage participatory civic engage-
ment for minorities and underrepresented groups by both enlarging the opportunities
for participation and enhancing people’s ability to participate in the public world. Most
particularly, it can play an important role in transforming marginalized urban youth into
powerful democratic actors. Indeed, disadvantaged groups, marginalized by the broader
society, may need to carve out their own spaces in libraries and other public institu-
tions free of any assumption that they are deficient, invisible, or hypervisible (Weis and
Fine 2000). Also critical to the development of a framework for exploring disadvan-
taged groups’ democratic experiences and the organizations in which they occur is the
recognition that women of color, individuals with special needs, and minority youth,
particularly, tend to have a “uniquely disempowered status” in society (Roche 1997;
Baksh-Soodeen 2001).

CONCLUSION

Because of the new forces emerging globally in this information and communica-
tion age, the very nature and functions of libraries, including their content and policies,
are continually changing and will most certainly continue to do so (Bruce and Kapitzke
2006; Bruce 2008). Hence, future conceptions of libraries will be very different from
those of today (Wisner 2000; Bruce and Kapitze 2006; Bruce 2008). Although it is
unrealistic to assume that the TCBL model will inject a happily-ever-after narrative
into library theory, Freirean approaches to library pedagogy promise fresh perspectives
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on the issues of democratic participation and public representation. Above all, the
TCBL can engage learners in a challenging adventure during which—with guidance—
individuals can learn how to empower themselves and their communities by writing
their own narratives of conscientization and praxis.

This theoretical overview has several important implications for the educational
role of libraries in contemporary society, implications that suggest certain key recom-
mendations for librarians and researchers:

e Because public and school libraries have the potential to develop into discursive
spaces in which community members can debate and define meaning by drawing on
their experiential base, it is important for librarians to develop programs based on an
understanding of visitors’ differentiated needs;

e In-depth qualitative case and action research studies, because they promote a demo-
cratic inquiry and community empowerment, can help identify various ways in
which library curricula and policies can communicate with learners and local cultural
communities;

e Developing a framework for integrating library programs more fully into school
curricula and designing them for an adult learning community may best be achieved
through collaborative planning between librarians, school teachers, and students,
as well as community organizations. It is also crucial that such practitioners take
advantage of library learning to broaden the existing educational environment
while maintaining a certain degree of flexibility so that the library’s identity is not
sacrificed;

e Libraries wishing to spearhead a community-based education approach might devise
outreach programs by bringing library activities and resources to the various com-
munity institutions and agencies, including hospitals, nurseries, detention centers,
eldercare centers, and other agencies serving those with special needs.

Overall, because libraries have the potential to develop into discursive spaces for em-
powering communities through knowledge building, the theoretical principles outlined
in this exploration of Freirean critical pedagogy can help TCBLs chart the future direc-
tion of both their nature and their pedagogy. Furthermore, the principles can promote
the improvement of the librarian practice and library research through enabling profes-
sional librarians and researchers in LIS to reflect on their practice and critical issues in
LIS and their community, create a research agenda with a focus on social justice and
transformation, and engage in a work environment that will help them to develop skills
in critical inquiry in order to generate strategies to transform information services in a
multicultural society.
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INTRODUCTION

The topic of psychoanalysis is important in this book on the critical theory of Library
and Information Science (LIS) for three reasons: first, it is important to account for the
prevalence and possible roles and issues involved with personal psychology and social
psychology as cornerstone perspectives in LIS (vis-a-vis the cognitive turn and informa-
tion seeking behavior, respectively); second, to account for the prevalence and impor-
tance of psychoanalysis in some of the French theorists who are of concern in this book;
and third, to suggest, through a discussion of psychoanalysis, the overall importance of
discursive psychological accounts in LIS. Discursive psychological accounts contain a
model of formal causality that allows us to understand human identity, intention, and
signification or meaning (in events such as information or knowledge) as constructed
emergences and expressions that are achieved through cultural forms acting as affor-
dances' in social situations. In LIS, such a framework does away with the metaphysics
of viewing information as empirical or pseudoempirical objects (i.e., the realist con-
ception of information [see Frohmann 2004]). It challenges cognitive psychology and
philosophies of mind based on such a metaphysics and its corresponding epistemolo-
gies and methods (cf. Harré and Secord 1972). Psychoanalysis is probably one of the
earliest, and certainly, one of the most famous examples of discursive psychology in the
history of modern psychology. The cornerstone of its theory of mind is that of the devel-
opmental acquisition of experiences, from childhood on, as affordances for the subject’s
expressions, and its clinical activities aim toward the positioning of the subject’s desire
and personal drives issuing from these (particularly, traumatic) experiences within so-
ciocultural norms of expressive possibility, particularly through language.

In this chapter, we will discuss important concepts in the works of Sigmund Freud,
Jacques Lacan, and Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari. If space were to allow it, we could
extend this discussion to the place of psychoanalysis in the work of Jacques Derrida, on
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the one hand, and, on the other hand, the relation of psychoanalysis to discursive psy-
chology, proper. Unfortunately, we do not have space for these discussions, but what we
will do is to present some essential concepts in the writings of the above authors and
suggest ways in which these concepts can critique and/or aid LIS theory and practice.
Our chosen authors consist of the founder of psychoanalysis and three more radical in-
terpreters of psychoanalysis in the French tradition.

Psychoanalysis contrasts most strongly with the psychological emphasis in LIS
during the past 30 years termed the cognitive approach, associated with the works of
Nicholas Belkin, Peter Ingwersen, and others. In contrast to the cognitive approach,
psychoanalysis understands the psychological subject to be culturally and socially con-
structed at various levels of determination. This understanding, however, makes psycho-
analysis a theory that is allied with discursive psychology, proper, positioning theory,
and other psychological approaches that emphasize language as a cultural and social
formal affordance for action, rather than as either a container or conduit of meaning or
as representational material for so-called “cognitive processing.”

THE COGNITIVE TURN IN LIS

Nick Belkin, Peter Ingwersen—and with an emphasis on traditional concepts of
emotions, the work of Carol Kuhlthau—and others gave a psychological emphasis to
LIS with their cognitive approach. This approach differed from the earlier work in in-
formation retrieval, often traced to the Cranfield experiments of the late 1950s, in that
it attempted to take into account mental models and other psychological elements and
events in those subjects that are commonly referred to in the LIS literature as informa-
tion users. More recent research trends in LIS have involved information seeking behav-
ior which, as it has often been said, has taken such studies out of the laboratory and into
other social contexts, thus expanding the concept of information to include events that
stand outside of information retrieval, proper. A recent book by Ingwersen and Jérvelin
(2005) has attempted to reconcile these two approaches.

The core assumptions of Belkin’s cognitive approach in his theory of Anomalous
States of Knowledge (ASK) follow two metaphors: first, that information is transmitted
from a “generator” to a receiver (qua person) and, second, that information is some sort
of quasi-empirical entity (traditionally called gualia in the philosophy of mind—short
for qualitative feelings) that fills in knowledge gaps in a user’s mental “state” (Belkin
1977, 1990). ASK, as part of an Information Retrieval (IR) theory, understands infor-
mation as something contained in documents and as something transmitted to minds.
These two governing metaphors, respectively, are the conduit or transmission metaphor
of information and communication, and, the form-content metaphor for how mean-
ing is embedded in documents and in people’s minds (i.e., information understood
as “epistemic content,” as Frohmann [2004] calls it). Here, LIS’s cognitive approach
follows earlier cognitive psychology in its modeling of the mind as an information
processing mechanism.

It is not possible within the short span of this chapter to critique the two metaphors op-
erating in ASK (for such, see Frohmann 1992, 2004; Day 2005, 2007). We should men-
tion, however, that despite appearing to support the above epistemology in the first chapter
of his 1992 work Ingwersen then writes in the next chapter of that book that this is not how
the cognitive approach should be understood: rather, information should be understood as
the effects of stimuli upon a person so that his or her cognitive state changes.
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The latter part of this observation, that external stimuli have a possible bearing upon
the present or future behavior of an organism, whether limited or not to IR situations, is
common sense, and it is dubious whether such an observation is in need of a theoretical
statement or that such phenomena, when encountered in other than enigmatic events,
are in need of scientific methods or even conceptual analysis. In contrast, our interest in
psychoanalysis will be, in part, with how ‘external stimuli’ and ‘internal mental states’
and processing may be theorized in ways that problematize the internal/external divide
that is often assumed throughout the LIS tradition. In this, psychoanalysis largely shares
with other types of discursive psychology the assumption that the cause of personal
expressions—that is, the activities that we associate with the term mind—are to be
sought in a person’s use of the tools of cultural forms and in a person’s learned social
actions performed in social situations, rather than in private mental events, which in
the LIS/Information Science cognitivist traditions are characterized as being caused
by brain activities or symbol processing. To those who object to this view of mind by
arguing that thought is not expressive, we suggest that what is often called thought is
simply auto-affective expression by means of subvocalization, dreams, and so forth, and
therefore, ‘thought,” too, must be considered as expression by the processes that we have
outlined. The subvocalization of language in reading is a demonstration of this.

SIGMUND FREUD

Sigmund Freud’s name is so well known world wide that he needs little introduction.
In Anglo-American countries, orthodox Freudian psychoanalysis largely has been sup-
planted by mixed methods (discursive, behavioral, and psycho-pharmaceutical) in clini-
cal activities. Our concern here, however, is largely with understanding psychoanalysis
as a theory of culturally and socially constructed subjectivity.

The most important of the psychoanalytical premises is that the forces that direct our
psychological functions are not directly observable and must be inferred from the evi-
dence of a person’s behavior, foremost, from their language expressions. In the Freud-
ian corpus, these forces are located in the unconscious (das Unbewusste), which is the
core function or faculty in the Freudian understanding of mind. Following Laplanche
and Pontalis (1973, 449-53), we will propose that the Freudian corpus may best be dealt
with as historically divided by two “topographies”—two geographies of envisioning the
mind. The first, dating from The Interpretation of Dreams (1900; Freud 1960a) through
the early 1920s (though having earlier precedent in Freud’s psycho-physiological ru-
minations in his correspondence with his fellow physician Wilhelm Fleiss at the end of
the 19th century), is a psychodynamic theory of the unconscious, whereby the mind is
envisioned as a product of cultural forms and social forces.

By the time of the publication of Freud’s The Ego and the Id in 1923 (Freud
1962), this topography had been replaced by the second topography, that of the Ego
(das Ich—literally, “the I”), the Id (das Es—literally, “the it”), and the Super-Ego
(das Uber-Ich—Iliterally, the “Over-1"). While these three concepts can still be un-
derstood dynamically, in the second topography as compared to the first topography,
there is (1) a greater emphasis placed upon conceiving of the unconscious as a prod-
uct of infantile life-forces; and (2) a greater emphasis placed upon describing the
mind in terms of quasi-anatomical psychological faculties. From the viewpoint of a
discursive psychology, this shift toward the triadic topography is problematic, but it
also is more closely aligned with the development of psychology after Freud in that
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it sought to locate psychological functions in quasi-anatomical faculties, analogous
to, or sometimes said to originate in, particular brain regions.

Whether understood largely as a dynamic product of social and cultural forces or as
a product of social and cultural forces mixed with strong primitive infantile drives or-
ganized into distinct mental faculties, the Freudian concept of the unconscious involves
several concepts that clearly distinguish it from later cognitivist models of mental func-
tions and which pose challenges to the cognitive approach in LIS.

First, is the notion of deferred action (Nachtrdglichkeit). The Freudian concept of the
unconscious stresses that the unconscious is fully (primary repression) or partially (sec-
ondary repression) composed of social impacts or traumas that later form for the person
his or her core cultural forms and social rules for expression and agency, as well as form
the preconscious screens that then allow for additional learning and socialization in cer-
tain directions of development rather than others (Freud 2003).

In Freud’s writings, deferred action seems to be understood as operating in two
temporal directions. In the first, core experiences are remembered and then latter
reinvested in understanding new stimuli. This is a developmental analogue to the Kan-
tian notion of formal conditions for the understanding. In the second, past experiences
are reworked according to present experiences (though the degree that this is pos-
sible differs as to whether the past experiences are subject to primary or secondary
repression).

The Freudian concept of the unconscious and its accompanying concepts muddy any
simple understanding of information as some sort of immediately understood stimuli.
According to psychoanalysis, meaningful events are products of faculties and frames
of understanding based on earlier experiences, some of which may be understood by
asking a person why he understands something or by watching what he does when
he understands something. In the psychoanalytic session, however, where the subject’s
thought is assumed to be less logical than normal—involving greater use of symbolic
condensation (what in Lacan’s work is understood as metaphor) and displacement (what
in Lacan’s work is understood as metonymy)—the subject’s discourse is assumed to re-
quire some degree of analysis in order to return it to a logically consistent language. If
the historical origins of cognitive psychology are to be found in those attempts to see the
mind as a rational processing mechanism made up of logical operations, the Freudian
model states that though a rational function of the mind may be optimal, it is far from
normal, particularly so in early life. Further, the cognitive division between supposed
external stimuli and supposed internal processing is greatly muddied in the Freudian
account of the unconscious, wherein stimuli are said to form the basis for the self and
its action. Other Freudian concepts, such as identification and object-cathexis, based on
mimetic relations to persons and fetishistic relations to objects, further challenge a naive
realist or naive empiricist concept of information.

Thus, the assumption that information is then incorporated into ‘knowledge states’ as
a part is absorbed into a whole—as in Belkin’s ASK—might be seen as a rather crude
and simplistic understanding of cognition in contrast to Freud’s theoretical toolkit (we
might say the same about LIS’s famous data-information-knowledge-wisdom pyramid).
If we were to object that Belkin and Ingwersen’s theories were limited to describing the
formation of mental models involved in information retrieval situations, we would then
have to ask if the psychoanalytic description of mental processes could be excluded
from these situations. In Freud’s works, needs are functions of desires and drives and
cannot be easily separated from those desires and drives.
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The Freudian model was a radical break from earlier psychological behaviorism in so
far as it stressed the importance of scripts, narratives, and the topographies of mentality
in the formation of what some would call “information” for the subject. In distinction
to LIS’s cognitive model, it suggests an understanding of information and information
seeking that recognizes the retroactive and revisionary nature of thought and it recog-
nizes that thought processes are not always rational. The Freudian model also recognizes
that needs are situated within larger desires, whose logic may not be immediately recog-
nized or reportable, or for Freud, consciously accessible. The psychoanalytic therapeu-
tic situation is, indeed, the site of the working out of how the logic of needs can reflect
the irrationality of desires. Finally, the Freudian model challenges any easy distinction
between internal mental states and external stimuli. In both the first and the second
topographies, the unconscious and its expressions are a product of experience. The
Freudian model is, foremost, a model of developmental psychology.

As Tuominen (1997), suggests, most information situations, such as reference inter-
views, do not need the therapeutic model that has been offered in LIS. Thus, the contri-
bution of psychoanalysis to LIS may be seen not in furthering a misplaced therapeutic
practice, but rather, in its critique of the empiricist and cognitivist conceptions of infor-
mation in LIS’s cognitive and information seeking behavior theories. In the next two
sections we will briefly survey the possible contributions to LIS theory and practice
of the works of three other psychoanalytical theorists, those being Jacques Lacan, and
Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari.

JACQUES LACAN

Lacan was born in 1901 and, like Freud, was a physician by training. Though he
was a colorful and controversial character and a rather eclectic scholar, he had a great
influence on French psychoanalysis, both advocating a return to Freud and represent-
ing a challenge to the orthodox institutions and interpretations of psychoanalysis that
formed after Freud’s death. Lacan’s interpretation of psychoanalysis was influenced by
both structural linguistics and by his studies of Hegel from the lectures of Alexandre
Kojeve.

For Lacan, the unconscious is not part of a topographical structure hidden away in
a faculty of a subject’s mind, but rather, it is the totality of the “Other.” “Other” (Autre
in French) is the social whole, particularly as embodied in language, rather than any
one person, particularly as a reflection of the ego (an “other” with a small “0” or in
French, the petit a [autre]).” In this, Lacan returns more to the dynamic theories of
Freud’s first topography rather than the faculty psychology of Freud’s second topog-
raphy. Further, the goal of Lacanian analysis is not to discover the drives of primitive
instincts as they are manifested in individual desires, but rather, to understand the
relation between the patient’s desires and normative sociocultural actions and forms
of expression, that is, to understand one’s subjectivity within what in Lacan’s oeuvre
is termed “the symbolic order.”

In Lacan’s work, the concept of the drive loses much of its Freudian biological in-
tonations. For Lacan, drives are functions of desires, which, in turn, must pass through
cultural and social mediations. For example, in as much as the patient is stuck in a
rather infantile mode of narcissistic behavior—what in Lacan’s oeuvre is characterized
as “the mirror stage,” dominated by the imaginary order—the patient’s imagination of
himself or herself and the world as a reflection of the ego is, however, still mediated by

105



106

CRITICAL THEORY FOR LIBRARY AND INFORMATION SCIENCE

language, though a relatively private language. In other words, using Lacan’s terminol-
ogy, the imaginary order is not completely separable from the symbolic order. In this
way, Lacan’s reading of Freud distanced psychoanalysis from the latter’s biological re-
ductionism. By understanding the mind as a linguistic and communicative product and
agent, Lacan’s work, even more than Freud’s, provides theoretical tools for understand-
ing ‘information phenomena’ as products of society and culture.

The concept of desire is important in Lacan’s work, and it influenced theoretical
French psychoanalysis and the work of Deleuze and Guattari. (We will soon examine
the work of the latter theorists.) The French translation (désir) of Freud’s term Wunsch
(wish) is shaped in Lacan’s work by the influence of Hegel’s dialectic, which in turn, is
part of the German idealist philosophical tradition—a tradition that understands human
life in terms of drives (Trieb). (Lacan’s interpretation of drive as life force, rather than
as (biological) instinct, thus pushed a close French variation of this important term
in the German intellectual tradition against the prevalent interpretation in English-
dominated orthodox psychoanalysis, in whose texts Freud’s terms Instinkt and Trieb
are interchangeably translated.) Desire is the force between the subject and the object
by which the subject then comes to realize him- or herself. Whereas Freud’s German
term has a sense of the subject’s own fantasy, the French term emphasizes the concept
of a force that binds the subject to the object and, through the object, to its own develop-
ment or becoming. In Lacan’s work, desire is a product of dialectic and it constitutes the
subject through his or her experiences in the world.

Maturation, for Lacan, means being aware that others are not just different than one’s
self, but that they are constituted by an alterity—not only as other, but as Other—that can-
not be brought within the self’s control. This same Otherness also makes the self something
other than an ego. Désir conceives of the subject as constructed by social relations and cul-
tural forms—most importantly, through language. It is because Lacan conceives the sub-
ject to be constituted by means of the social and cultural whole that Lacan could famously
state that, “the unconscious is the discourse of the Other”” (2006a). Otherness (with a capital
“O”) speaks, in a sense, to the subject so that the subject may reply, and therefore, speak.

For Lacan, a subject’s desire is demonstrated by the chain of signification in his or
her speech, showing the unconscious in the discourse of language through the formula-
tion of the relationship S/s (Signifier over signified—reversing Saussure’s formulation
of the signified over the signifier since, for Lacan, it is the chain of signification that
produces the signified).> Visually, this formula depicts the signified beneath the bar,
the latter of which represents the unconscious. The figurative depiction represents the
relationship between Signifier and signified, while also noting the critical separation
between them. In this sense, the chain of signification is demonstrative of the subject’s
desire in that the Signifier implies another Signifier, which in turn implies another and
so forth, in a potentially endless movement of deferment, thereby forming the chain of
signification (Evans 1996; Lacan 2006b).

The understanding of the subject’s relationship to the object though desire is not
only indebted to dialectics, but also derives from the psychoanalytic notion of the part-
object, wherein parts of an object come to substitute for the whole of that object.* The
part-object plays the role of functioning as a lure for the subject’s desire. One of the
classic psychoanalytic part-objects is the mother’s breast, but the term more generally
refers to any secondary object that becomes the object of desire. In Lacan, the object of
desire is always partial, first, because as it is held within the domain of desire its mean-
ing is constituted as a function of desire (that is, its ontology is partially symbolic and
imaginary, in addition to being constituted by whatever physical properties the object
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might have if it is other than a semantic object), and second, because, as it still remains
an object proper, it never allows for the completion of desire, but instead, institutes the
logic within the subject of desire-desiring-desire, which means that in the subject his or
her own desire is a life force only as it is partially suppressed and ultimately unfulfilled.
(The subject’s desire, thus, can be self-suppressing—most fully charging itself, in a
sense, via its own partial self-denial, that is, the subject giving to him- or herself an im-
possible object of desire.) In this, the part-object—increasingly understood by Lacan in
his works as the objet petit a—is similar because of its symbolic and imaginary constitu-
tion to the Marxist concept of the commodity, in as much as commodities are lures into
possibilities of being and action, but are ultimately, in a sense, unfulfilling. The objet
petit a is shared, and links, the three orders that Lacan calls the imaginary, the sym-
bolic, and the real: it is a function of the imaginary to the extent that we desire someone,
something, or some situation like what we imagine we are or should be; it is a function
of the symbolic insofar as it carries us through different symbolic worlds; and it marks
the presence of the real in as much as it shows itself as that which cannot represent our
desire (in the dual sense that Lacan uses the term the real in his works: as an empirical
reality that exceeds the subject’s desire and as the primal trauma and its drives that an-
chor the subject’s desire to empirical reality [see Zizek 1989]).

These formulations imply a great deal for LIS, and for Information Science (IS), as
well. For Lacan, speech is, above all, a reply to language—a reply that comes to ori-
ent the speech, or more generally, the expression of the subject. The problem of the
neurotic, and even more, the psychotic, is that his or her speech is largely a reply to a
relatively private language—an imaginary or hallucinatory realm, rather than what is
publicly understandable. LIS’s cognitive model and many of its information seeking
epistemologies begin with the concept of a subject’s needs and fulfilling those needs
in document retrieval or information seeking behavior. What is not addressed at all or
fully enough by such views is that “needs” are not mental states, nor are they fully sub-
jective states, but rather, they are pragmatic events involving the subject’s social and
cultural positions, predominantly in terms of language, and the types and availability
of materials that codetermine with the subject the means for expressions to take place.
This suggests that the primary interest of information science is not ‘information’ per se,
but rather, language in social actions and as cultural forms, as such codetermine sub-
jects and objects. What might be considered to be information—as well as what might
be considered to be the information seeker (or perhaps we should say in the psycho-
analytic context, the information subject)—are functions of these affordances (not the
least being the limitations of the social institutions and languages of the LIS cognitive
and information seeking traditions). Lacanian psychoanalysis recognizes individual
needs in desires, but it further recognizes that desires are drives that are formed and
fulfilled by the subject’s position in the symbolic.

From this perspective, the task of a librarian would be that of helping the subject to
locate him- or herself in the orders of knowledge that make up the library and its lan-
guages and systems, and perhaps more importantly in the future, the universes of re-
corded information that extend beyond the locus of the library. In the most farsighted
view of librarians as agents in the knowledge domain of what is sometimes called
cyberspace, the librarian’s task would become that of helping the subject to extend into
and negotiate different communicational domains constituted by heterogeneous lan-
guages and cultures, and in this manner, to help the subject become the singular per-
son that he or she is driven to be, as far as such is possible. (Such a concept of life, as
that of becoming who one potentially is, reaches back into the earliest philosophical
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concepts of the drive [in German, Trieb], in German idealist philosophy, such as the
works of Fichte, Schelling, and Hegel.) While the former concept of the librarian’s
task represents a more conservative reading of Lacan’s project in application to the
practical library and information professions, the latter represents a more liberal read-
ing of Lacan’s project, allied with Deleuze and Guattari’s understandings of radical
psychoanalysis.

There is one, very direct, critical application of Lacanian theory to an LIS model,
and that is to Belkin’s ASK model. Belkin’s model characterizes the needs of the user
in terms of a lack in relation to his or her knowledge (Belkin 1977, 1990). From a La-
canian perspective, this need would be understood as a lack in relation to a symbolic
order. The critical problem occurs in regard to ASK and related cognitivist discourses
when these posit the so-called information need as something that (1) originates in the
subject’s mind, and (2) can be fulfilled by the correspondence of the subject’s needs and
the information object’s ‘content.” From a Lacanian perspective, the subject’s needs arise
from the situated nature of a person in the symbolic order. The subject must position his
or her desires within a symbolic universe so that he or she can then accomplish some
movement or task in a way that is not just narcissistic, but, at least potentially, practically
understandable. The task of Lacanian psychoanalysis is, thus, tactical, not strategic; it
does not seek to map the subject’s supposed inner knowledge and to find its lacks so
that these may then be fulfilled by the information supplied by the analyst or found
in documents. Need requires, first of all, that the subject’s desire be correctly positioned
in the symbolic universe that it wishes to work within so that it may be expressed. This is
to say that need is a function of the symbolic. One can only have a need that can be
expressed.’

What the analyst provides is help for the subject in the subject’s finding the
materials that would act as affordances for a general desire of expression (the par-
ticular expressions—the needs—require the symbolic field to be present in order to
even be expressed).® Analogously, indirect and direct information in libraries help the
user in expressing him- or herself within a symbolic field—first of all, the language
of library structures (subject classifications, subject headings, call numbers, etc.), and
second, the field of knowledge that the user is trying to work through. The belief that
either texts or persons have empirically locatable content would be, for Lacan, based
on a misunderstanding of the phenomena of meaning and the concept of language.
Texts must be read in order to say that they are meaningful. The knowledge that we say
that a person has is understood by a performance; previous to this, such knowledge is
hypothetical.’

In a sense, for Lacan, the nature of being human is that of always being in ‘anomalous
states.” The fulfillment of a lack is always a provisional and practical affair. However, it
corresponds with the fundamental ontological lack that Lacan premises as the logical
basis for desire and, thus, for human life understood according to desire. In Lacanian
psychoanalysis, the ultimate task of psychoanalysis for the neurotic patient is to show
him or her that the fulfillment of lack is always temporary, that one’s life is the force
of desire.

GILLES DELEUZE AND FELIX GUATTARI

In contrast to Lacan’s work, for the philosopher Gilles Deleuze and the radical psy-
choanalyst Félix Guattari, especially in their joint works, the object or other (no matter
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its ontological composition) is an “entranceway and exit” (Deleuze and Guattari 1987,
21) for the subject’s desire, which the subject passes through in his or her historical
events or what Deleuze and Guattari in their oeuvre term “becomings.” Furthermore, the
possibilities and potentialities for these investments and self-transformations come from
sociocultural fields of semiotic and physical materials. Through sociocultural fields, as
well as the physical properties of objects and beings, the subject invents him or herself.

How is it possible to pass through an other as an entranceway and exit, whether the
other is a human being, another type of living being, or even an inanimate object (in-
cluding technological objects)? Classically in orthodox psychoanalysis, identification,
epitomized in Lacan’s mirror stage, is the means by which one becomes through an-
other. However, in Lacan, human maturation involves a greater involvement in symbolic,
rather than specular, relations (that is, to use Lacan’s terminology, greater involvement
in the symbolic rather than the imaginary order). In Lacanian psychoanalysis, the neu-
rotic is often seen as someone who misrecognizes the other as one’s self (in the sense
that the self is misunderstood to begin with: as a representation, rather than as hypotheti-
cal and real sets, respectively, of potential and actualized powers). In psychoanalysis,
and particularly in Lacan’s work, self-awareness is that of knowing that one’s self is al-
ways mediated not only by other people, but by symbolic fields.

Rather than leaving the concept of the self at the doorstep of an ontologically split
sense of self-identity and an ultimately futile sense of knowing the other as Other, how-
ever, Deleuze and Guattari see the self not as a being, but as a becoming, and they view
the other as a means for this.? In this, they work out Lacan’s ontological commitments
further than, perhaps, Lacan did. Having already rejected the Cartesian self as part of
an erroneous metaphysical tradition (extending, as they see it, through Hegel) that valo-
rizes being over becoming, Deleuze and Guattari’s works understand being as always
provisional and derivative upon becomings. In other words, for Deleuze and Guattari,
becoming is the nature of life, and becoming is always that of processes of becoming
through others. Despite this provisional nature of the self, however, maturity in Deleuze
and Guattari is not a question of progressing from becomings to beings, but rather, of
possessing the skills and opportunities to have greater choices in choosing types of
becomings that may occur. While the self may be always already ontologically provi-
sional, this doesn’t make it any less existentially certain. One’s potentialities are built
from experiences and skills, though they are actualized and expressed only in given situ-
ations. Maturation is the ability to ask with more skill the questions, What is an entity
for? and How can I make a relation with a person or object an event of personal and,
even historical, significance? In contrast to Lacan’s writings, the subject in Deleuze and
Guattari’s works is given much greater historical power, both personally and socially.

What Deleuze critiqued as the “the control society” (1995) is a type of social order
that regiments becomings by means of controlling the variety and types of social ac-
tions, cultural forms, and even social situations that becomings may occur through, as
well as socially marginalizing or demeaning particular objects, forms of subjectivity,
and events. Deleuze and Guattari always stressed “transversal” (Deleuze and Guattari
1987) becomings (that is, across, rather than within, normative regimes of identity and
knowledge). For Deleuze and Guattari, social control acts, in part, by limiting the trans-
versal relations through which these transversal “lines of flight” (1987) for a subject can
occur. Consequently, Deleuze and Guattari’s works stress the transformative nature of
affects and bodies and stress the pragmatic aspects of those relations and materials for
the subject.
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Deleuze’s works on affects,” Guattari’s essays contained in Molecular Revolution:
Psychiatry and Politics (1984), and their coauthored works'® present an understanding
of subjectivity and developmental psychology that see affect (which in LIS is sometimes
given the term information) as affecting what Deleuze and Guattari term in their oeuvre
“molecular” identities of the mind/body. (Deleuze and Guattari’s works don’t assume
a strict mind/body dichotomy.) Their valorization of persons as essentially molecular
and mentally shaped by affects according to speeds and intensities (and only gradually
becoming what Deleuze and Guattari term in their oeuvre “molar’—that is, the gradual
assumption of relatively fixed identities and more individually shaped intentional ges-
tures) presents an intriguing and largely uninvestigated psychological model for clinical
and developmental psychologies. As undetermined affect, such an understanding of in-
formation (though Deleuze and Guattari don’t call it information as such) avoids some
of the theoretical problems of positing information-as-affect as quasi-empirical qualia
of meaning or potential meaning used in ‘mental processing.” It also presents new chal-
lenges and opportunities in psychology and information science. For example, music
would need to be accounted for as affective information in a broader sense than is pos-
sible within the traditional grammars for feelings or emotions used within standard cog-
nitivist, as well as popular, discourses of psychology. And so, too, what was known as
group psychology could be understood according to social movements—Iliterally, social
movements or affects that shape the mind/body. The mind/body, here, is seen as rela-
tively plastic, relatively more able to engage in mutual “lines of flight” through “trans-
versal becomings” (Deleuze and Guattari 1987) according to the openings to affect that
a mind/body allows. The propensity of mature people toward representation and the pro-
pensity of children and adolescences toward affective states of moods and music are, in
Deleuze and Guattari’s works, given ontological and social explanations—explanations
that as of now are still untapped resources for clinical and developmental psychologies,
as well as for a philosophy of mind and, possibly, a new area of research in information
science.

For Deleuze and Guattari’s works, as for parts of Foucault’s works, the English term
power is a translation of two very different French terms: power understood as an ex-
pressive or emergent force (puissance), and, power understood as a repressive, insti-
tutionally structured force (pouvoir). Allied to Foucault’s works, their critique of the
cultural and institutional repressive powers of orthodox psychoanalysis (particularly
in Anti-Oedipus [Deleuze and Guattari 1977]) aims at critiquing not only its macro-
institutions of repressive power, but its support and reification of the micro-fascisms
of sociocultural actions and expressions that prevent transversal movements and per-
sonal and social revolutions. Their critiques of the control society and the manner of
its inscription upon individual psyches and bodies (not the least beginning with public
information, knowledge structures, and education) opens up a vast critique of informa-
tion and politics at the level of public institutions and everyday life that LIS has barely
touched upon in its political amnesia, not least in regard to public information (which
seems to be regarded by LIS institutions as the domain of journalism).

Due to space constraints we cannot discuss more fully the political aspects of Deleuze
and Guattari’s works."! However, Deleuze and Guattari’s works stand apart from La-
can’s in this regard by taking a much more radical stance toward the personally and
socially constructive possibilities of subjectivity than Lacan’s works did. Correspond-
ingly, the task of the information provider within this view, for example, may be seen
as a political task to foster personal and social change by challenging what may or may



Psychoanalysis as Critique in the Works of Freud, Lacan, and Deleuze and Guattari

not be considered to be information today, a challenge that might result in changing the
trajectories and forms of political, social, and cultural subjects. In this, the information
provider’s job would be as transformational as the Deleuzian philosopher’s job: not so
much to literally preserve knowledge, but to transform it; not to simply repeat concepts,
but to reinvent and invent them (see Gerolami 2009).

PSYCHOANALYSIS AND NEW MEDIA

Psychoanalysis as a theoretical and interpretive framework may elucidate the psychic
and psychological underpinnings of the exponential growth and adoption of new media
and information and communications technologies (ICTs), which are demonstrably of
great interest to the field of LIS. As a framework, it may provide insight into how in-
formation is sought, accessed, and used, but also how information contributes to and is
contributed to by particular information ecologies and circulates within them as infor-
mational communications.

According to Lacan, “The sender receives his own message from the receiver in an
inverted form” (2006a). Critic Lorenzo Chiesa (2006) interprets Lacan’s claim to be an
expression of the movement in Lacan’s oeuvre from a focus on the imaginary construc-
tion of identity within the individual (as exemplified in Lacan’s mirror stage), toward
a transindividual signification of identity through language (41). The inversion of the
message, according to Chiesa, occurs in two forms: an infersubjective form, in which
the speaker situates him or herself in relation to another subject that is the receiver of the
message (he or she who is not I), and an intrasubjective inversion in which the receiver
relays the message back to the sender who then receives it.

With regards to the Web 2.0 movement (and its various iterations), the criti-
cal point around which such developments revolve is the notion of interactivity: not
only are individuals information seekers or users, but they are also contributors and
responders through multiplied manners, expressing greater amounts of information.
For example, the National Archives of the United Kingdom and a number of partner
cultural institutions organized a Web-based resource in 2007 called Moving Here: 200
Years of Migration to England to highlight the history of immigration in the United
Kingdom. In addition to online exhibitions of digitized archival materials, the resource
also provides a means by which individuals can contribute their own personal histo-
ries and narrative experiences of migration. In doing so, a number of individuals con-
tributing their testimonies noted that they were reminded of their own experiences in
reading others’ testimonies. Furthermore, this example also highlights the relation-
ship between the subject and the Other, the latter in this case being marked through
the symbolic significations of individuals’ experiences. These experiences, constructed
through signification in digital form online, speak to the subject, to which the subject
replies. Such a framework may prove applicable to a number of other popular new
media and Web 2.0 modes, like blogs and micro-blogs, social networking, and other
interactive online resources not yet realized. Psychoanalysis, in stressing the commu-
nicative foundations and temporal nature of knowledge and subjectivity, provides a
more complete theoretical toolbox for psychologically understanding communicative
technologies than cognitivist information theories, which are psychological analogues
of an information theory commonly (and often wrongly) used to describe traditional
knowledge producers, readers, viewers (and other ‘receivers’), and knowledge preserv-
ing institutions, such as libraries.
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CONCLUSION

What are some of the major theoretical contributions of the psychoanalytic works
that we have covered to a critical theory of LIS? Since critical theory is a product of
critical philosophy (a term first used by Kant in his rejection of what he characterized
as positive, dogmatic, medieval, and naive empirical philosophies, and his attempt, in-
stead, to articulate the a priori grounds for knowledge, ethical actions, and judgments
of taste), the question becomes, following Kant’s work and critical theory in the 20th
century: how does psychoanalysis—understood as a critical (rather than as a strictly
clinical) discourse—turn us away from current theoretical dogmatisms in LIS and In-
Sformation Science (IS) and how does it articulate, conceptual problems in these fields
in other ways?

Certainly the chief LIS dogmatism that is brought into critique by psychoanalysis is
the epistemology of information seeking: namely, that information seeking starts with
a subject searching for some type of information object which he or she then uses. The
model that psychoanalysis proposes instead, particularly in Lacan and in Deleuze and
Guattari’s works, is that of a subject and object co-joined by language and other cultural
forms, by social forces, and co-located in social situations. Both the subject and the
information are mutual products of cultural forms for expressions, social forces, and so-
cial situations. The psychoanalytic concept of the object must be seen in terms of drive
theories, where drives are understood as products of social forces and cultural forms for
expression. The conditions of information ‘use,” too, must be viewed in terms of social
forces and cultural forms, though at times embedded within teleologically structured
actions (what we commonly term tasks). Understanding subjects, objects, and use as
co-afforded by social forces, cultural forms, and social situations allows us to under-
stand others’ explanations of their intentions and the reasons that they give for acts and
actions, and to understand such explanations and reasons as normative, nonnormative,
and problematic or not in terms of their likely fulfillment.

In sum, the conduit metaphor as the basis of information theory is critiqued in psy-
choanalysis by the view that the relation between the subject and object is a function
of the subject and the object’s position in sociocultural and physical spaces, and by the
view that the acts of persons are explained by the cultural forms and social actions that
are used by a person and which shape and determine the person’s expressions. Among
these forms are “information” forms for knowledge and for manners of communicating,
and among the tools that are used are what are considered to be information and com-
munication technologies. As any history of these terms shows, their meanings are quite
variable. Along with the critique of the conduit metaphor comes a critique of the con-
tainer metaphor for documentary or informational meaning in both documentary objects
and in subjects: that is, a critique that highlights that documentary content is a product of
reading and that a person’s knowledge can only be hypothesized or indirectly evidenced
(by school diplomas, etc.) until it is performed. Knowledge is not a contained substance
in a form; for documents it is the performance of reading and for persons it is a perfor-
mance of certain types of acts that we call knowing or knowledge acts (Day 2005, 2007).
Content is the product of, not the cause for, acts of reading and personal expression.

Second, the concept of desire in psychoanalysis encompasses the entire social and
cultural fields of subjects and objects. Particularly in Lacan’s works, the elevation of
objects to, at least, some degree of investments of desire means that objects, including
information technologies, must be understood, at least in part, as functions of symbolic
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investments. This is important not only in analyses of the meaning of the terms informa-
tion society and information age, and for understanding the nature of certain technolo-
gies privileged in such societies, but it is also important for understanding objects and
their historical and social design trajectories according to personal and social dreams
and desires (for example, understanding whatever is meant, today, by the class term
computers according to symbolic investments, rather than according to technological
qualities alone).

On the one hand, the Lacanian concept of the symbolic, led by the objet petit a, en-
compasses both the field of the subject’s desire and it allows for the social construction
of subjects as groups around common symbolic objects. As we have suggested in an
endnote in this chapter, the concept of the objet petit a, as a symbolic projection ulti-
mately originating in the Other, anticipates what Serres and Latour later termed in their
works the “quasi-object.” The objet petit a is both the cause and the subsequent lure for
the subject’s desires; it begins at the point of trauma where the real creates the subject
through an enigmatic incident that the subject spends a lifetime and his or her drives try-
ing to conceptually grasp (for Freud, the pleasure principle is, ultimately, the other side
of the death instinct; that is, our lives are spent chasing the enigma of our finitude). On
the other hand, in terms of the object, the materiality of objects becomes, in part, the re-
sistance that they have to purely imaginative and symbolic investments. In short, much
of the discourse on information and information technologies, users, and information
use, as well as such tropes as the information society and the information age, beg for
an analysis as to their imaginary, symbolic, and real qualities. One may argue that such
a project is at the heart of a critical information theory as a type of social informatics.

Third, psychoanalysis proposes a concept of mind made up of personalized ex-
pansive cultural forms and learned social actions. This concept of mind gives rise to
psychoanalysis’s conception of self, as an agent whose present and future actions are in-
trinsically afforded by past experience and learning. Parallel to Glenberg and Robertson
(1999), Day (2007) has referred to these lattices of cultural forms and learned actions as
“indexes” that position the subject in social space and are developmentally extended by
analogical learning. Such a model stands against cognitivist models of the mind as an
information processing mechanism of symbols or representations.

Fourth, psychoanalysis challenges the temporality of LIS’s information seeking
model and the ontology of information as presence. It suggests that understanding can be
retroactive. It also suggests that what is most informative for the subject is often what is
not consciously present. Freud’s paradigm examples for this last concept are his notions
of the slip of the tongue (1960a) and of jokes as the gateway to the unconscious (1960b).
In jokes, for Freud, what is most important is often what is not at first evident, but which
later appears—for example, in the punch line of a joke (where the non-expected, com-
monly minor, meaning of a term or line of thought suddenly occurs as dominant). In psy-
choanalysis, the most important information is not always what the subject thinks that he
or she is seeking, but what appears in the midst of the seeking and is often of an opposite
value to what is initially being sought. In other words, information in psychoanalysis is
often not manifest, but rather latent (this point is highlighted, by Lacan, among other
places, in Lacan 2006c, and by Zizek, in, among other places, Zizek 1989.)

Fifth, despite the prominence of subjectivity in psychoanalysis’s concept of desire
(particularly in points of Lacan’s works and certainly in Deleuze and Guattari’s joint
works), psychoanalysis sometimes shows the possibility of its being a psychological
theory based on the “mediation” (Ekbia 2009) of subjects and objects by one another
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in the establishment of each other’s identities. Rather than stressing the identity of the
subject or object as in-itself essences, being is developed from out of the in-between,
relational, spaces, in and through which subjects and objects create their singularities
and from which identities might be subsequently recognized and represented. Such in-
between spaces are constructed through social and physical mediation and remedia-
tion and, semantically, through the mediation and remediation of cultural forms in such
events as conversation. The subject and the object are seen in such a view as mutually
afforded (by each other and by the common grounds through which they emerge and
interact). Their codetermination leads to their emergences as affected singularities, and,
when and if they are recognized as certain types of beings or objects, then their repre-
sented identities give them their status as individuals. Thus, subjects and objects and
their relations to one another are to be understood according to determinate (Aristotle:
efficient) causes in their interactions, but this is underwritten more fundamentally by
formal causes or forms for expression. Subjects and objects are coemergent from out
of in-common cultural forms for meaning, meaningful social actions, and social situ-
ations (as well, of course, from out of in-common physical affordances if the relation
is not purely semiotic). In information environments, as we have suggested, such co-
emergence is seen most richly in environments where subjects change each other and
change their modes of expression (i.e., their so-called information environments), for
example, in some Web 2.0 environments that stress communication, rather than infor-
mation display and retrieval functions. Deleuze and Guattari’s works see the codetermi-
nation of subjects and objects by one another through their mutual affects, their shared
situations, and their in-common becomings as having consequences reaching into the
physical characteristics of beings. Certainly, theirs is a long-term evolutionary view.

In sum, the psychoanalytical works that we have discussed, understood as critical
(rather than strictly clinical) discourses, challenge the epistemology of LIS’s cognitive
models, its information seeking epistemology, its dominant metaphors (the conduit met-
aphor and the form-content metaphor), its ontological and metaphysical understanding
of subjects, and its predominant causal model. It challenges IS’s cognitivist theories of
mind (as in traditional Artificial Intelligence), its dominant reliance upon determinist
causal models for understanding human-technological relations (and the quantitative
methods that support them), as well as its neglect in not more clearly addressing infor-
mation technology as cultural forms that enact symbolic futures. In contrast to both LIS
and IS theories of mind, retroactive temporality is accounted for and the term informa-
tion is understood in terms other than that of immediately recognized knowledge or
Frohmann’s (2004) “epistemic content.” The psychoanalytic works that we have discussed
offer an understanding of subjects and objects in terms of their mutual constructions and
in terms of mutual affordances, they offer a theoretical model that challenges both the
mind/body and the inner/outer dichotomies that are prevalent in the Western metaphysi-
cal and modern psychological traditions, and they stress a developmental rather than an
information processing basis for understanding mind and cognition. In brief, the psy-
choanalytical discourses that we have examined constitute one set of answers to some
of the many a priori, conceptual paradoxes and confusions that plague LIS and IS theory
and, consequently, their empirical research and professional practices.

Last, in terms of practical activities involving LIS institutions, perhaps one of the
greatest contributions of psychoanalytic discourse is in the theoretical inflection point
that attempts to reconceptualize the relationship between the professional field and the
varying communities that it aims to serve. Although there may be a tacit, or at least
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largely unaddressed, recognition that the leveraging of ICTs for information services
can be of great benefit for libraries and other information institutions, psychoanaly-
sis gestures toward the intersubjective construction of meaning, identity, and intention,
beyond what cognitive psychology and information theories exposit. At the least, for
research in this field, psychoanalysis provides a framework by which to critically read
information phenomena in manners that move away from the privileged social science
perspectives that have pervaded the discipline and the metaphysics of subjectivity that
philosophically inform them. Such a framework allows for the excavation of informa-
tion phenomena in terms that LIS broadly has yet to interrogate.
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NOTES

1. We use the term affordance to mean cultural and social materials (“social substances”
from Harré 2002) that afford the emergence of meaningful expressions, including those of selves
as particular singularities. Primarily, we refer to cultural affordances (such as language), but also
to social actions, as well, and when applicable, to physical (“material”’) affordances. The concept
of affordance is related to Aristotle’s notion of formal causes (rather than determinate [“efficient”]
causes), referring to forms that afford meaningful expressions and emergences by shaping the
expressive powers of a substance (including persons). These, latter, too, of course, may be con-
sidered to be affordances, but of a physiological or psychological type related to, respectively, em-
pirically recognizable or hypothetical innate powers and dispositions of a substance, rather than
what might be seen as those contextual affordances that we have characterized above. Of course,
with learned behaviors, contextual affordances play a great role in forming those innate powers
and dispositions proper to a person.

Our understanding of this term is greatly shaped by Rom Harré’s works where notions of
disposition, powers, and more recently, properly, the term affordance are foundational. (See Harré
and Secord 1972; Harré and Gillett 1994; and Harré 2002, being only a few of his many works
where cultural and social affordances are discussed; many other of his works discuss material
affordances in regard to the analysis of natural objects in the physical sciences). The term origi-
nates in the works of J. J. Gibson, of course, but Harré has greatly broadened and philosophically
deepened it, and we are profoundly indebted to Harré’s broad, extensive, and brilliant scholar-
ship. We might note in the context of this chapter in this book that Gilles Deleuze’s expressionist
philosophy shares with Harré’s works a concern with the powers of substances and the cultural,
social, and material forms through which substances are expressed, but it is much more general
than Harré’s more analytical works. Also, Antonio Negri’s works, particularly his works on Spi-
noza’s philosophy, take Deleuze’s expressionist philosophy in an overtly political direction.

2. Lacan replaces the Freudian topographical mental faculty structures (a metaphor bor-
rowed from geography) with topological functions (a metaphor borrowed from mathematics).
This switch demonstrates Lacan’s turn to a functionalist and symbolic basis for psychology and
the identity of both subjects and objects, rather than one grounded in faculty psychology. Argu-
ably, this can be seen as somewhat of a return to Freud’s earlier, relatively more dynamic topog-
raphy (from about 1900 to 1923), as compared to the later Freudian faculty psychology of the
second topography. For commentary on this, see the entry “topology” in Dylan Evans’ reliable An
Introductory Dictionary of Lacanian Psychoanalysis (1996).

3. In Saussure’s works, the word signifier refers to words and the word signified refers to
concepts.

4. A historical account of the trajectory of the concept of the psychoanalytic part-object
(particularly explicit in Melanie Klein’s works) to Winnicott’s “transitional objects” to Lacan’s
objet petit a to what Serres and Latour have termed “quasi-objects” and the role of objects as

17


http://libcom.org/library/there-and-back-again-mapping-the-pathways-withinautonomist-marxism-steve-wright
http://libcom.org/library/there-and-back-again-mapping-the-pathways-withinautonomist-marxism-steve-wright

118

CRITICAL THEORY FOR LIBRARY AND INFORMATION SCIENCE

“entranceways and exits” for desire in Deleuze and Guattari is given in Day 2001 (chapter 4, par-
ticularly page 75 and following), within an account of information and information technology as
projected desire and in that chapter, particularly, in regard to Pierre Lévy’s misleading appropria-
tion of key concepts in the works of Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari. For more on part-objects
as quasi-objects, particularly in relation to digital objects, see Ekbia’s (2009) engaging analysis.
A collection of accounts of information technologies as types of part-objects is given by Sherry
Turkle under the term “evocative objects” (Turkle 2007)—we may recall that Turkle’s first book
was on Lacan.

5. The English grammar of “having” a need misleads us to think that needs precede their
forms of expression. Needs, however, are functions of what can be done and expressed. The
private language of the schizophrenic or neurotic is only relatively private—there is no strictly pri-
vate (i.e., personal) language. Wittgenstein, of course, gave exemplary critiques of the grammar of
“to have” mental faculties and contents, as well as gave critiques of private language arguments.

6. We shouldn’t lose sight that Lacan’s psychoanalysis, picking up some strands in Freud’s
work, remains grounded in a romantic conception of life as a historical drive whose being is
worked out by means of actions and events—that is, by becomings. Whether the subject’s primal
desire is to be understood in terms of a teleological sense of becoming or whether life-as-desire is
to be understood as composed of a series of phases or even as the sum total of needs seems to be
unresolved in Lacan’s works, though the foundational concept of desire as a sort of primary drive
certainly suggests the first or second understanding, rather than the last.

7. For more on a relevant, though nonpsychoanalytical explanation of this last point, see
Harré 1989.

8. Having rejected Hegel’s philosophy, Deleuze and Guattari don’t premise an Otherness
(in Hegel, Being) as a driving force for the subject’s desire (in Hegel, grasped in Absolute Being
[i.e., the identity of the particular and the universal] and in Lacan, never graspable). Rather, for
Deleuze, Being is immanent—it is a potentiality that is actualized through events, rather than the
teleological driver and achievement of personal and historical becoming (as in Hegel’s philoso-
phy) or the foundation and ultimate object for desire (as in Lacan’s works).

9. Though this theme is important throughout his oeuvre, see particularly Deleuze’s, Fran-
cis Bacon: The Logic of Sensation (2003) and Bergsonism (1991).

10. Particularly, A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia (Deleuze and Guat-
tari 1987) and What Is Philosophy? (Deleuze and Guattari 1994).

11. We should note that Deleuze’s and particularly Guattari’s political work extended to
collaborations with Antonio Negri, Franco Berardi (particularly concerned with new media
forms), and others in the Italian autonomia (“autonomous Marxism”) tradition (see Goddard n.d.;
Guattari and Negri 1990; Deleuze and Negri 1995; Negri 1995; Dyer-Witheford 1999; Wright
2001, 2006; Berardi 2008).
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INTRODUCTION

In the intellectual landscape of the sciences, some disciplines are net exporters of theory
while others are net importers. Although once a net importer, Information Studies (IS),
of which Library and Information Science (LIS) is a part, “has become a much more
successful exporter of ideas than in the recent past” while simultaneously becoming
“less introverted than before, drawing more heavily on the literature” of cognate disci-
plines (Cronin and Meho 2008, 563). What is of interest here is a trend in theory im-
portation in the years following Robert Taylor’s (1986) and Brenda Dervin and Michael
Nilan’s (1986) arguments for a user-centered approach to the relationship between peo-
ple and information systems. LIS scholars subsequently engaged in what Blaise Cronin
(2008, 466—67) calls a “sociological turn,” although “ ‘the social’ has long been part of
our field, either implicitly or explicitly.” Some have looked to the work of Bourdieu,
Merton, Castells, Latour, Goffman and others; this chapter focuses on the importation
of Anthony Giddens’ ideas into LIS.

After introducing Giddens and his work, the chapter provides a high level over-
view of structuration theory, followed by an analysis of the uses of Giddens’ work in
LIS based on a set of articles that have cited Giddens’ work drawn from 13 LIS jour-
nals. The main findings are that two main forms of citation to his work are ceremonial
and analytic and three main sources from which importation takes place, Giddens,
a management scholar, and an LIS researcher. The chapter concludes that Giddens’
ideas have greatly informed LIS research, and his work should continue to do so in
future.

GIDDENS AND STRUCTURATION

Born in 1938 in London, Anthony Giddens was educated at Hull College (BA,1959),
the London School of Economics (MA, 1961), and King’s College (PhD, 1974). Giddens
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began his academic career in 1961 at the University of Leicester and in 1969 moved to
the University of Cambridge, becoming a professor of sociology in 1989 (Bryant and
Jary 1991). During this time, he developed structuration theory, the focus of this chapter,
in a series of books. Between 1997 and 2003, he was the director of the London School
of Economics where he is currently a professor. In 2004, Baron Giddens took a seat in
the House of Lords with a life peerage.

Giddens’ scholarly output is voluminous; since 1971 he has published more than 40
books (mostly sole authored), eight edited collections, and written more than 200 ar-
ticles, essays, and reviews. He is one of the most widely known and influential living
sociologists and his thinking has shaped theory and research in his home discipline and
many others, for example, nursing (Hardcastle, Usher, and Holmes 2005), organiza-
tional studies (Pozzebon and Pinsonneault 2005) and information systems (Jones and
Karsten 2008; Rose 1998). Rob Stones (2005) argues that when considering empirical
research, structuration theory has been an

overwhelming success as scores of researchers have found that its concepts have allowed them to
gain critical purchase on empirical phenomena in fields as diverse as accounting systems, archae-
ology, demography, organisational and political culture, the sociology of technology, the manage-
ment of inter-firm networks, migration studies, the analysis of sport and leisure, and of gender
and patriarchy (2).

1133

Lars Kasperson (2000, vi) describes Giddens” work as a “‘global phenomenon,’
translated into many languages and read in almost all sociology curricula.” During
a productive period between 1974 and 1984, he developed structuration theory, its
fullest expression presented in The Constitution of Society: Outline of the Theory of
Structuration (1984). It is difficult to do justice to this complex and wide-ranging
theory in this chapter; only a brief description of its main tenets will be provided;
those interested in exploring structuration theory are encouraged to read his work
(Giddens 1979, 1984).

Given the theme of this book, a question must be answered before beginning an
exposition of structuration theory. In what sense can Giddens be considered a criti-
cal theorist? Ron Day (2007) describes critical analysis as “that which brings into
question established social assumptions and values” (575) and as “a discursive and
cultural examination of the construction of meaning and concepts” (578). From the
mid 1970s on, Giddens has engaged in a series of critical dialogues with many 19th-
and 20th-century social theorists and philosophers whose work shaped has 20th-and
21st-century sociology. Systematically reviewing the work of Durkheim, Weber, Marx,
Parsons, Levi-Strauss, Blumer, Schutz, Goffman, Gadamer, and others, he has assessed
the strengths and weaknesses of their work, engaging in a “critical appropriation of . ..
key aspects” of their thinking that which would be of enduring value for his project
(Giddens 1982, 107). Craig Browne (1993, 145) observes that, Giddens’ “typology of
intellectual, practical, ideological and moral, as four different meanings of critique,
highlights his virtues as a sociological analyst.” Further, Giddens argues that “any soci-
ological approach to understanding society is inherently ‘critical’” (Hardcastle, Usher,
and Holmes 2005, 224).

According to Browne (1993, 138), the “primary intention of...Giddens’ writings
over the past two decades is that of developing an original perspective and framework
which constructively reformulates some of the central assumptions of social theory.”
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That perspective, structuration theory, is a pervasive and significant contribution to
social thought because it addresses in a systematic and rigorous way a fundamental
issue in social theory, the relationship between structure and agency. Since sociology
emerged as a discipline, the debate over this relationship has been ongoing and divisive,
leading to divergent streams of thought that remain in opposition; in fact, “ ‘action’ and
‘structure’ normally appear in both the sociological and philosophical literature as anti-
monies” (Giddens 1979, 49). John Thompson (1989, 56) finds the “problem of the re-
lationship between...action and social structure...at the heart of social theory” and is
critical of most attempts to come to grips with it because it “is not so much resolved as
dissolved, that is, disposed of beneath a philosophical and methodological platform that
is already located in one of the camps.” Also seen as “macro” and “micro,” approaches,
in isolation, each is “incomplete and indeterminate in complementary ways. .. micro-
and macro-level explanations must therefore be extended in the direction of the other, if
they are to be explanations at all” (Bohman 1991, 156). Baber (1991, 220) points to the
difficulty of “providing an adequate theoretical account of the relationship...in any ex-
planation of action.” This, however, is precisely Giddens’ goal, and structuration theory
is his version of an adequate theoretical account of the ways in which the actions of in-
dividuals are related to structural features of the societies in which they live.

Structuration theory provides a thoroughgoing and complex explanation of the pro-
cess by which society and social individuals are created and recreated through ongoing
and routine social interactions. It is an example of “grand theory,” meaning the attempt
to “construct a systematic theory of the nature of man and society.” (Skinner 1985, 3).
Giddens is seeking to carefully describe the main components of the social world: struc-
ture, agency, social structures, agents, and social practices. Of primary interest are the
“nature of human action, social institutions and the interrelations between actions and
institutions” (Giddens 1991, 201). He wants to understand “what their characteristics
are, what sorts of things or entities they are, what features they have and what features
they don’t have” to develop an explanation of the constitution of the social world “in ab-
stract terms so that the conceptual definitions he settled for would encompass all struc-
tures and all agents, the very nature of time and space” (Stones 2005, 7). In this sense
the main concepts of structuration theory are ontological because they seek the essences
of social phenomena, the “nature of social entities over and beyond any particular em-
pirical manifestation of them in specific social circumstances, time and place” (Stones
2005, 7).

Giddens (1979, 5) begins by criticizing voluntarism and determinism, two main theo-
retical traditions in sociology, for assuming that the relationship between structure and
agency is a dualism. In contrast, he (1984, 2) argues, the relationship is a duality where
both are implicated in “social practices ordered across time and space” that are “key
mediating moments between” structure and agency (Giddens 1979, 5). Here, Giddens
effectively sidesteps the problem of attempting to account for structure and agency from
determinist or structural perspectives by providing a new starting point—social prac-
tices. Then, to develop the theory, Giddens reinterprets key concepts of agency, struc-
ture, systems, and social practices, among others.

Giddens’ (1984, 2) radical move is to displace both structure and agency with social
practices so that “the basic domain of study...is neither the experience of the individ-
ual actor nor the existence of any form of social totality, but social practices ordered
across space and time.” Social practices are at the core of structuration theory because
they are “at the root of both the constitution of subject and object” (Giddens 1984, xxii)
and “simultaneously constitute society and individual subjects” (Browne 1993, 138).
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Giddens (1984, 376) next introduces the “duality of structure,” a concept that accounts
for the constitution and reproduction of social practices, institutions and individuals
and, in a sense, provides the dynamism of structuration, or “the structuring of social
relations across time and space.” The essential recursiveness of social life is embed-
ded deeply and fundamentally in the ongoing constitution of society because one of the
“main propositions of structuration theory is that the rules and resources drawn upon in
the production and reproduction of social action are at the same time the means of sys-
tem reproduction” (Giddens 1984, 19). The duality here is that structure is simultane-
ously the medium through which social practices are enacted as people interact and the
product of these practices. Structures are “constantly recreated out of the very resources
which constitute them” (Giddens 1984, xxiii).

Giddens describes three main components of the duality of structure, modalities of
structuration that “clarify the main dimensions of the duality of structure in interaction,
relating the knowledgeable capacities of agents to structural features” (1984, 28). Sig-
nification refers to meaning and communication structures, domination to structures of
power and control, and legitimation to norms and sanctions. We routinely draw upon all
three modalities as we interact although in different degrees and with different outcomes
depending on the context within which and the others with whom we interact.

Structuration theory involves a conception of structure that departs in significant
ways from traditional sociological versions. It is composed of rules and resources ‘“re-
cursively implicated in the reproduction of social interaction and social systems” exist-
ing only “as time-space presence, only in its instantiations in such practices and memory
traces” that orient conduct and action (Giddens 1984, xxxi, 17). It is a “virtual order of
relations, out of time and space,” instantiated “in the knowledgeable activities of situ-
ated human subjects which reproduce them as structural properties of social systems
embedded in spans of time space” (304). Rules of social life are “techniques or gen-
eralizable procedures applied in the enactment/reproduction of social practices” that
are trans-situational allowing a “methodical continuation of an established sequence”
(20-21). They can be constitutive, regulative, or equivalent to habit or routine and struc-
ture routine social life through the forming, sustaining, termination, and reforming of
social interactions. Resources are media through which people can intervene in the word
and, with differing degrees of success, effect change. They are “modes whereby trans-
formative relations are actually incorporated into the production and reproduction of
social practices” (17) and are deeply implicated in and necessary components of the
exercise of power, which Giddens (176) sees as “profoundly embedded” in taken-for-
granted conduct and in “routinized behavior.” The two main resources are allocative,
command over objects, and authoritative, command over people; both are necessary in
the generation of power as people invoke or make use of them differentially in differ-
ent contexts.

From these basic concepts, structuration theory is expanded to account for the con-
stitution of society and the individual. Social systems are sets of social practices that are
reproduced in routine interactions and persist because of the continuity of social prac-
tices. They are also composed of structural principles that allow “the binding of time-
space in social systems, the properties that make it possible for discernibly similar social
practices to exist across time and space and which lend them ‘systemic’ form” (Gid-
dens 1984, 17). The most deeply embedded of these structural principles are involved
in structuring “social totalities” which become institutions when the set of social prac-
tices gain the “greatest time-space extension” (17). Organizations are “decision-making
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units” within which people work together using allocative and authoritative resources
to manage “discursively mobilized forms of information flow” (203). Wending his way
between determinism and voluntarism, Giddens emphasizes the fact that as we routinely
interact, the structures, modalities of structuration, social systems, institutions and or-
ganizations within and with which we interact are in every circumstance enabling and
constraining.

Moving from the structural and institutional level to the individual level of analysis,
Giddens’ (1984, xxii) actors are knowledgeable about their social worlds, understand a
great deal about what they do in their daily lives and “have an inherent capacity to un-
derstand what they are doing while they are doing it.” The persistence, routinization, and
predictability of social life indicate that most people use the modalities of structuration
(especially rules and resources) effectively most of the time. Giddens attributes this to
our discursive and, more importantly, practical consciousness; the former is what we
can say about what we can do and the latter is what we know about what we do that
cannot under normal circumstances be expressed. Practical consciousness “is used in
the course of interaction without the actor being able to express in words what he or she
knows” (49) and “consists of knowing the rules and the tactics whereby daily social life
is constituted across time and space” (90).

According to structuration theory, we routinely engage in situated and contextual in-
teractions where we draw upon structural rules and resources and engage in social prac-
tices for a wide variety of purposes. Giddens (1982, 109) explains that “according to the
idea of the duality of structure, structure is both medium and outcome of the activities
whereby actors knowledgeably reproduce social life in the course of daily social en-
counters.” During the course of these interactions, we intentionally and unintentionally
reproduce the structures, social systems, institutions, organizations, and modalities of
structuration that make these interactions possible. Many features of these interactions
are taken for granted and are invoked and reproduced at the level of practical conscious-
ness “enabling and constraining features of the social system already existing” and leav-
ing open the possibility that social structures can “change as a consequence of people’s
intentional or unintentional actions” (Hardcastle, Usher, and Holmes 2005, 223). The
routinization of much of our social interaction and many of our social practices “is of
major significance in binding the fleeting encounters to social reproduction and thus to
the seeming fixity of institutions” (Giddens 1984, 72); this is in fact how processes of
structuration constitute and reconstitute the social world. Giddens (1982) emphasizes
the fact that the distinction between macro and micro levels of social reality is purely
analytical and that

to group the connections between the vast lateral extension of human social relations on a world
scale, on the one hand, and the transformation of the most personal features of “everyday life,” on
the other, seems to be a necessary task of social theory (108).

Although structuration theory has been imported into many disciplines, there are chal-
lenges when researchers use its concepts as the basis for empirical work. One is quite
abstract and is described by Giddens (1984, 284) as the “double hermeneutic,” a con-
cept that captures a difference between the natural and the social sciences and is a fun-
damental condition of inquiry into the social world. While both types of inquiry use a
hermeneutic method, the natural scientist investigates a world that is indifferent to her
inquiry and does not “answer back.” In contrast, “social scientists seek to interpret a
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pre-interpreted world [and] lay members. .. routinely reincorporate social science con-
cepts and findings beck into the world they were coined to illuminate or explain” (Gid-
dens 1989, 251). The social scientist’s insights and findings enter back into the social
world and “disappear” as people adopt and adapt these findings into their routines, set-
ting up a hermeneutic cycle of interpretation and reinterpretation. This implies that
social science has an important role to play in the constitution of society and the indi-
vidual by focusing initially on the analysis of recurrent social practices. It also implies
that empirical work that makes use of structuration is difficult because social science re-
searchers are already a part of the world being studied and their theories, concepts, and
findings “enter directly into what modern institutions are” (Giddens 1991, 207).

A second challenge is more practical and involves the decision about what to use
from structuration theory and how to use it. Giddens (1991, 213) has criticized some
who have imported his ideas for doing so uncritically, stating “on the whole I like least
those works in which authors have attempted to import structuration theory in foto into
their given area of study...it is not especially helpful to drag in a large apparatus of
abstract concepts.” Giddens (1989, 294) sees the concepts of structuration theory as
“sensitizing devices,” echoing Herbert Blumer’s (1954) description of the sensitizing
concept, which

Gives the user a general sense of reference and guidance in approaching empirical instances.
Whereas definitive concepts provide prescriptions of what to see, sensitizing concepts merely
suggest directions along which to look (7).

Despite these challenges, scholars in LIS have embraced Giddens’ ideas and many have
integrated them enthusiastically into their work.

GIDDENS, STRUCTURATION, AND LIS

One way to assess the extent to which Giddens’ work has been imported into LIS and
to get a sense of how it has been used is to examine the articles that reference his work.
This involves gathering and studying the citations found in these articles and evaluating
how they are used in context. The online archives of 13 top LIS journals were searched
in April and May 2009 for “Giddens,” “structuration” and “duality” (see Table 10.1)
yielding a set of 72 articles published between 1984 and 2009. Between 1984 and 1999,
24 articles referencing Giddens, his work or others using his work appeared in these
journals. Since 2000, 48 articles have been published, indicating that the importation
of his ideas is increasing, with 5 journals accounting for 38 (79%) of these articles
(JASIST [8], LQ [89], JIS [8], IR [7], and the JDoc [7]).

A total of 114 citations to any of Giddens’ works or that were used in conjunction
with the words structuration and duality were gathered from these articles (1.6 citations
per article), examined, and coded. If a citation was to a work not written by Giddens,
the cited work was examined to determine its relevance. Sixty-nine (61%) of the cita-
tions were to works by Giddens with 27 (24%) to The Constitution of Society (Giddens
1984), 7 (4%) to The Consequences of Modernity (Giddens 1990), and 5 (3%) to Cen-
tral Problems in Social Theory (Giddens 1979). The first and third books provide the
basic statements of structuration theory and account for just fewer than 1/3 of all cita-
tions to his works. The second book is an influential analysis of modernity and identity.
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Table 10.1
Journals used in the analysis

Journal title # of articles

Journal of the American Society for Information Science and Technology (JASIST) 18
The Library Quarterly (LQ) 13
Journal of Information Science (JIS)
Information Research (IR)

Journal of Documentation (JDoC)
Information Processing & Management

Library & Information Science Research

W B~ U 3 0 ©

Proceedings of Annual Meeting of the American Society for Information Science
and Technology

The Journal of Academic Librarianship
Archives-and-Manuscripts
LIBRI

Journal of Librarianship and Information Science

[ )

Library Resources and Technical Services
Total 72

The remaining citations are to 16 other books or articles by Giddens or by Giddens and
coauthors. Of the 45 (39%) remaining citations, 32 (28%) were to works by Orlikowski
and her coauthors (17 citations, 7 articles) and Rosenbaum (15 citations, 2 articles); 13
(11%) citations were to works by 10 other authors.

This analysis indicates that there have been two main sources for the importation of
Giddens’ work into LIS since 1984, his monographs and the work of Wanda Orlikowski,
a management and information systems scholar who introduced structuration into the
information systems literature in the 1990s. Specifically, the source materials include 3
of Giddens’ books (1979; 1984; 1990), and 8 articles either by Orlikowski (1991; 1992;
2000) or Orlikowski and coauthors (Orlikowski and Robey, 1991; Yates and Orlikowski
1992; Orlikowski and Gash 1994; Orlikowski and Yates 1994; Yates, Orlikowski and
Rennecker 1997). Howard Rosenbaum is within LIS so citations to his works (1993;
1996) are examples of indirect importation of theory; he was one of the first in LIS to use
structuration theory and subsequent LIS scholars cite his papers as surrogates for Gid-
dens’ work.

There many different reasons for citation; Donald Case and Georgeann Higgins
(2000, 641) find a wide range of motivations, among them the assertion that the cited
work is a classic, a citation provides legitimacy for an citing author’s claim, a citation
is negative indicating problems in the cited work, and the cited work has broken new
ground. However, in this analysis, 54 percent of the citations to Giddens and structura-
tion are simply citing one or another monograph or article without providing a page
number or quoting any text from the cited work. These are ceremonial citations, or:

Conventional means of identifying membership within a particular field and simultaneously sig-
naling at the onset of the article the particular orientation and direction of the research. [Their]
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distinguishing characteristic.. .is that the authorities are cited rather than the substantive content
of their work (Adatto and Cole 1991, 90).

More than half of the citations simply invoked structuration theory and later develop-
ments in Giddens’ work as support without referencing specific pages of the work. The
same pattern was evident with many of the citations to other authors whose works were
referenced as surrogates for Giddens. A harsher take on the role of ceremonial citation
is offered by Barbara Via and Deborah Schmidle (2007):

In some cases, an author may cite a well-known authority in the field, without actually reading the
cited work, as a means of asserting that the author is staying current with his or her area of studies.
This type of citation is referred to as a ceremonial citation (335).

Less cynically, two more substantive motivations for citing are to make use of specific
concepts from a theory or to indicate that the author is developing an argument for
which the citations provide support. Forty-five citations (39%) are used to refer to spe-
cific concepts from structuration theory or Giddens’ analysis of modernity that are used
in the citing article or are invoked to support the author’s argument or theoretical posi-
tion. The majority of these occurred after 2000, indicating that LIS scholars are begin-
ning to move beyond ceremonial citations to more substantive uses of his ideas. This is
an encouraging trend that demonstrates the positive value of one form of theory impor-
tation that involves “taking a concept or theory out of its original social and historical
context and using it in another to explain the same or a different social or natural phe-
nomenon” (Murray, Evers, and Janda 1995, 92).

A brief chronological summary of selected works shows the breadth of LIS research-
ers’ uses of structuration theory. Reijo Savolainen (1995) uses “practical consciousness”
in an analysis of everyday life information seeking. Rosenbaum (1996) uses “structure”
to theoretically ground the concept of the managerial information use environment. Paul
Solomon (1997) draws on the “recursiveness of social life” to argue that sense making
has individual and social moments. Neil Jacobs (2000) uses “social practices” to identify
knowledge communities in public policy development. France Bouthillier (2000) uses
structuration to understand the systems of meaning that public librarians bring to service
provision work. Richard Fyffe (2002) uses “disembedding” to analyze the relationship
between scholarly communication and collection development. Rosenbaum (2000) uses
a structurational version of the information use environment to analyze electronic com-
merce firms. Elizabeth Davenport (2002) invokes structuration to support her analysis
of mundane knowledge in organizational learning. Marija Dalbello (2004) uses “insti-
tutional change” to analyze information transfer in digital libraries. Eaglestone et al.
(2004) use structuration to analyze the adoption of information systems. Zahid Hussain,
Andrew Taylor, and Donal Flynn (2004) use “legitimation” to analyze the process by
which IT managers get stakeholders to support the use of a new information system. Rag-
nar Audunson (2005) uses structuration to analyze the public library as meeting place.
Savolainen (2006) invokes “ontological security” in a discussion of everyday informa-
tion seeking. Teresa Harrison et al. (2007) use structuration to explain how social actors’
innovative uses of geographic information technologies in the days after September 11,
2001. Casper Rasmussen and Henrik Jochumsen (2007) use “modernity” to analyze the
current role and status of public libraries. Finally, Savolainen (2007) uses structuration to
comment on the relationship between action and structure and analyze social practices.
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CONCLUSION

This chapter has argued that the importation of Giddens’ ideas into LIS has been
useful and productive. After providing an overview of structuration theory, an analysis
showed the extent to which Giddens’” work has been cited in a sample of the LIS litera-
ture. Setting aside ceremonial citations, the two main uses his work are for the purposes
of using specific concepts to address issues in several LIS research domains and to in-
voke the theory and/or specific concepts to provide support for assertions and claims
made by the citing authors. The analysis also showed that there were two main sources
to which LIS scholars turn when importing Giddens’” work, Giddens and Orlikowski
(and her coauthors). A third source, from within LIS, is the work of Rosenbaum.

As mentioned above, because of the complexity of structuration theory and its related
concepts, its application in empirical work is not a simple matter. Scholars in many dif-
ferent disciplines, however, have drawn upon the theory and have used it to answer a
wide variety of research questions. Despite the preponderance of ceremonial citations
to Giddens’ work in LIS, there are many scholars who are making substantive use of his
theory and related concepts to address important questions in the field.

It is clear that Giddens’ influence extends into LIS, and a number of researchers are
making use of his ideas to study the social contexts of information seeking and use in
social and organizational settings ranging from the private and public sectors to public
and digital libraries. They are focusing on the implementation and adoption of differ-
ent genres of information systems, issues of knowledge management, and a wide range
of formal and informal information behaviors. The importation of structuration and re-
lated concepts into LIS has been increasing since 2000 as more researchers take the
sociological turn noticed by Cronin (2008), and the research is addressing interesting
questions and yielding valuable findings. One hopes that this trend continues.
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A BIOGRAPHY OF HENRY GIROUX

Henry Giroux, born September 18, 1943, in Providence, Rhode Island, is one of the
leading theorists and educators associated with the Critical Theory tradition in educa-
tion. He began his teaching career as a history teacher at a local secondary school in
Barrington, Rhode Island. He earned his doctorate at Carnegie-Mellon University in
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania in 1977. Giroux then became an education professor at Bos-
ton University. In 1983, he took the position of professor of education at Miami Uni-
versity in Oxford, Ohio where he also served as director at the Center for Education
and Cultural Studies. In 1992, Giroux took up the Waterbury Chair Professorship at
Penn State University, also serving as the director of the Waterbury Forum in Educa-
tion and Cultural Studies. In 2005, Henry Giroux was appointed as the Global Tele-
vision Network Chair in Communications in the Faculty of Humanities at McMaster
University in Canada.

Whereas the early work of leading critical pedagogy scholar Henry Giroux focused
on the development of a critical pedagogy for radical democracy, by the early 1990s
Giroux’s theoretical orientation had shifted toward postmodern, feminist, and postcolo-
nial theories to better address such issues as gender, race, ethnicity, and sexual orienta-
tion (Giroux 1991; Giroux and McLaren 1992). This shift incorporated the theoretical
discourses of poststructuralism and postmodernism, cultural studies, and the politics of
identity and difference. Although Giroux (1993) criticizes several elements of moder-
nity, such as the emphasis on universality and the unified subject, because they “rep-
resent the worst legacies of the Enlightenment tradition” (39), he defends modernist
elements like democracy, liberation, and social justice because they contribute to de-
mocratization and equality. Most particularly, Giroux explains postmodernism in rela-
tion to the recovery of modernism; therefore, his theory demonstrates the rich interplay
between modernist concepts and postmodern possibilities.
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More recently, Giroux (2003) generated an interdisciplinary approach to education
theory that crosses the boundaries of disciplines like education, cultural studies, media
studies, and social theory. As part of this border pedagogy, Giroux (1993) developed
“border politics” in which individuals cross the barriers that divide them and struggle
together to fight against domination and promote social change. Hence, Giroux’s theo-
retical concepts (Giroux 1991; Giroux and McLaren 1992), which share similarities
with those of Paulo Freire, are framed by the experiences, politics, and cultures of the
postmodern information age.

HENRY GIROUX, RADICAL DEMOCRACY,
AND BORDER PEDAGOGY

Democratic citizenship, the development of a public identity and the availability of
opportunities to perform that identity in collective democratic processes, is an impor-
tant concept in a participatory democracy whose members see themselves as creators
of the public world and active agents of society. From this perspective, marginalization
is that which limits the ability of citizens to become public actors engaged in the process
of contributing to and making a difference in society. Such marginalization is linked to
oppression, which Freire (1972) defined as the denial of an individual or group’s capac-
ity to be “self-defining subjects creating history and culture” (Glass 2001, 16). Hence,
the main responsibility of a participatory democracy is to empower individuals and
underrepresented communities by removing social, cultural, and institutional barriers
and strengthening these communities’ capacity to see themselves as actors in the pro-
cess of co-creating democracy.

Although public institutions, including schools, museums, and libraries, can play an
important role in this process of democratic transformation and participation, today’s
schools and libraries cannot be seen as totally successful in providing opportunities
for disadvantaged groups and communities. Rather, these public institutions legitimize
and promote the class, gender, and race roles that constitute neoliberal capitalism and
its inequities. Thus, Henry Giroux (1993), arguing that political and economic power
is unequally and unjustly distributed in capitalist society, claims that public pedagogy
results from a neoliberalist, market-driven discourse that provides the greatest benefits
to powerful social groups. Nonetheless, although such promotion and legitimization has
traditionally been the central role for schools, museums, and libraries, many factors—
including democratization of knowledge production and dissemination, the emphasis on
community empowerment, and the move toward collaborative and transformative no-
tions of teaching and learning—have prompted libraries to move beyond this traditional
role (Wisner, 2000; Bruce and Kapitzke 2006; Bruce 2008).

One useful framework for examining this shift is Giroux’s theory of radical democ-
racy and its major tenet of border pedagogy, which, in contrast to more traditional
library approaches, identifies schools and libraries as institutions that deconstruct the
ongoing regime of cultural dominance and its hegemonic structures of regulation and
control. Such pedagogy thereby gives voice to the needs and expectations of unrep-
resented minority groups and local communities. After first outlining the tenets of
Giroux’s theory as they apply to library education, I discuss the role that border peda-
gogy can play in addressing issues of democratic participation and community em-
powerment in public libraries. Specifically, I argue that libraries have the potential to
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develop into transformative spaces for empowering communities through local knowl-
edge production—the “language of possibility” (Giroux 1993) that provides a sense of
vision, a movement toward a more democratic future. I conclude with a discussion of
the outcomes and purpose of developing a theoretical and practical framework of border
pedagogy for library education.

REDEFINING PUBLIC LIBRARIES IN A RADICAL
DEMOCRACY: THE ROLE OF BORDER PEDAGOGY

Information and communication technologies (ICTs)—whose changing forms affect
the ways that all people, including librarians, create, collect, organize, store, analyze,
distribute, send, and use information—are becoming an essential part of Library and
Information Science (LIS). The challenge of such widespread use of ICTs, however,
resides in the availability and openness of discourses that create knowledge and serve as
sites of power relations. Not only can information be produced and distributed widely,
but such distribution can break down metanarratives or create new ones depending on
the power relations involved. As Giroux (2002) points out, in the presence of ICTs,
power takes new shapes that can be displayed and enacted across borders. Such distribu-
tion can in turn result in a solidification of hegemonies, with power networks connecting
across borders to endorse modernist values.

Unequal distribution of power and information, in contrast, is a major result of social
isolation, inequality, and marginalization. It also plays an important role in determining
the democratic experiences, beliefs, and competencies of disadvantaged groups. Thus,
Ginwright et al. (2006) argue that the political, economic, and social conditions of dis-
advantaged groups in urban areas “severely limit the full civic participation of urban
youth,” meaning that “urban youth’s actions cannot be understood in isolation from these
factors” (25). Racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic factors further complicate the processes
that isolate disadvantaged groups from public participation: “[p]Jowerful signals...about
their value, social legitimacy, and future” often marginalize young people of color, many
of whom respond by “distrusting the possibility or desirability of ever becoming part of
the broader society” (McLaughlin 1993, 43). For instance, levels of political efficacy and
trust among both African American and Latino youth have declined since the late 1960s,
when the levels among white and African American youth were similar (Flanagan and
Faison 2001). Because this lack of trust frequently extends to public institutions, librar-
ies should promote inclusion and participation in the context of disparities in information
infrastructure and dissemination and knowledge generation and management. According
to scholars that link trust to participation (Cohen 1999; Warren 1999), these low levels of
trust and efficacy among youth of color do not bode well for their civic participation or
power. Indeed, a summary of the findings of five surveys on youth participation nation-
ally revealed that minority groups not only had the lowest levels of community involve-
ment but such involvement showed a 10 percent decrease from that recorded only a few
years earlier (Pittman et al. 2000). These general patterns also held in studies of disad-
vantaged youth—a group that cuts across racial and ethnic categories (Flanagan and
Faison 2001). As regards the reasons for low public involvement among urban youth,
research points to both the “non-inclusion and discrimination” experienced by youth
of color and youth of lower socioeconomic backgrounds (Conover and Searing 2000).
Likewise, in high-poverty urban areas, unequal access to information and technologies
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at libraries and other public institutions that could provide participatory opportunities
results in fewer chances for civic engagement (Hart and Atkins 2002).

Whereas the use of ICTs in libraries, homes, and schools continues to increase
among a majority of the population, the groups most affected by the digital divide are
those having racial minority and low-income family status (Chisholm and Carey 2002;
First and Hart 2002). For example, African American and Hispanic children in the
United States (approximately 19% and 16% of the population, respectively) use com-
puters and the Internet at a much lower rate than whites (Swain and Pearson 2003).
Low-income families face a similar difficulty. Whereas few students in households
with annual incomes equivalent to $35,000 or less have home computers and the Inter-
net at their disposal (20%), most students living in households with annual incomes of
$75,000 or more (80%) have computers, the Internet, and a variety of ICTs available
for personal use (Lamar 2001). The implications of these statistics are considerable
given that some research has identified a direct relationship among children between
computer literacy and higher test scores in reading, math, and science (Chisholm and
Carey 2002).

As a result, several researchers (van Dijk 2000; Bonfadelli 2002; van Dijk and
Hacker, 2003; Jerit et al. 2006; Hargittai and Hinnant 2008) support the position that
because of unique characteristics, new communication technologies worsen, rather than
close, the existing information gap. Moreover, with the rapid development of new media
technologies comes a growing necessity not only for technological skills but for new
competencies such as assessing source reliability, searching information purposefully,
and interpreting information meaningfully (Bonfadelli 2002; van Dijk and Hacker 2003;
Hargittai and Hinnant 2008). It thus seems likely that relevant skills for using new media
in meaningful ways are also unevenly distributed across different sections of the popu-
lation and may create additional differences among user groups, perhaps reinforcing
information disparities.

Libraries can play an important role in overcoming this digital divide by promoting
the inclusion and participation of disadvantaged groups in the democratic system. At
the same time, librarians can teach critical literacy skills to youth of color and of lower
socioeconomic backgrounds to help them solve their problems and create alternatives to
oppressive situations. Nonetheless, both librarians and educators are faced with the task
of responding to the postmodern sensibilities of the information revolution and contem-
porary material conditions by generating pedagogies that engage students of color and
support their active participation in the democratic process.

BORDER PEDAGOGY AND TRANSFORMATIVE LIBRARIES

As the United States, and indeed the world, becomes an ever more pluralistic soci-
ety, it is increasingly important to understand the complex ways in which democracy
works and can become more inclusive. In addressing these issues, Giroux (2002) argues
that a radical democracy indicates the need for transformative learning spaces in which
disadvantaged groups can gain a sense of themselves as public actors while developing
connections to the broader world. Indeed, public libraries as alternative spaces for dem-
ocratic education and development may be critical to initiating and sustaining public
action and social change. That is, public libraries as alternative spaces can become pro-
tected spaces in which members of disadvantaged groups can work together—formal
and informally—to develop new ideas and creative solutions to collective problems.
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Hence, the link between internal participation in a transformative library and action in
the broader public realm may be even more important for the disadvantaged because
it can provide both providing the impetus for their participation and engender change
in the institutional structures that impede their active involvement in the public realm.
Connecting alternative library spaces with public action, therefore, becomes the criti-
cal mechanism for gaining political relevance, as well as an important first step toward
broadening the voices and actors involved in democratic decision-making. In this way,
transformative libraries become central to a radical democratic framework.

Giroux’s border pedagogy can also play an important role in helping librarians turn
libraries into transformative spaces that can assist disadvantaged groups to fully partici-
pate in the democratic processes of their societies. Indeed, in his book Border Cross-
ings, Giroux (1993) emphasizes the importance, especially in the United States, of
border pedagogy as a support for radical democracy:

[A] number of polls indicate that while the youth of Poland, Czechoslovakia, and Germany are ex-
tending the frontiers of democracy, American youth are both unconcerned and largely ill-prepared
to struggle for and keep democracy alive in the twenty-first century. Rather than being a model of
democracy, the United States has become indifferent to the need to struggle for the conditions that
make democracy a substantive rather than a lifeless activity (72).

He also links border pedagogy to radical democratic politics in which both teacher and
student become agents of transformative change. More specifically, for Giroux, borders
that have been created using master narratives must be challengeable and students them-
selves must become “border crossers” as a means of comprehending alterity. There is
also a need for radical pedagogical conditions that “allow students to write, speak, and
listen in a language in [which]... meaning becomes multiaccentual and dispersed and
resists permanent closure. This is a language in which one speaks with rather than
exclusively for others” (Giroux 2002, 29).

Giroux (2003) further suggests that by combining both a modernist approach of
reasoned analysis of public life with a postmodernist concern for difference, border
pedagogy becomes both transformative and emancipatory. He thus proposes the use
of partiality as a basis for recognizing the limitations inherent in all discourses and
particularly those “that deny gaps, limits, specificity, and counter-narratives” (Giroux
1993, 29). In this context, students need to learn different cultural codes, experiences,
and languages; they need to be challenged through text, according to their “level of
schooling,” about the complexities of their own histories (30). However, because he
sees partiality as a postmodernist rejection of master narratives and grand totalizing
discourses, he proposes the specific, the particular, the local, the quotidian that helps
articulate the Other and portray the changing limits of the border. Indeed, in his earlier
work, Giroux (1993) argues that a border pedagogy would not be a totalizing one but
would allow for the reading of different texts, both dominant and subordinate, from
the points of view of different audiences. Such a pedagogy would thus take up is-
sues of production, audience, address, and reception. From this perspective, the use of
texts that originate in popular culture would not only provide easier textual access for
students but would also assist them to define and identify the codes and limits of the
dominant culture (Giroux 1993, 2003). Such an approach is inherently postmodern:
border pedagogy takes popular culture seriously and thereby confirms the importance
of minority culture (Giroux 1993).
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TRANSFORMATIVE LIBRARIES FOR COMMUNITY
EMPOWERMENT

Within the framework of border pedagogy, public libraries can be identified as “peda-
gogical cultural borderlands” because they contain subordinate cultures that disturb and
permeate the dominant, supposedly homogeneous, culture (Giroux 1993, 26). Hence,
border pedagogy envisions libraries as transformative sites in which librarians, like stu-
dents, should become border crossers, not only to assist in the articulation of Otherness
but also as a means of their own reconstruction. Librarians cannot, however, fully rep-
resent the Other and must listen to Other voices within the learning environment. More-
over, librarians’ own narratives must be situated and examined as discourses that are
open, partial, and subject to ongoing debate and revision. Hence, the librarian as trans-
formative intellectual sides with the oppressed and takes part in the learning process in
order to help society. Accordingly, transformative libraries are institutions of radical
democracy in which

students can learn about the limits of commercial values, address what it means to learn the skills
of social citizenship, and learn how to deepen and expand the possibilities of collective agency
and democratic life. Defending education at all levels of learning as a vital public sphere and pub-
lic good rather than merely a private good is necessary to develop and nourish the proper balance
between democratic public spheres and commercial power, between identities founded on demo-
cratic principles and identities steeped in forms of competitive, self-interested individualism that
celebrate selfishness, profit making, and greed (Giroux 1993, 4).

Transformative libraries, then, can provide democratic spaces, what Evans and Boyte
(1993) term “free spaces,” in which young people can meet, talk about their problems
and experiences, reflect on their rights, and work to create change in their communities.
Such free spaces, typically community-based public places like voluntary and partici-
patory organizations, allow disadvantaged people—women, people of color, workers’
groups, sexual or ethnic minorities, urban youth—to “learn a new self-respect, a deeper
and more assertive group identity, public skills, and values of cooperation and civic vir-
tue” (17). Located between private lives and large-scale institutions, these settings pro-
vide the conceptual and physical space within which ordinary people can come together
to engage in democratic action, to “critique what is, shelter themselves from what has
been, redesign what might be, and/or imagine what could be” (Fine et al. 2000, 67).
For individuals, having a space of their own can contribute to a sense of agency and
control over the world around. Thus, transformative libraries, grounded in community,
can create a bridge for youth between their local experiences and the broader society.
As the social, political, and economic contexts surrounding disadvantaged youth con-
tribute to their marginalization as democratic actors, a transformative library can rep-
resent a space within which they can work to effect changes in those contexts. Hence,
transformative libraries can offer youth experiences in “public work™ (Bass 1997), help
them establish “public relationships” (Lappe 1998), and involve them in “small group”
democracies in which they learn to deal constructively with the inevitable frustrations
of working together. In addition, transformative libraries that provide a strategic and
systematic focus on democratic education can help youth understand the root causes of
problems and work to shape and implement solutions to them. Transformative librar-
ies, then, have the potential to provide youth with opportunities for real and meaningful
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involvement in the public realm as they simultaneously learn democratic skills and con-
cepts. Indeed, research provides ample evidence that young people engaged in participa-
tory community-based projects to improve their lives and the lives of their communities
become catalysts for community action (Boyte and Skelton 1997; Hart and Schwab
1997; Tolman and Pittman 2001). As a result, youth work has shifted its emphasis,
pointing to the importance of involving the young in full participation and real problem
solving (Pittman et al. 2000). Hence, through democratic participation in transforma-
tive libraries, youth can address such issues as economic development, environmental
concerns, justice and health.

Researchers have also pinpointed several key factors of this dynamic. For example,
in discussing the importance of public libraries for the development of democracy and
democratic participation, Byrne (1999) identifies the freedom of access to information
and freedom of expression as “fundamental human rights which are vital cornerstones of
the mission of libraries to be gateways to knowledge in support of human rights, peace,
democracy and development” (3). Likewise, while analyzing the progress in the democra-
tization of library and information services during the post-apartheid era in South Africa,
More (2004) suggests that as agents of democracy, librarians should do the following:

e Assist in creating an informed nation: Librarians as agents of democracy should pre-
pare citizens for political participation and dialogue, and can make libraries accessible
for public engagements in which people can share similar interests and concerns;

e Offer training: Besides providing access to information, they should offer infor-
mation literacy education and assist individuals to identify and evaluate informa-
tion essential to making decisions that affect the way they live, work, and govern
themselves;

e Bridge the digital divide: Librarians should make information equity a priority and
lobby the government to ensure that all schools and public libraries have electronic
access to information;

* Manage change: Librarians must embrace change and use it as an opportunity for
growth and progress. They should therefore work hand in hand with their govern-
ments to initiate initiatives like the national virtual library and resourceful public
centers and information services;

e Promote intellectual freedom: Librarians are exclusively qualified to endorse intel-
lectual freedom and fight censorship. They should speak up against censorship and
repudiate to remove material from their libraries on grounds of ideological or reli-
gious perspectives;

e Conduct advocacy: Librarians should lobby the government agencies through their
library associations to ensure that all communities and schools have access to a li-
brary or information resource center. Because libraries are also agents of democracy,
they should encourage government to treat them as partners;

e Provide open access to libraries: Librarians should open their libraries to everybody
irrespective of race, age, gender, religion, or political views, and assume a profes-
sional neutrality to ensure that their services are free of interference from their per-
sonal beliefs or opinions;

e Promote a culture of reading: Librarians should be innovative and build a culture of
a reading nation. Hence, “born to read” initiatives should be extended to rural areas,
libraries should become “places of healing,” and their collections should inspire hope
for the future;
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* Build balanced collections: Librarians can support democracy by building balanced
library collections on diverse subject matter to meet diverse needs. They can also fos-
ter and encourage open discussion and unrestricted debate, and contribute to preserv-
ing cultural heritage;

e Support research: Academic and special librarians can support research by facilitat-
ing its retrieval and use (5-7).

Although More also explores the challenges faced by librarians—including inadequate
funding, facilities, and infrastructure; libraries not being seen as priorities; and a lack of
professional training in promoting democracy—she argues that the librarian’s primary
role and responsibility in a transformative library

touches on the core of librarianship. Librarians are uniquely qualified and placed to promote in-
tellectual freedom and fight censorship. It takes noble, courageous, committed librarians...to
function as agents of democracy. It involves standing up and campaigning for the right to read,
hear and view. It will sometimes mean challenging the government to protect the principles of
democracy namely, “the right to freedom of expression...freedom to hold opinions without in-
terference. .. And freedom to seek, receive and impart ideas through any media regardless of fron-
tiers. ... This is the ideal librarians should stand for. (9).

CONCLUSION

One fundamental component of deliberative democracy is the communicative space
within which deliberation occurs. The concept of the transformative library as a com-
municative space for democratic action is particularly important because it addresses
how potential learning spaces might function for disadvantaged communities. Such set-
tings, because they allow for creative public action, are not simply instrumental or a
means to an end; rather, they are constitutive of a vibrant, flourishing democracy (Evans
and Boyte 1993; Putnam 2000). Hence, understanding these spaces and the experiences
of disadvantaged communities within them is crucial to gaining a greater sense of how
people become active citizens who create and sustain democracy.

This view of democracy and citizenship demands a framework that makes transpar-
ent the processes by which disadvantaged communities can—or cannot—be creative
democratic agents in both local communities and the broader world. Giroux’s border
pedagogy provides such a framework for examining the possibilities for societal change
toward particular values of radical democracy—equity, justice, and freedom—through
transformative libraries. Although it does not explain how to succeed within the existing
system, it does explain how the current system came to be and points out its weaknesses
in order to propose change. Above all, border pedagogy reveals how material systems
are reinforced and legitimized by ideology (values, beliefs, norms, and mores) that
is unconsciously accepted as the inevitable status quo by a majority of those involved.
It also focuses on successful resistance to oppressive aspects of a society by asking
following questions that merit further examination: Why do people and disadvantaged
groups resist? What are the forms of this resistance? What is the difference between
simple oppositional behavior and transformative resistance? It should also be noted that
Giroux distinguishes between a resistance that is self-defeating and disempowering and
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maintains inequitable and unjust aspects of the status quo, on the one hand, and on the
other, resistance that is powerful and effective in transforming public institutions into
social institutions that promote connections to transformative knowledge, to learners,
and to a community.

Giroux’s notion of border pedagogy further sets out a new paradigm of informa-
tion professionalism and multiple information literacies for the new information age
in LIS research. The new paradigm replaces the traditional relationship by which indi-
viduals are dependent on, and obedient to, the structures of institutions and professions
with postmodern transformative libraries and multiple information literacies working
through conversation rather than instruction: co-creation between learners and teach-
ers, rather than delivery; mutual support and critical engagement among learners and
library professionals. New professional action and multiple literacies in LIS research
grow from practical collaboration between professionals, researchers, and members of
the public. The information professionalism is not only about delivering a service, it is
about encouraging individuals to acquire the critical literacy skills to understand their
lives more effectively. The new professionalism in LIS research emphasizes a positive
approach to change, the ability to work in a multidisciplinary environment, a willing-
ness to take personal responsibility for conversation, and an enabling and collaborative
approach to working with learners.

Giroux’s (2006) multiple information literacies recognize the importance of cultural,
social, political, and religious diversities present in our society. By addressing issues of
ideology, culture, knowledge, and power, learners identify both the value and the limita-
tions of information literacy skills as they become aware of politics of information and
evidence and learn to view information from a critical stance. With the library informa-
tion literacies and library research, learners and learning communities can be empow-
ered to critically analyze new electronic technologies that shape everyday life through
popular media, television, and movies. The multiple information literacies in libraries
promote the notion of critical reflexivity not only through the product of ability of de-
tecting biased information, but also how to construct new media as a critical voice to
the various information ideologies learners are bombarded with. The literacies combine
notions of power, technology, and human relations in new ways allowing for learners,
library professionals, and researchers to contextualize and reconfigure media into a self-
created identity as social exchange.

Transformative libraries with the multiple information literacies engaged in border
pedagogy can involve learners in powerful, participatory democratic experiences that
they too rarely encounter in other settings. Border pedagogy in general, being aimed at
understanding and transforming students’ lives and communities, can help learners cri-
tique the ways in which their identities have been constructed by educational and cultural
institutions. Transformative library pedagogy specifically must be truly democratic; that
is, both librarians and learners must practice democracy and solve problems collectively.
Hence, democratic libraries must equalize opportunities for individual self-fulfillment
while simultaneously discovering and attending to the collective will. To achieve these
ends, library pedagogy must draw on the resources that students bring to the library—
their experiences, their language, their values, their hopes. Collective inquiry can in
turn uncover the historical origins of particular problems faced by local communities,
thereby facilitating the understanding that Freire (1972) terms conscientization—the
consciousness of identity and its origins.
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INTRODUCTION

Of the critical social theorists profiled in this book, only a handful have actually par-
ticipated in direct political action or party work to change a regime or social order. One
can make a case that of the group only Freire and Gramsci were primarily political ac-
tors whose theory was derived from the laboratory of informed political practice rather
than observation. Perhaps Gramsci is unique in that his practice was conducted and
his theory formed completely outside of the established political order. In fact, Antonio
Gramsci wrote the main body of his theory not in an office on a university campus but
in a prison cell where he was held by Mussolini’s Fascist state for his role as a revolu-
tionary and head of the Italian Communist Party (PCI) from 1924 to 1926. Throughout
The Prison Notebooks, Gramsci (1992, 1975) refers to Marxism as the “the philosophy
of praxis” in order to confuse his guards and disguise his purpose. He was afraid that
otherwise he might be denied writing materials.

Born in Sardinia in 1891, Gramsci came of age in Turin, one of the points of what
later became known in Italy as the Red Triangle (Turin, Milan, and Genoa, Italy). He
was actively engaged in the prewar European socialist movement, joining the Italian
Socialist Party in 1913. By 1914 he was writing for socialist newspapers and earning
a reputation as an effective political journalist. Even at this early stage of his writing
Gramsci (1977) displayed the creativity that characterized his integration of theory
and practice. His writing took a Leninist direction in the journal L’Ordine Nuovo
and he was instrumental in the 1921 founding of the Italian Communist Party, which
allied itself with the Communist International (Comintern) established by Lenin’s
Bolsheviks in Moscow two years earlier. In a way, Gramsci can be regarded as an in-
cidental theorist. Even in prison, Gramsci did not intend his writing to be an abstract
reflection on political problems but as a direct and practical guide to the hopelessly
disorganized Italian left specifically and to Western European revolutionary practice
in general.



144

CRITICAL THEORY FOR LIBRARY AND INFORMATION SCIENCE

Gramsci’s philosophy of praxis, however scattered it may be across so many different
texts written for so many different purposes, offers a surprisingly coherent understand-
ing of how modern capitalism works. His work provides a profound reinterpretation of
the relationship between the Marxist concepts of base and superstructure and allows
new insights into the relations between the material conditions of human existence and
human consciousness as aspects of human history.

GRAMSCI’S MARXISM

Gramsci’s Marxism begins with the notions that human being and history are products
of human labor, and that human nature is not a fixed quality. The production and repro-
duction of life, value, and culture constitutes the material foundation for human ex-
istence, and all are aspects of the complex of social relations that constitute human
nature as phenomenon of “‘becoming’ (man ‘becomes’, he changes continuously with
the changing of social relations)” (Gramsci 1971, 355). The social relations of produc-
tion that organize human labor constitute the economic structure or base. The relations
of production are the material conditions under which life is produced and reproduced
and they have personal consequences for individuals. Their nature plays a dominant role
in determining life outcomes, or as Laswell (1990) put it so well, who gets what, when,
and how.

One’s relationship to the means of production plays a dominant role in determin-
ing one’s life possibilities. In capitalist societies, life possibilities depend crucially on
whether one is an owner of the means of production or sells one’s labor for wages.
Class, if not class consciousness, is an objective historical phenomenon related to pri-
vate property and its ownership. Industrial capitalist societies are characterized by the
historical dominance of relations of production by the bourgeoisie, the industrial prop-
erty owning class, and the subordination of the proletariat, a class constituted by work-
ing men and women who are compelled for their survival to sell their labor, and in effect
their lives, to the bourgeoisie at exploitative terms. This relation allows the bourgeoisie
to extract surplus labor from the proletariat. The proletariat produces greater value than
it consumes to sustain its life, and the bourgeoisie appropriates this surplus as private
property, a privilege of ownership of the means of production.

Even Marx recognized that by the late 19th century the division of labor within
capitalism had created a diversity of different classes whose members bear different
kinds of relationships to the means of production. These classes include but are not
limited to small business owners, professionals, landowners, and agricultural work-
ers. Their relationship to the means of production can be ambiguous and their actual
nature, relative size and influence, and role in organizing a particular society depend
upon historical conditions unique to that society. The position of the bourgeoisie as the
capital owning class, however, is dominant and the relations of production between
the bourgeoisie and other classes are structured by the bourgeoisie to favor its interests
and ends as a ruling class. This condition constitutes the essential injustice of capital-
ist societies. Value is created by the many and appropriated by the few for their private
benefit. The final contradiction that drives the history and politics of capitalist societ-
ies is the contradiction between the social nature of the production of value, and life,
and the nature of its appropriation, control, and use as private property. This contradic-
tion is the source of both the economic crises and social problems that plague capital-
ist societies.
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Relations of production between classes, the economic base, provides the foundation
for the social organization of particular capitalist societies and gives rise to particular
and unique superstructures in particular places and at particular points in human his-
tory (Gramsci 1971, 55-90). The superstructure consists of social, political, and cultural
practices through which the ruling class exercises its control over society as whole. It
includes not only the state and its associated juridical and coercive institutions, but also
the social and cultural institutions and practices typically associated with the idea of
civil society, including churches, schools, news and entertainment media, social orga-
nizations, and libraries. Its role is twofold: to secure the historical reproduction of capi-
talist relations of production and to reduce or eliminate the need for state coercion to
achieve this end by securing the consent of the proletariat and other subordinate classes
regarding the legitimacy of the relations of production. The superstructure is an ideo-
logical apparatus that is necessary and historically organic to a given structure. It is the
glue that keeps capitalist structures from falling apart because of tensions generated by
their internal contradictions (Gramsci 1971, 375-77).

The concepts of structure and superstructure arise from Marx’s assertion that rela-
tions of production constitute “the economic structure of society, the real foundation,
on which rises a juridical and political superstructure” (Marx 1973, 503). The ideas
that dominate and govern a particular moment in history are the ideas of the class that
dominates and governs the means and relations of material production (Marx 1970,
64-65). Given these kinds of statements, it is not difficult to see how some interpret-
ers of Marx arrive at the conclusion that Marxism implies economic determinism, but
one must also recall that Marx insists that “[m]en are the producers of their concep-
tions, ideas, etc.—real, active men, as they are conditioned by a definite development
of their productive forces and of the intercourse corresponding to these” (Marx 1970,
47). His point is simply “that circumstances make men just as much as men make cir-
cumstances” (59).

Early 20th-century revolutionary theory however, manifest in the International Com-
munist movement led by the Soviet Union, insisted on a determinist interpretation of
Marx. Gramsci (1971, 158-68) argued that this approach to understanding capitalism
was not truly different from that offered by liberal laissez faire economics and he dis-
missed both as economism. While he credited Lenin, to whom he had to refer as Ilich,
with great insight regarding the contemporary practicalities of revolutionary theory,
especially the role of the Party as an agent of change, there were two points of theory
about which Gramsci was not convinced. The dominant view held that the base is orga-
nized by and for the interests of the ruling bourgeoisie and the superstructure is simply
the political instrument for class rule. Such parliamentary forms as exist are primar-
ily intended to provide a means for bourgeois fractions to air and resolve their dif-
ferences, and genuine popular participation is always constrained or even prohibited.
Given the political role of the superstructure then, social change depends on revolu-
tion at the base by the proletariat and its assumption of its historical role as the class
whose rule will end class rule. History awaits the dictatorship of the proletariat to be fol-
lowed by the end of private property, the dissolution of classes and the withering away
of the state.

It was Gramsci’s genius to see two things. First, as opposed to the relatively sim-
pler structures of mid- to late-19th century capitalist societies, complex, modern 20th-
century capitalism makes class difficult to discern and renders class identity ambiguous.
The base and the values of the capitalist relations continue to provide the dominant
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ideological foundations of capitalist social formations, but class as a social and psy-
chological phenomenon, if not an economic one, becomes indeterminate as individuals
become who they will in the context of historically determined class structures. Second,
and as a result, superstructures can and do influence real material change in the nature
of the capitalist economic base. What people believe and value and how they choose to
behave is not entirely or exclusively determined by the dominant relations of produc-
tion, nor by their objective role in those relations.

Gramsci understood that the superstructure, rather than merely an instrument of
domination, is a relatively autonomous historical phenomenon and potentially a site of
political conflict whose outcome can alter relations of production. Ideology, rather than
being merely an effect of relations of production designed to reproduce those relations,
can also serve revolutionary ends by serving as a cause of their change. For Gramsci,
the philosophy of praxis identifies the space within which human beings make their own
history; it explains the determinants of that history, but does not imply that history is de-
termined. “The claim...,” he writes, (1971, 404) “that every fluctuation of politics and
ideology can be presented and expounded as an immediate expression of the [economic]
structure, must be contested in theory as primitive infantilism, and combated in practice
with the actual testimony of Marx.”

THE HISTORIC BLOC AND WAR OF POSITION

The concept of the historic bloc is central to Gramsci’s Marxism. It provides the
foundation for his analysis of the hegemony exercised by the bourgeoisie over capital-
ist social formations as well the revolutionary war of position that can be conducted
against bourgeois hegemony. At any given moment in the life of a social formation there
is only one historic bloc. It organizes the base, dominates the superstructure, and man-
ages the relations between them. Its purpose is to reproduce the means and relations of
production from which it derives its resources, its political power, and its intellectual/
cultural, or as Gramsci calls it, its ethico-political hegemony. In a very real way, the base
provides an historic bloc with its content, and the superstructure gives it form (Gramsci
1971, 377). The historic bloc is constituted by and represents political alliances, but it
cannot be reduced to a mere political alliance (Sassoon 1980, 119-25). Itis a “complex,
contradictory, and discordant ensemble of the superstructures [that] is the reflection of
the ensemble of the social relations of production” (Gramsci 1971, 366). A historic bloc
is an ensemble of social groups, intellectual and ideological forces organized around the
historic interests of the “fundamental social group” that organizes and leads the bloc
(Gramsci 1971, 115-16).

A historic bloc, then, is not merely a structural phenomenon that somehow deter-
mines social outcomes. A bloc, in addition to its control of the means of production,
depends on ideological principles and political alliances that are subject to constant
negotiation, challenge, and change. It is characterized by diverse interests whose par-
ticular fortunes and influence will vary as an outcome of political contests both within
the bloc, and between the bloc and its historical challengers, including the proletariat.
It organizes and asserts its hegemony over society largely by controlling the terms and
agenda of political discourse, but its own internal divisions combined with events and
behaviors beyond its control can and do create historical imperatives to which it must
respond. Hegemony is a concept the Gramsci uses to clarify the nature of historic bloc’s
power. This power is dominant, but not dominating. It is far from total and it is exercised
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by setting political agendas rather than dictating political outcomes. Gramsci writes
(1971, 57-8) that,

the supremacy of a social group manifests itself in two ways, as “domination” and as “intellectual
and moral leadership.” A social group dominates antagonistic groups, which it tends to ‘liquidate’,
or to subjugate perhaps even by armed force; it leads kindred and allied groups. A social group
can, and indeed must, already exercise “leadership” before winning governmental power (this in-
deed is one of the principal conditions of winning such power); it subsequently becomes dominant
when it exercises power, but even it hold it firmly in its grasp, it must continue to “lead” as well.

In effect, a historical bloc represents a kind of social contract between the bourgeoi-
sie, the social groups it needs to maintain its dominant position, and the subordinate
classes. It will exercise coercive power if necessary but that is a risky and costly means
of social control. As a result, the situation of the historic bloc is relatively stable but
subject to changing economic and political conditions that can lead to renegotiation at
any moment.

There will always be positions within social formation from which will arise chal-
lenges to the historical bloc. Some will be based on traditional segments of society
generally seeking a return to an ideologically constructed mythical past. Others will be
based on marginalized and radicalized segments seeking a transformation to a utopian
future. Some will arise from within the bloc itself as different interests that constitute it
assert different visions of the bloc’s future. Fractions with different immediate interests
exist within historic blocs, and each will seek its own power within the bloc (Poulantzas
1978, 77-85). Contests between fractions can result in a historical instability of the
bloc’s hegemony, allowing either progressive or reactionary forces to take advantage
of the weakness and possibly gain a governing influence over the bloc, even if they
cannot alter the relations of production at the base. Some fractions within the historic
bloc might actually occupy socially progressive and politically leading positions that
challenge the bloc’s legitimacy outright despite personal consequences. Alternatively,
weaknesses manifest in a bloc’s hegemony can also lead to authoritarian and totalitar-
ian solutions to problems of political instability, as for example when the military or
powerful charismatic leader steps in to rule on behalf of the bourgeoisie (Marx 1968,
95-180).

The key to Gramsci’s thought in this regard lies in his rejection of economic and
historical determinism. Rejecting the idea that there are inexorable laws and inevita-
ble outcomes in human affairs, Gramsci (1971, 8-9, 161, 258, 333-34, 366-67) ar-
gues that in addition to its economic aspects, human existence is characterized by an
ethical-political, or as he frequently refers to it, an “intellectual” reality, manifest in and
through superstructures. As alluded to earlier, the historical relations between base and
superstructure are dialectically determined. Causes and effects work in both directions,
despite the relative predominance of the base. Gramsci writes, “Between the premise
(economic structure) and the consequence (political organization), relations are by no
means simple and direct: and it is not only by economic facts that the history of a people
can be documented. It is a complex and confusing task to unravel causes and in order to
do so, a deep and widely diffused study of all spiritual and practical activities is needed”
(Gramsci 1958, 280-81).

Recent Marxist theory manifests a controversy over whether base and superstruc-
ture should be regarded as inherent categories of historical existence or as cultural and
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intellectual constructions. This issue turns on another controversy regarding the role
of classes as agents of history (Laclau and Mouffe 1985) (Derrida 1994). Both prob-
lems are related to the failure to realize a genuine socialist hegemony (Stiglitz 1996),
and to the postmodern turn of thought in late capitalism (Jameson 1991). This situation
is about much more than merely the collapse of the Soviet Union and the resilience of
Western capitalism. By the mid-1970s many Western Marxist scholars and socialist ac-
tivists, largely because of the influence of Gramsci’s thought, had already come to re-
gard the Soviet Union as a practically and theoretically bankrupt historical model, and
were searching for a new way to understand the West (Claudin 1975, 598-602).

According to Gramsci, however, the location of a historical subject in a social forma-
tion, whether individual or social group, is an objective but not a determinate phenom-
enon. There are objective, but not necessarily historically determined political interests.
Of course, Gramsci asserts that the relations of production have a powerful and domi-
nating material influence on the course of history. This notion is central to Gramsci’s
concept of hegemony, but he insists that historical subjects are located, and more im-
portantly, willfully locate themselves in the nexus of historically conditioned productive
and social relations that constitute a hegemony. Louis Althusser’s structuralism (Al-
thusser and Balibar 1970 [1968]) has been criticized for merely substituting an idealist
essentialism for economic determinism (Laclau and Mouffe 1985, 97-105), as a result
leaving “little room for a revolutionary subject” (Fields 1988, 141) but it seems clear
that he was working from Gramsci’s ideas when he used the psychoanalytic concept of
overdetermination to describe the dialectic moment in which base and superstructure,
economic and intellectual reality, interact to create the actual historical location of a
subject in a social formation.

The position of a subject, then, depends on objective historical conditions and what
the subject thinks about those conditions (Althusser 1970, 87-128). A subject’s political
reality, while ideologically constructed and ordinarily reflecting the ideas of the domi-
nant hegemony, is also the source of the superstructure’s power to influence the base
and alter if not the relations of production, at least the outcomes of production. A sub-
ject’s political reality, one the subject actively contributes to and constructs, can provide
a possible historical position from which the dominant hegemony and the relations of
production which support it can be challenged. Class membership, that is, a subject’s
location in a social formation with regard to the relations of production between capital
and labor, is a fundamental but not determining factor. It plays a large but not exclusive
role in the construction of a subject’s political interest. People choose their political po-
sitions, more or less consciously, but in any case deliberately. Thinking something to be
true contains the possibility of making it true. Of course, in this condition also lies the
power of the superstructure to engage people in their self-oppression.

In Althusser’s language, the relations of production are in the last instance the de-
terminant force within social formations, but it is an instance that usually never fully
arrives because of willful, counter-determinant resistance to their logic. The continued
dominance of capitalist relations of production is no more assured than is their radical
transformation (Schumpeter 1950). The goal of the contest between labor and capi-
tal is to alter the relations of production that unnecessarily limit human freedom—to
change the social formation at its base in order to realize and take full advantage of the
social nature of the production of human values, and thus to transcend the private ap-
propriation and commodification of human labor. The outcome of this contest will be
determined by what Gramsci calls the “war of position.” This is not a war of violent civil
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strife. It is necessarily a protracted struggle of ideological and political practice that or-
dinarily takes place on the terrain of civil society, but in some instances can occur within
the state itself (Gramsci 1971, 108-11, 120, 229-39). The historic bloc of capitalist so-
cieties displays ideological and political vulnerabilities that can be identified, exploited
and attacked by progressive political forces in the cause of economic and social justice.

The existence of fractions shows that capitalist relations of production can be orga-
nized in a variety of ways, and more and less progressive choices are available. Com-
bined and uneven development both within and between national social formations
means that different peoples will organize themselves in different ways (Lenin 1969)
(Trotsky 2008). In other words, not everyone lives in or through exactly the same his-
torical moment. As a result, superstructures vary, and some capitalist social formations
will be more progressive than others. Politics at the level of the superstructure can be
used to effect what Gramsci (1971, 366-67) calls a “catharsis,” or “the passage from
the purely economic (or egoistic-passional) to the ethico-political moment,” and in this
moment the base can be “transformed into a means of freedom, an instrument to cre-
ate a new ethico-political form and a source of new initiatives.” Ideas have power, and
the progressive material reform of the relations of production that genuinely improve
the life outcomes of the oppressed is possible, even though such change may fall short
of revolutionary transformation.

According to Gramsci (1971, 235, 243), the political means of accomplishing these
ends lies in challenging capital’s hegemony within the “trenches” of the superstructure,
particularly in the realm of civil society, as a means to the seizure of state power. This is
the terrain of a war of position. He argues that progressive social groups and individu-
als must penetrate civil society of the dominant hegemony, seize positions within it,
and “turn” its institutions toward progressive and transformative ends. Gramsci writes
(1971, 243): “The massive structures of modern democracies, both as State organiza-
tions, and as complexes of association in civil society, constitute for the art of politics as
it were the ‘trenches’ and the permanent fortifications of the front in the war of position:
they render merely ‘partial’ the element of the movement which before used to be ‘the
whole’ of war.”” Gramsci’s understanding of the art of politics follows from his under-
standing of the dialectical relations between base and superstructure. Change is not a
matter of reforming the base so that reform of the superstructure may follow. The art of
politics is a matter of reforming base and superstructure simultaneously through politi-
cal action that accompanies a change of political consciousness (Gramsci 1975, 1328).
The fact that Western capitalism relies on the discourse of democracy to legitimate its
hegemony also creates an opening for a politics that demands the meaningful extension
of democracy at the level of the base.

PRACTICAL POLITICS

In our time, the historic bloc is one of capitalist democracy. It is characterized by pri-
vate ownership of the means of production and wage labor, and ideologically organized
by a democratic discourse conducted through institutions of parliamentary and electoral
politics that for the most part serve the interest of capitalist production and reproduction.
While formally organized by the bourgeoisie at the level of the nation-state, this social
formation is a global phenomenon, and with it, the ruling class exercises hegemony
rather than direct domination over economic and political relations. (Gramsci 1971,
416-18). Modern, 20th-century capitalism is further characterized by a structure of such
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economic complexity and superstructure of such social and political diversity that out-
right domination of society by a single class is effectively impossible.

Late capitalism offers a complex political situation in which the nexus that condi-
tions the location of historical subjects tends to work against class polarization. There
are wealthy suburbanites who support environmental causes, and rural industrial work-
ers who reject unions. The direct ownership of the means of production typically is
dispersed, and those who own the means of production may not be the same persons
who exercise direct control over these means. Among other consequences that follow
from this condition, the historic bloc of late Western capitalism is not dominated by the
bourgeoisie as a self-conscious, self-identified class, and the subject of its dominance is
not exclusively the working class. The modern capitalist state still maintains monopoly
control over the means of coercive violence, including the police and military, but to
maintain its position, the ruling historic bloc relies more on ideological force exercised
through agents constituted by civil society than on coercion exercised directly as state
power.

In fact, the more it relies on ideological persuasion and self-imposed subordination,
and the less on violence, the more likely it is the historic bloc will enjoy political suc-
cess. The collapse of Soviet state hegemony in Russia, for example, was clearly related
to failures on the part of the historic bloc led by the Communist Party to reconcile con-
tradictions between its claims to ideological leadership and its need to rely on state
coercion to retain power. It is precisely this need to rely on intellectual and moral leader-
ship, however, that opens the historic bloc to a challenge of its legitimacy on its own
terms, and suggests potentially progressive historical roles for various groups, including
intellectuals and professionals, that might otherwise organically serve the historic bloc.
Gramsci saw this conditions as crucial to a war of position.

For some time now, the historic bloc of Western capitalism has employed two broad
legitimation strategies in the effort to solve the problems of protecting and extending
its hegemony and moral authority, and reproducing capitalist relations of production,
including its own position as a privileged historical subject in the social formation. The
first involves grounding the institutions of the state and civil society on a “rational/
legal’ basis (Weber 1946, 78-79, 196-209, 293-95). The second is to grant concessions
to popular demands for social and political participation and economic security, if not
equality. Outstanding historical examples of both strategies in action include the gov-
erning policies of Franklin Roosevelt’s New Deal, and Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society.
Both regimes offered a constrained but real membership in the bloc to formerly ex-
cluded historical subjects by creating permeable class boundaries for individuals. These
regimes recognized the grievances of historically excluded social groups, and repre-
sented themselves symbolically as extensions of a historical discourse of democracy.
They both had lasting consequences for the nature of the American social formation and
contributed to the realization of genuinely progressive economic and political outcomes.
Gramsci (1971, 1067, 119-20, 222) identifies this strategy as one of “passive revolu-
tion.” It allows the bourgeois-dominated historic bloc to find ways to further develop the
social formation’s productive forces, thus reinforcing its hegemony in response to crisis
and “the relative weakness of the rival progressive force.”

These political strategies are overdetermined, driven not just by considerations of
practical politics seeking a social equilibrium and the maintenance of capital’s power,
but also by a widespread acceptance of the discourse of democracy’s legitimacy, even
among the members of the historic bloc. By granting a legitimate place to the discourse
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of democracy in its political strategies, and accepting the idea that this condition implies
meaningful participation beyond voting and formal equality of citizenship, the historic
bloc brings an “intellectual” reality into play, and finds in persuasion an ideological so-
lution to the frailty of its hegemony. In effect, the historic bloc’s own conditions of its
rule create the possibility that its superstructure can be penetrated by progressive indi-
viduals and groups and turned to the advantage of the subordinate historical subjects.
While essential relations of production are not changed, new superstructural arrange-
ments imposed by political action can lead to the redistribution of wealth and privileges,
including greater degrees of social participation, recognition of the legitimacy of inter-
ests that challenge the hegemony of the historic bloc, and redress of social and economic
inequalities.

This kind of thing can also happen in more limited political realms. For example, fol-
lowing the passage of the Telecommunications Act of 1996, we witnessed a significant
struggle among fractional telecommunication interests, including incumbent and com-
petitive local exchange carriers, long-distance telephone companies, and cable operators
for control of the telecommunications market, within the context of the game defined
by that act of legislation. The focus of their contest was relative competitive advantage,
and the legitimate interpretation of the rules of the game rather than the nature of the
game itself. All of the players accepted without question the need for “liberalization”—
deregulation of telecommunication markets.

In the process of this contest, however, the localized hegemony over telecommunica-
tion capital became vulnerable to public interest ideologies and groups that “penetrated”
the state, most notably the Congress and the Clinton Administration itself. The result
was a state political commitment to the provision of “Universal Service” (Raber 2004,
114-22). While universal service remained a moving target of ambiguous meaning, this
commitment has since secured a place on the public agenda for meaningful discussion
of government support for the distribution of broadband telecommunications service
and network neutrality, both of which are at play in the current policies aimed at pro-
moting economic recovery from recent crisis of finance capital and the recession caused
by that crisis.

GRAMSCI AND LIS

A search of LIS literature quickly reveals that the work of Antonio Gramsci has had
almost no influence on LIS research. In the mid-1980s, Harris (1986, 211-52), using
Gramscian theory, examined the role of libraries and librarianship in the construction
and maintenance of capitalist hegemony in the United States, particularly with regard
to practices that reinforced print culture as an aspect of that hegemony. He located li-
brarianship as a historical subject in an ensemble of institutions, both public and private,
constituting the means of sanctioning and distributing public knowledge in a capitalist
social formation. In effect, following Gramsci (1971, 3-23) Harris identified librarians
as intellectuals organic to the dominant culture of capitalist hegemony. Harris admitted
that his work was preliminary, but he did offer a theory about why public libraries are
the way they are. He also raised a number of intriguing research questions, including
questions about the ambiguities of librarianship’s commitment to and use of intellectual
freedom, most of which went unexplored. Since there has not been research along these
lines it is impossible to tell if Gramsci’s thought has influenced library practice, but the
odds are good that it has not to any great extent.
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As a historian, Harris brought a critical perspective to his own work and perhaps
it’s not surprising that Gramsci’s influence is most apparent in the study of library his-
tory. Here too there are more calls for critical research than actual application of Gram-
sci’s theoretical approach. Wiegand (2000), Malone (2003), Rose (2003), and Goedeken
(2005) are explorations of library historiography, each in its own way critical of what
their authors see as traditional and limited approaches to the study of library history.
Weigand sets the tone for these pieces. His examination of 50 years of library history
research literature, from the perspective of one who has deeply engaged the record,
leads him to conclude that the record of library history has much more to give than li-
brary historians have been willing to take from it. Self-imposed “blind spots and tunnel
vision” (1999) have prevented library historians from deeper insights the record likely
will support and caused them to fail at one of history’s primary missions—to help us
better understand the present. In an earlier work (2003), I suggest that the lack of vision
observed by Wiegand is an effect of librarianship’s nature as a profession of “organic
intellectuals” (Gramsci 1971, 5-23). Librarians and those who do research about librar-
ies are simply too deeply engaged in the unconscious everyday practice of hegemony to
conceive let alone find alternative ways of looking at things. It is possible that at least
some librarians are aware of alternatives yet lament the lack of means, including a pro-
fessional vocabulary, for articulating those alternatives.

Malone notices that library history lacks a serious multicultural perspective, instead
offering a top-down approach concentrating on white, male leadership and administra-
tion, but Rose warns that historians have to be careful with “theory.” In his view, history
done to prove a theory can too easily prevent the record from speaking for itself and so
lead to the neglect of “actual libraries.” In these two articles we can see their authors
addressing the effect of the dominant culture on the meanings and interpretations that
frame the study of library history, as well as a struggle over those meanings and inter-
pretations. Research can and does serve as a site and a stake in a war of position charac-
terized by ideological conflict over the appropriate way to do history.

Brendan (2007) and Dick (2007) provide recent examples of library history done with
the benefit of Gramsci’s insight. Brendan, also spinning off of Harris, takes a look at
the social/political role of the American Library Association (ALA) during the depres-
sion of the 1930s. While contributing to the reestablishment of capitalist hegemony that
came under genuine threat from widespread economic collapse, the ALA also played
a real and significant role in defeating populist antitax movements that threatened the
postdepression welfare state of which libraries have become a part. The issues are com-
plex and not without ambivalence, but Brendan’s work shows a progressive aspect of
librarianship manifest in a war of position between conservative and progressive frac-
tions of the American bourgeoisie as it coped with the political dislocations caused by
the depression. Dick offers a similar kind of analysis of the role played by public li-
braries during the political contests against the apartheid regime in South Africa during
the 1980s. By virtue of their actual use, as well as the active resistance to apartheid by
librarians, state institutions that the regime should have been able to count on as instru-
ments of hegemony were turned and instead played an ambivalently progressive role.
Gramsci helps both Brendan and Dick look for signs of a political effect the record re-
veals, if one knows where to look.

The items cited here rely explicitly on Gramsci’s work, but other critical library his-
tory is being done that within the context of a discursive formation that includes his per-
spectives. Christine Pawley, Toni Samek, Andrew Werthheimer, James Carmichael, and
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Alastair Black have all contributed to a literature that is arguably more concerned with
the library in the life of the user than the user in the life of the library (Zweizig 1973;
Wiegand 2003).

Beyond library history Gramsci’s influence does not show up very often, and when it
does the work is not particularly integrated. Strottman (2007) follows Sandy Berman’s
critical work on subject headings and bibliographic control by using the concept of he-
gemony to deconstruct the way the LCSH guide manifests regional biases that frustrate
catalogers and users of Southwest collections, especially material regarding Hispanics
and Native Americans. Willis and Chiasson (2007) use the same concept to explore the
way rhetorical devices are used to manufacture consent during the implementation of
ERP (enterprise resource planning) with regard to information technology, concluding
that the creation of an integral hegemony formed through continuous negotiation and
debate across subgroups will result in greater success.

In a piece that has interdisciplinary implications, Frechette (2006) uses a Gramscian
approach to examine how the cyber-safety discourse, particularly its focus on children
and on pornography as inappropriate content, constitutes a diversion and denial of iden-
tity to other forms of Internet discourse that might be also or alternatively be considered
as inappropriate. The signifiers inappropriate, security, safety, and privacy all carry
meanings that are potentially contested. The dominant hegemony, furthering the inter-
est of centers of telecommunication and consumer goods capital has so far controlled
these meanings in a way that excludes advertising and marketing communication aimed
at children as inappropriate, and according to Frechette, has done so to protect its inter-
est in children as a market to be exploited. This kind of work has tremendous implica-
tions for public policy, but it hasn’t been very vigorously pursued by LIS or any other
discipline for that matter.

AN AGENT OF SOCIAL CHANGE

Despite the lack of research on libraries from a Gramscian perspective, one remark-
able fact about the public library stands out. It is an institution grounded on conven-
tional American democratic ideology and predates the welfare state and welfare state
politics, yet in at least one way it represents a successful penetration of the capital-
ist historic bloc’s hegemony over popular culture. It may or may not play much of
a role as a site and stake in ideological conflict. Harris is generally persuasive, and
there is reason to believe that most American public libraries are purveyors of con-
ventional culture, but this does not undermine the reality of the public library as an
institution that is deliberately designed to decommodify that culture. Public libraries
use authoritatively allocated public money to acquire private cultural goods and ICT
services, such as books, media, information access; make these goods and services
publicly accessible, and provide value-added services associated with their character.
By law, these goods and services are universally and equally accessible to all citizens
within the taxing jurisdiction of the library and for the most part available free of any
charge to their consumers. Public libraries transform private goods into public goods.
They represent a deliberate state intervention in the market economy in order to pro-
vide a public good.

Public librarians are aware of this condition and have organized themselves indepen-
dently and through their formal associations to represent the interests of library users
and advocate for continued or expanded public support of libraries. This advocacy is
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deliberate progressive action within a “trench” of the superstructure but it tends to be
theorized in terms of traditional interest group politics and liberal notions of the public
good. It is rarely justified in terms of welfare state justice or passive revolutionary so-
lutions to problems of distribution arising from the private ownership of the means of
communication, let alone in Gramscian terms of counter-hegemony, despite the social-
ist implications of the service. This volume of readings represents a more conscious and
fully theorized action in another trench, that of LIS education and research located in
institutions of higher learning. It is an effort to bring together and present introductions
to counter-hegemonic social and political theory with the hope that it might inform pro-
gressive practices, at least in the realm of LIS teaching and research if not professional
practice.

From a Gramscian perspective, both are welcome manifestations of resistance to
the dominant hegemony but neither is likely to lead to significant social change. De-
spite their progressive intentions and challenge to defensive positions within the su-
perstructure, there is some reason to believe that both will actually serve as unintended
contributions to passive revolutionary activity—reform that will extend the life of the
American capitalist social formation by contributing to the further development of its
productive forces. At least one reason for this possibility is that both efforts are unco-
ordinated and disconnected from any other progressive political action. The advocacy
movement in public librarianship and the critical theory movement in LIS, while simi-
lar in spirit and aim, are nevertheless independent social acts, and neither is in anyway
connected to other social acts by other progressive actors in different trenches.

What’s missing is the organization required to integrate library advocacy, LIS critical
theory, and all such similar movements into an integrated form that will allow them in
turn to create and establish a new historic bloc that exercises a new hegemony. What’s
missing is the Party, or at least an organization that can fill the Party’s role. Follow-
ing his rejection of economism and historical determinism, Gramsci argues that social
change does not happen of its own accord. A change agent—a historical actor—is nec-
essary. According to Marxist theory, that actor is the proletariat—-the working class. But
this class, along with allies that might include librarians, college teachers, and other
such intellectuals who have escaped the ideological constraints of their status as “or-
ganic” to the dominant historic bloc (Gramsci 1971, 5-14), needs an agent to organize
and lead the formation of the new historical bloc that will exercise a hegemony of social
justice. In Gramsci’s words (1971, 125-205), it needs a Modern Prince.

The task of the Modern Prince—the Party—is to organize intellectual/moral reform,
to serve as the collective agent capable of historical action, and provide the ““‘cultural-
social’ unity through which a multiplicity of dispersed wills, with heterogeneous aims,
are welded together with a single aim, on the basis of an equal and common conception
of the world” (Gramsci 1971, 132-22, 349). That aim is not to merely seize state power,
but to provide the organizational foundation for the integral state—one that reflects a
new conception of the world and civil society (Gramsci 1971, 267) and the absorption
by civil society of the political realm. The integral state is the manifestation of a new
historical bloc exercising hegemony derived from the collective will of a social forma-
tion, reflecting unity without uniformity. For Gramsci (1971, 227-29) democracy is
mode of politics that abolishes the divisions between rulers and ruled rather than merely
a set of rules that allows those divisions to persist. It is a substantive condition rather
merely a procedural context. Questions of strategy and tactics cannot be addressed out-
side of the context of specific social formations and historical circumstances (Sassoon
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1980, 193), but for Gramsci (1971, 239), the Party and its actions are central to war of
position, which “once won, is decisive definitely.”

It is not likely that a political party of the kind Gramsci imagined is necessary for he-
gemonic change to occur is going to emerge soon in any existing capitalist democracy.
Arguably, the development of Gramsci’s theory and its application in either practical
politics or research confronts a number pressing questions. What kind of political agent
or organization can serve the same counter-hegemonic organizing function as the Party?
Is such an organization possible under current historical and ideological conditions? Is
historical action that might lead to a new hegemony even conceivable, let alone pos-
sible? For now, it seems clear that disparate progressive and counter-hegemonic move-
ments are likely to remain disparate and unorganized.

CONCLUSION

Progressive forces and movements, especially those insisting upon a fair and equal
distribution to all socially constitutive groups of the rights guaranteed to the bourgeoisie
under parliamentary state forms, have caused changes to the superstructure of capital-
ist societies that have significantly reduced the power of the bourgeoisie and materially
changed the relations of production. Twenty-first-century capitalist societies are consid-
erably more inclusive than their 19th-century counterparts, and all can be more or less
characterized as welfare states that provide a considerable number and kinds of publicly
funded state services to address social inequalities generated by capitalist economies.

In Gramsci’s view, modern capitalist social reality must be understood as the ma-
terial outcome of a dialectical relationship between human beings and their circum-
stances. The existing historic bloc, including the concessions to democracy and social
justice it manifests, is an outcome of the struggle for justice that this relationship allows.
It is not a historical accident nor simply a generous gesture by a liberal ruling class. It
has been fought for and successfully pursued by progressive social forces and political
interests. In his explanation of human nature, Gramsci (1971, 360) makes clear that the
historic bloc, and the superstructure that represents it, is not merely a determined out-
come of certain relations of production:

The measure of freedom enters into the concept of man. That the objective possibilities exist for
people not to die of hunger and that people do die of hunger, has its importance, or so one would
have thought. But the existence of objective conditions, of possibilities, or of freedom is not yet
enough: it is necessary to “know” them, and to know how to use them. And to want to use them.
Man, in this sense, is concrete will, that is, the effective application of the abstract will or vital im-
pulses to the concrete means of which realise such a will... Man is to be conceived as an historical
bloc of purely individual and subjective elements and of mass and objective or material elements
with which the individual is in an active relationship.

This passage reveals the intimate relationships Gramsci theorized between history, so-
cial existence, and individual human lives. Individual and social existence can be char-
acterized by the nature of the historic bloc that governs, but to be conditioned by the past
is not the same thing as to be determined by it.

Ultimately the political solution we may have to accept is one based on the wide-
spread acceptance of a rather Panglossian observation; that while not perfect, capitalist
relations of production when combined with a political superstructure of parliamentary
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democracy, rational/legal structures of governance and authority, equality before the
law, and a guarantee of individual rights, makes for the best of all possible worlds. There
is powerful empirical evidence for this claim. Certainly since World War II, the general
level of prosperity in the capitalist West has increased. The cultures of Western capi-
talist democracies manifest a real commitment to human rights, and the nation-states
based on these cultures display pluralist polities that represent diverse political interests
and compromise among these interests despite evident political partisanship. This view,
however, is Panglossian and not without its expected irony. Given the persistence of
systematic and structural inequalities and exclusions, the relative privileging of property
rights over human rights, the dominance of market relations over human relations, and
an economy that favors the independence of commodities over that of their producers,
the widespread acceptance of this view might be taken as evidence of the effectiveness
and success of the capitalist historic bloc’s ideological strategy in the war of position.
So it goes.
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of the Ciritical: Jiirgen Habermas
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INTRODUCTION

Born in 1929 in Dusseldorf, Germany, Jiirgen Habermas is consistently described as
among the most influential of recent public intellectuals, philosophers, and social theo-
rists. The immediate aftermath of World War II and the revelations of the criminal and
pathological nature of the German regime were searing experiences and led to his work
in social theory, philosophy, and democratic theory. Habermas attended university in
Gottingen and Zurich studying philosophy—though he was not Marxist or a radical
at that time. After immersing himself in the work of Heidegger, Habermas came to be
disillusioned with him over his evasiveness concerning his activities during the war. He
had a parallel issue with the papering-over of the past by the West German (Adenauer)
government in the war’s aftermath. His 1953 public confrontation with Heidegger over
his support of the Nazis during the 1930s marked the point of his specific move away
from German traditions toward Anglo-American democratic experiences, and in 1954
he earned his PhD from the University of Bonn. Habermas thereafter became Theodor
Adorno’s research assistant at the Institute for Social Research at the University of
Frankfurt (The Frankfurt School). This marked his turn to more radical approaches, and
the cause of subsequent conflict with the Frankfurt School’s other prominent scholar,
Max Horkheimer. He left for the University of Marburg in 1958, and then went on to be
appointed to the post of professor of philosophy and sociology back at the University
of Frankfurt in 1964 after Horkheimer’s departure. He was director at the Max Planck
Institute in Starnberg from 1971-83 and returned to Frankfurt in 1983.

Habermas first came to public notice with Strukturwandel der Offentlichkeit in 1962
(Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere, published in English in 1989) and
his two-volume magnum opus Theory of Communicative Action (1984; 1987b) ce-
mented his place as one of the foremost thinkers across a wide range of fields. The
public sphere thesis was long known in Anglo-American circles largely via a précis he
wrote in 1964 —itself translated and published in English only 10 years later (Habermas
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1974) along with a translated excursus by another scholar (Hohendahl 1974). Haber-
mas intellectually combines the Frankfurt School, Hegel, Marx, communication theory,
hermeneutics, and debates in epistemology, to name some of the major scholarly areas
he synthesizes. “[T]wo leading, and massive, themes recur throughout...and give his
works their continuity. One is a concern with metatheoretical problems in social theory,
especially with respect to the relation between theory and critique. The other is the ob-
jective of placing such a critique in the context of an interpretation of the main trends of
development in Western capitalism (Giddens 1982, 82-83). The essential importance of
the “lifelong project of establishing the preconditions of open and free communication”
(Webster 2003, 162) should be added to this. His intellectual project has been frequently
described as rescuing the unrealized rational and democratic potential of modernity and
the Enlightenment (Peters 1993). Habermas is considered the continuation of the tradi-
tion of the Frankfurt School (Held 1980), and has served in a variety of additional distin-
guished academic posts beyond those in Germany (the New School for Social Research,
Cambridge University, and Northwestern University). Habermas engaged with German
political issues like unification, democratization in light of the historical legacy of the
Holocaust, Green Party politics, and a unified Europe. He “retired” from the University
of Frankfurt in 1994, but his work continues and spans well over four decades (for gen-
eral biographical background see Palmisano 2001; Habermas 2004; Finlayson 2005; for
a fuller bibliography of writings beyond the selection in this chapter and also for useful
additional sources, see Bohman and Rehg 2007).

Richard Bernstein (1983, 9) encapsulates the dilemma Habermas is attempting to
move beyond: when there are philosophical claims to “clear and distinct criteria or fool-
proof transcendental arguments to support” them, the inevitable counterargument is that
“close examination reveals that there is something fraudulent and ingenuous about such
claims” (Bernstein 1983, 9). In turn, the counter-counterargument is that the debunk-
ing thesis is “self-referentially inconsistent and paradoxical” because despite arguing
against truth, the argument implicitly assumes its proofs are true (Bernstein 1983, 9).
Bernstein notes we’ve been at just this dead end for some time, and he cites Habermas as
one of the foremost thinkers in working through (actually working beyond) this aporia.
Yet while his work is well known, it is not known well within library and information
science (LIS) theory. It would be fair to characterize LIS’s use of Habermas as partial
(despite claims to the contrary).

Any presentation of Habermas’ work is by definition selective and this attempt will
not escape that shortcoming either. This review will tend to focus on some of Habermas’
earlier ideas. Those ideas still percolate through the increasingly subtle and abstract re-
finements of his later work responding to critics (White 1995). For our brief purposes
here, we will review the emancipatory interest in knowledge, the theory of knowledge
as social theory, communicative action, and the public sphere. Habermas’ work is highly
interrelated, but these categories—and their somewhat-arbitrary arrangement—give
some notion to the sweep and depth of his thinking.

THE EMANCIPATORY INTEREST IN KNOWLEDGE

Habermas’ response to Marx, positivism, Kant, Hegel, Freud, and Husserl cannot be
recounted in full here (for summary treatments see Habermas 1971a, 301-17; McCarthy
1978, 75-91). However, as a starting point, Habermas, like many critical theorists, finds
positivism problematic, especially as manifested in the sciences. We are in the thrall of
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“scientivism,” by which he means “science’s faith in itself, the conviction that science
must no longer be regarded as one form of possible cognition, but that cognition must
be identified with science” (Habermas 1971b, 650).

The problems with positivism are threefold. First, the “objectivity” and “neutrality”
of the sciences is a mask of their situated and interest-laden nature: “it mistakenly dis-
regards fundamental interests to which it owes not only its impulse, but also the very
condition that makes [scientific] objectivity possible” (Habermas 1966, 295). The sec-
ond is that positivism as exemplified in a scientific and technocratic society (in which
the social sciences ape the “hard” sciences) “removes the total social framework of in-
terests ... from the scope of reflection and rational reconstruction.” That is, technocratic
or purposive-rational systems are set up with given set of aims built in, unreflected
upon and beyond democratic control (Habermas 1970, 82; Habermas 1976b; Held 1980,
300-307). Third, science and social science-intensive modern technocratic capitalistic
societies have undergone periodic crises of legitimation and upheaval that represent
the failures of these very systems (the Depression, the 21st-century financial crisis, the
Vietnam War, and Civil Rights struggles, Middle Eastern wars, pollution, Love Canal,
Three Mile Island, and global warming to name several specific examples in the United
States and beyond). As a result, the state must intervene: high-level government desig-
nations and funding to help clean up the toxic effects of science and technology har-
nessed for economically productive (but socially and/or environmentally destructive)
purposes; the underwriting of the financial sector and/or the welfare state to smooth out
the dislocations and distortions of the market and/or smoothing out the dislocations of
war (Habermas 1970, 1998a, 2003).

This results in the state—to compensate for the technocratic failures outlined—
utilizing techniques of persuasion like advertising to maintain the legitimacy of the sys-
tem: “the structuring of attention by directing it to certain thematic areas and by playing
down uncomfortable themes, problems, and arguments....[T]he political system as-
sumes the task of planning ideologies.” There is no such thing as “administrative cre-
ation of meaning, only ideological retailing of cultural values.” (Habermas 1976a, 377;
italics in original). This then, is “systematically distorted communication”—situations
that “maintain their legitimacy despite the fact that they could not be validated if sub-
jected to rational discourse” (Schroyer quoted in Held 1980, 256; see also Habermas
2003). Knowledge (in Habermas’ sense of the word) is critical reflection on this mask-
ing and distortion, and it has an inherent emancipatory interest (Held 1980, 256). “The
interest-bound character of knowledge in general” does not prevent critique for norma-
tive purposes, the goal of which is “the liberation of human beings from their domina-
tion by forces constraining their rational autonomy of action” (Giddens 1982, 88—-89).
It follows that social entities which aid in the iterative unmasking of distortion and/or
further rational discourse have a positive role in this line of thinking—Ilike the press,
social movements, educative institutions, and libraries (Habermas 1981a, Giroux 1984;
Buschman 2003). It also follows that these entities are, like the sciences, not neutral in
their content or actions in relationship to society and its content. So far here, Habermas
is not far from the main currents of the Frankfurt School’s critical theory (Brosio 1980),
but is providing a social-communicative variation on some important themes. It is also
notable that this essential approach has proven durable enough to survive as a nonteleo-
logical justification in circumstances where plurality and pluralism have become para-
mount (White 2004). However, there are within these concepts two key arguments that
are explored in the next sections.

163



164

CRITICAL THEORY FOR LIBRARY AND INFORMATION SCIENCE

THE THEORY OF KNOWLEDGE (EPISTEMOLOGY)
AS SOCIAL THEORY

Habermas makes a crucial link between the historical/social and epistemological
realms when he argues that Marx was right and wrong at the same time. To correct He-
gel’s idealism, Marx argued that “the subject of world constitution is not transcenden-
tal consciousness in general but the concrete human species” (Habermas 1971a, 27). In
other words, history is and was more than pure thought and understanding. Utilizing
Hegel’s dialectic and the “self generation of man as a process” (Marx quoted in Hab-
ermas 1971a, 43), Marx grounded that process in the social and economic world and
“the dimension of power relations that regulate men’s interaction among themselves”
(Habermas 1971a, 51). Thus Marx arrived at his analysis of historical development and
his critique of capitalism—*"a social form that no longer institutionalizes class antago-
nism [via] immediate political domination and social force; instead, it stabilizes it in the
legal institution of the free labor contract, which congeals productive activity into the
commodity form” (Habermas 1971a, 59). However, he argues that Marx unwittingly ad-
opted an epistemology in the process: “an instrumentalist translation of [the] philosophy
of absolute reflection [by positing] the self-constitution of the species through labor.”
The materialist critique of philosophy was conceived by Marx as a form of natural sci-
ence (Habermas 1971a, 62-63).

Turning Hegel on his head was highly reductive, and in the end “Marxism merge[d]
with the rising tide of positivistic philosophy” (Giddens 1982, 85). Habermas notes
that Marx’s scientific materialism contained within it the problems of positivist epis-
temology: masking a theory of knowledge and validating the claims of the “unchained
universal” of scientific, instrumental reasoning. Even under Marxism, science and
purposive-rational reasoning is no longer one possible form of knowing, but the radi-
cally reductive (in terms of human freedom) definition of knowledge itself (Habermas
1971a, 63). For Habermas, knowledge constitution is social and it “take[s] form in the
medium of work, language, and power” (Habermas 1971a, 312—13; see also McCarthy
1978, 59). In other words, epistemology is a social product, and his analysis of Marx
firmly established for Habermas that social and historical theories have built-in epis-
temologies (whether explicitly recognized or not). Those epistemologies in turn have
built-in normative assumptions about society and history, and normative claims can be
made on both. In sum, “the nature and basis of human knowledge can only be pursued
as a social investigation. Epistemology ... can only be pursued as social theory (Young
1990, 31), and the “critique of knowledge is possible only as social theory” (Habermas
1971a, vii; see also Held 1980, 296-300). Questions of the theory of knowledge (epis-
temology) are not remote from, but rather are key to normative critique and historical
analysis. This continues to be a key point of contention in LIS exchanges over episte-
mology (see the bibliographies in Buschman 2006; Buschman 2007b).

COMMUNICATIVE ACTION

Though a disclaimer was given before, it must be repeated here: the theory of
communicative action is a deep and complex thesis that can in no way be fully conveyed
in this chapter. His goal is a “philosophical ethics not restricted to metaethical state-
ments...and [that is] possible today only if we can reconstruct general presuppositions
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of communication and procedures for justifying norms and values” (Habermas 1979,
97). This makes perfect sense if understood in light of the prior sections: he is attempt-
ing to provide a nonfoundational social-communicative epistemology, which is itself
connected to normative claims, critique, and history. Communication is conceptualized
by Habermas as social action:

If we assume that the human species maintains itself through the socially coordinated activities
of its members and that this coordination is established through communication—and in certain
spheres of life, through communication aimed at reaching agreement—then the reproduction of
the species also requires satisfying the conditions of a rationality inherent in communicative ac-
tion (Habermas 1984, 397).

Sentences are not, in his thinking, isolated from their social context and “taken into the
philosopher’s ‘laboratory’ and dissected [as] a string of mere words” (Young 1990, 99).
Rather, there are rational presuppositions behind sentences within functioning, multi-
layered social contexts developed over time. “Sentences and the signs that make them
up are not isolated elements but take their meaning...from a publicly available and
shared language system” (Young 1990, 100). That shared system is the lifeworld, which
Habermas characterizes as a “culturally transmitted and linguistically organized stock
of interpretive patterns” constructed through communicative action (Habermas 1984,
XXiv).

In constructing his epistemology, Habermas is concerned with “the task of seeking
out the rationality embedded in everyday communicative practice and reconstructing
a comprehensive concept of rationality from the validity basis of speech” (Habermas
1983, 176). In so doing Habermas explores three concepts as a rational truth-basis:

conditions of validity (which are fulfilled when an utterance holds good), validity-claims (which
speakers raise with their utterances, for their validity), and redemption of a validity-claim (in the
framework of a discourse which is sufficiently close to the conditions of an ideal speech situa-
tion for the consensus aimed at by the participants to be brought about solely through the force
of the better argument, and in this sense to be “rationally motivated”).... When claims to truth
or justice become really obstinately problematic, there are no neat deductions. .. which could en-
force an immediate decision for or against. Rather a play of argumentation is required, in which
motivating reasons take the place of the unavailable knock-down arguments. [T]he fulfillment or
non-fulfillment of conditions of validity, in problematic cases, can only be ascertained by means
of the argumentative redemption of the corresponding validity-claims. [D]iscourse theory ... only
claims to reconstruct an intuitive knowledge of the meaning of universal validity-claims which
every competent speaker has at his or her disposal [and it] provides only an explication of mean-
ing, it does not provide a criterion (Habermas 1985, 85-86).

Though this chapter has tended to focus on earlier, basic building-block concepts, it is
worth noting that Habermas does not solely rely on the ideal speech situation of un-
fettered, rational communication and he later engaged its messier social and political
context (Habermas 1998b). Further, he need not argue that words have independent
inherent Augustinian connections to things by which we know reality, nor does he
feel the need to deeply defend the internal logic of syntax. Rather, he points to cumu-
lative social (public) meanings, the agreements upon those meanings generated over
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time, the process of coming to those agreements, and the practical everyday social in-
tegration as the philosophical grounding of rationality and linguistically constructed
knowledge:

[O]ur ability to communicate has a universal core—basic structures and fundamental rules that
all subjects master in learning to speak a language [and] in speaking we relate to the world about
us, to other subjects, to our own intentions, feelings and desires. In each of these dimensions we
are constantly making claims, even if usually only implicitly, concerning the validity of what we
are saying. [C]laims of these sorts can be contested and criticized, defended and revised [and
while] there are a number of ways of settling disputed claims—for example by appeal to author-
ity, to tradition or to brute force the giving of reasons-for and reasons-against [is] fundamental to
the idea of rationality (McCarthy in Habermas 1984, x).

His epistemology

permit[s] a progressive radicalization of the argument; there must be the freedom to move from a
given level of discourse to increasingly reflected levels. ... At the most radical level there must be
the freedom to reflect on. .. conceptual systems in an attempt to reconstruct the progress of knowl-
edge (critique of knowledge) and to reflect on...cognitive-political will-formation (McCarthy
1976, 482-83).

This operates, in Habermas’ analysis and system of thought, not only via philosophical/
epistemological theory, but through an analysis of historical processes, the basis of/rea-
sons for historical change, and the resulting social structures which still bear the imprint
of those processes, as will be seen in the next section. For now, the important point of
Habermas’ epistemology of communicative action is that it contains a defense of ratio-
nality and knowing as a social product while accounting for the linguistic construction
of knowledge, and it can be normatively grounded.

THE PUBLIC SPHERE

Habermas’ public sphere thesis could arguably be called communicative action in
action. The public sphere concept has been much explored, questioned, defended, and
revised, and still maintains a central place in debate and conceptions of democratic
theory after more than forty five years. With it, he sought to answer a series of ques-
tions concerning larger historical processes which historians’ limitations usually do not
allow them to tackle: we know roughly when and where notions of democratic self-
government initially developed, and we know they largely coincided with the growth
of mercantile and then market capitalism, but we don’t know how or why. At its most
basic, Habermas’ thesis is that democracy began in discourse: “I wish to conceive of
the democratic procedure as the legal institutionalization of those forms of communi-
cation necessary for rational political will formation” (Habermas in Flyvbjerg 1998,
214). That will-formation is not merely a selection among elites, but fundamentally “the
horizontal, communicative relation among equal citizens” (Cohen 1999, 388). Working
backward from that language, one can see the foundational importance of epistemology,
communicative action, and the emancipatory interest in knowledge: norms, knowledge
and truth are grounded in the linguistic processes of argumentation and reaching inter-
subjective understanding, eventually leading to democracy.
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Habermas identifies that this process began in the development of a distinction in
what we now take for granted: the difference between public and private. Previous ep-
ochs did not conceptualize such a division: “there is no indication European society
of the high Middle Ages possessed a public sphere as a unique realm distinct from the
private sphere” (Habermas 1974, 50; Manchester 1992, 21-23 provides a clear descrip-
tion of this phenomenon). The public and private realms were fused. The ubiquitous
and anonymous medieval peasant lived with his animals and family (and guests) all to-
gether in close quarters, all sharing sleeping spaces; clothing was superfluous in warm
weather (Manchester 1992, 22, 51-54). The best political example higher on the other
end of the social scale was kingly splendor: there was no essential division between the
private “person” of the monarch, the associated public symbols of power (the crown
and religio-state ceremony), and state authority. The monarch and the nobility “‘were’
the country and not just its representatives. . .. [T]heir lordship [was] not for but ‘before’
the people” (Habermas 1989, 7-8; Habermas 1974). Power was absolute and fused
to the divine in the person—the body—of the sovereign, who could legitimately say
“I am the state/the state is me.”

Greatly simplified, Habermas locates the transformation initially in the nobility’s
self interest, their gradual independence from the king’s court, combined with a nascent
humanism developed during the Renaissance. The resulting sociability and “society”
apart from the court represented an early form of separate public and private realms. In
the further interests of its own independence, the nobility formed alliances with towns
and merchants, in turn leading gradually to their further independence and the growth in
the importance of their markets. While these new social relationships were highly influ-
enced by traditional forms of power and authority, “a far-reaching network of horizontal
economic dependencies emerged that. .. could no longer be accommodated by the verti-
cal relationships of dependence [and] domination in an estate system based upon a self-
contained household economy.” Gradually the interests of the mercantile class came
in conflict with unregulated feudal power of government and “the genuine domain of
private autonomy stood opposed to the state” (Habermas 1989, 12—19). Habermas then
locates the crucial transformation in the historical circumstances of the 18th-century
Enlightenment furthering nascent intellectual and economic trends:

Public discussion emerged as a response to growing opportunities and responsibilities for com-
merce [and] three conditions favored the emergence of the public sphere: work outside the home,
reading publics facilitated by the development of printing and newspapers, and the rise of the
bourgeoisie whose interests were best served by heeding “the force of the better argument”
(Goodnight 1992, 245).

The public sphere was self-constituted in the split between the public and the private
and through rational argumentation: “discoursing private persons who critically ne-
gate political norms of the state and its monopoly on interpretation. . .. Public opinion
institutionalizes itself with the goal of replacing...secret politics with a form...that
is legitimated by means of rational consensus” (Hohendal 1979, 92-93). This radi-
cally altered the concept of governmental authority, subjecting it to the principle of
“supervision...which demands that proceedings be made public” in order to be legiti-
mate. The corresponding development of a catalog of democratic rights and consti-
tutional limitations on power “were a perfect image of the...public sphere” based as
they were on both a reconceptualization of authority and the “presuppositions of free
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commodity exchange” (Habermas 1974, 52-53). In critical and increasingly unfet-
tered discursive public exchange over government action and policy in the economic
sphere, we find a new source of legitimation of democratic power and the creation of
the public sphere.

Habermas’ critique of the transformation of the public sphere has focused on the
market colonization of private life and the transformation the public sphere and commu-
nicative reasoning into something antithetical to democracy (Kellner 2000) The media
have been transformed into a means of stimulating mass consumption and administering
a public sphere taken over by corporations and elites in service to economic ends (these
ideas were referred to earlier). It is the illusion of democracy—consumer choice, public
opinion, and the rituals of voting and elections—that they now serve:

The world fashioned by the mass media is a public sphere in appearance only. [C]ritical discus-
sion...tends to give way to ‘exchanges about tastes and preferences’ between consumers [and]
the mass media today strip away the...husks from... self-interpretation and utilize them as mar-
ketable forms for the public services provided in a culture of consumers [and] the original mean-
ing is reversed (Habermas 1989, 171).

Corporations conflate the idea of consumption decisions with citizenship, and in a feed-
back loop “the state has to ‘address’ its citizens like consumers” (Habermas 1989, 195)
and political decision-making becomes an exchange of symbols, “a stylized show”
(205-6) and a spectacle of “managed integration” (207). The public sphere is under-
cut in the form of a “post-literary” false public fed on “canned [cultural] goods”—
essentially harmless in their critical content, and the “relentless publicist barrage and
propagandist manipulation by the media to which consumers are exposed” (245-46).

The new function of politics is as a “field for the competition of interests” which ob-
viates rational political will formation (Habermas 1974, 54), and is itself an idea that
fundamentally roots politics in consumerism (Kelly 1979, 31). Mass communications
in combination with the need to manage democracy and the economy has refeudalized
the public sphere—substituting consumption, spectacle, and pseudo-debate for formal
pomp and display of medieval kingly splendor (Habermas 1974; Habermas 1989; Peters
1993). Public opinion is a “mood-dependent preference” (Habermas 1989, 237) in de-
mocracies, not rational will-formation and self-determination, but Habermas maintains
the need to subject the exercise of power “to the mandate of democratic publicity” and
his work remains an enormously powerful and suggestive framework (Habermas 1989,
244). There are few better formulations of the centrality of free communication to de-
mocracy and a just society:

[O]nly in an emancipated society, which had realized the autonomy of its members, would com-
munication have developed into that free dialogue of all with all which we always hold up as the
very paradigm of a mutually formed self-identity, as well as the ideal of true consensus. To this
extent the truth of statements is based on the anticipation of a life without repression (Habermas
1966, 297).

CONCLUSION: HABERMAS AND LIS

Thomas McCarthy summed up Habermas’ work as a quest to “reduce the context
dependency of understanding and leave room for both quasi-causal explanation and
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critique” (McCarthy 1991, 127). That is, Habermas wishes to overcome the totalizing
dead end and aporia of postmodernism and its consequent sense of capering play as the
only sensible response to postmodern capitalist culture (Habermas 1987a). He does this
via a theory of communication which gets at the ““‘universal-pragmatic infrastructure’
of speech and action”; a theory of socialization as the “acquisition of communicative
competence”; a theory of social systems which gets at “objective interconnections
going beyond what was subjectively intended” or its cultural context; and a theory of
social evolution enabling enough historical understanding to interpret and critique the
situation (McCarthy 1991, 127). It is worth noting again that this perspective has sur-
vived as a non-teleological, pragmatic approach at critique (White 2004). Habermas’
(see 1998a; 1998b) recent work has tended to focus on democratic theory, but these
four ideas, again significantly refined over the years, still stand in back of much of his
recent theory.

Within this large context, LIS has made only partial use of Habermas’ work and in-
sights. These tend to fall into three categories. The first and most productive of these is
the use of his work to analyze, situate and make normative and democratic claims on
LIS and librarianship. This tends to be a vein of research which seeks to situate and/
or critique LIS research or library practices in relationship to democratic practices in a
number of ways and shares with the education field the search for normative foundations
tied to justifications for social support and the fact that social integration and the com-
municative public sphere have moved beyond political institutions out into other are-
nas (Habermas 1981b; Habermas 1989; Buschman 2003; Buschman, 2006; Carleheden
2006; Englund, 2006; Buschman 2007a). Flowing from this perspective on Habermas
are considerations of social inclusion in the field (Williamson 2000), the role of libraries
as spaces in public discourse (Alstad and Curry 2003; Leckie and Buschman 2007) and
the parallel potential role of the Internet (Cooke 2007). This understanding of Habermas
has also been used as a lens to evaluate information resources and information literacy
discourse (Andersen 2005; Andersen 2006).

There is a second, related line of work that engages the Habermas-Foucault re-
lationship and debates (Buschman 2007b; Stahl 2006; Anderson and Skouvig 2006;
Stahl 2004). Here, Habermas is joined to a thinker who has made some inroads into
LIS research and there are areas of common focus and productive (and prodigious)
disagreements between them. Habermas believes Foucault is a serious thinker, but
his ideas tend toward nihilistic and various contradictory conclusions and irrational-
ity (Habermas 1987a). The third and final area of research concerns those studies that
seek in some way to instrumentalize Habermas’ insights in order to make technical
systems (of analysis or technologies) more responsive and/or efficient (Benoit 2001;
Benoit 2002; Ng 2002; Petric 2006; Yetim 2008; Asif and Klein 2009). To these three
categories should be added a mention of two books by John Budd (2001; 2008). Budd
does not write exclusively—or even extensively—on Habermas, but he tends to situ-
ate him in a constellation of thinkers, issues, or exchanges and points toward some of
the valuable insights within those contexts he is exploring. All of these references and
categories do not claim to capture all of the work in LIS utilizing Habermas, but they
give a broad notion of what scholars have thus far found productive in his work. In
focusing on discourse, democracy, normative values (like justice, inclusion, and fair-
ness), and new arenas of the playing-out of the public sphere, Habermas is a thinker
that should “speak” to the LIS and librarianship deeply, and help to situate its research
and practices.
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INTRODUCTION

Martin Heidegger (1889-1976) was a German phenomenologist, one of the best-known
philosophers of the 20th century. His work was strongly engaged by, and in many ways
influenced, the work of Jacques Derrida and allied French thinkers such as Philippe
Lacoue-Labarthe and Jean-Luc Nancy, the French literary theorist and novelist Maurice
Blanchot,' the Italian theorist Giorgio Agamben, and the French psychoanalyst, Jacques
Lacan, as well as American theorists, such as Avital Ronell, who wrote one of the earli-
est contemporary engagements of technology by critical theory (Ronell 1989). He was
embraced by Sartre as an existentialist, a position that is repudiated in his “Letter on Hu-
manism” (Heidegger 1977¢c) and, more broadly, by the division between the ontic and
the ontological in his work, beginning with his first published work, Being and Time.
His works’ consideration of method and historical tradition were originally expanded
upon by his student, Hans-Georg Gadamer. While Heidegger’s work has been maligned
by many in the popular press, and even in academe, particularly in the United States, for
his assumption of the rectorship at the University of Freiburg during 1933-34 and for
statements in his writings during that time regarding the role of the German university
in the Nazi state, many of these attacks selectively overemphasize, and even factually
distort (that is, the work of Victor Farias), particulars of Heidegger’s work and life dur-
ing this period.2 However much Heidegger’s work at one time gave a conservative turn
to the Nietzschean destruction of the metaphysical tradition in philosophy and society,
his total oeuvre constitutes a monumental social critique of modernity and philosophy’s
role in it. Heidegger’s explicit call for the destruction of metaphysics in his earliest full-
length work, Being and Time (1927 [1962]), was a call to move philosophically back
to, and beyond, ancient Greek philosophy and its ensuing tradition (particularly as in-
terpreted and destined through Latin philosophy), toward an analysis of human beings
that is ontologically prior to the Western philosophical tradition’s privileged concepts of
subjectivity and representation. His work challenged and still challenges the emerging
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modern social sciences of his time and today, particularly what he termed their “thesis
of the precedence of method,” reasserting the need for foundational critical thought
prior to the fallacious appropriation of epistemologies and methods borrowed from the
physical sciences. The general critical effect of his work is to call into question many
popular modes of discussion (e.g., journalism and mass communication), psychology
(e.g., ego-centered clinical psychoanalysis and psychiatry and much experimental psy-
chology), and social sciences epistemologies (e.g., the model of causation taken by
psychology and sociology from physics) and methods (e.g., the privilege of statistics).

By beginning with “the question of being,” Heidegger’s work asks, What does it
mean to be a being known as a human being in the midst of other beings? His work
addresses the most important question of modernity and today: the relation between
human knowledge and the existence of all beings, not least of all, the human. The dif-
ficulty, as well as both the successes and failures of his rhetorical strategies and politics,
must be seen in light of his attempt to critically distance the very social and cultural
traditions—and language—that shape our modes of understanding.

In Library and Information Science (LIS) proper, there has been little extended dis-
cussion of his work, other than in the works of the present author and Rafael Capurro.
There have been use of concepts from Being and Time in critiques of artificial intel-
ligence and human computer interaction by Terry Winograd, Phil Agre, Paul Dourish,
and others.? In this article, I will not be covering much of this secondary literature,
which makes fragmentary use of Heidegger’s vast oeuvre. Instead, I will be concentrat-
ing on the issues of language, technology, identity, and community within the context of
Heidegger’s critique of the Western metaphysical tradition and modernity in an attempt
to show the importance of Heidegger’s work as a whole to LIS and to discourses on “the
information society.” I propose that Heidegger’s work has profound and broad implica-
tions for LIS and societies now thought of as information societies, both directly and
through the work of Derrida and others mentioned above, and that this is best seen by an
analysis of some of his central concepts.

In thinking of the relationship between Heidegger’s vast work and that of informa-
tion science and information culture in such a short discussion, we must severely reduce
his work to several major issues. In this chapter, I have decided to address the following
major themes in his work: (1) Heidegger’s project of destroying the metaphysical tradi-
tion and his bracketing of the privilege of the subject in such and how this project affects
mentalistic and user-centered studies of information in LIS, (2) Heidegger’s writings on
technology and their relationship to, and critique of, information as a form of epistemic
presence, (3) Heidegger’s concept of naming in poetics, and (4) Heidegger’s conception
of being in terms of Mitsein (explicitly so in Being and Time), and the relation of such
to a politics of communication and freedom. In all these themes, I would like to suggest
that Heidegger’s work poses a massive challenge to LIS to rigorously account for its
psychological and technocratic positioning of human knowing and its representational
understandings of information, points that, in the busyness of its scientific methods,
there have been heretofore few critical engagements.

THE DESTRUCTION OF THE SUBJECT AND THE END OF
PHILOSOPHY AND THE TASK OF THINKING

While some have strongly stressed the linguistic turn or Kehre in Heidegger’s work,
marking a distinction between, on the one hand, the ontological analysis of human being



Martin Heidegger’s Critique of Informational Modernity

as a particular type of being (namely one concerned about its manner of being in terms
of existence [human being as Dasein?]), its relation to other types of beings, and, fore-
most, its relation to death, and on the other, an analysis of language as the “house of
being,” there is a social critique of modernity that pervades both these major concerns
in Heidegger’s work, namely, the problem of technology—the shape of human beings’
skillful designs and activities in the world. To arrive at this analysis of technology, how-
ever, it is helpful to consider what, for Heidegger, constitutes the metaphysical subject
and why it needs to be decentered, and in fact, destroyed, as a social, cultural, and philo-
sophical concept.

Heidegger’s task of the destruction of metaphysics and subjectivity is a task inher-
ited from Nietzsche. For Heidegger, Nietzsche’s overturning of metaphysics failed be-
cause it replaced a metaphysics of being with a metaphysics of becoming. Against the
backdrop of Edmund Husserl’s phenomenology of consciousness, Heidegger’s work
attempted a phenomenology that always begins with a step back from consciousness,
psychologism, and subjectivity. Phenomenology requires that we start by describing re-
lations of existence. For Heidegger, the study of the nature of being requires that we start
by examining the relations of human beings, as he does in Being and Time. (In works
after Being and Time, Heidegger engages language as the primary frame for all human
relations.) Heidegger’s understanding of human being is primarily concerned with the
ontological and only the ontic within that. For example, when intentions are discussed,
as in Being and Time, they are discussed in terms of relations between beings, that is, as
“concerns” with other beings, as well as Dasein’s concern for itself. Similarly, as well,
in Being and Time Heidegger doesn’t write about normal and abnormal states of mind,
or pathologies, but rather, moods (Stimmung)—a word that is etymologically and con-
ceptually related to “attunement” (Gestimmtheit) in Being and Time. The importance of
moods in Heidegger is that they are psychological states that one inhabits, rather than
that one “has.” The Heideggerian conception of moods suggests a psychology that is
based on understanding the relation of beings to their own fears and hopes in regard to
their being in the world, rather than in terms of inner states and faculties.

For Heidegger, human beings are singular amidst other beings, as a particular type
of being (Dasein). Dasein is a type of being that is primarily concerned within its own
nature of being. Ontologically, Dasein is distinctive in that it encounters its own exis-
tence as a question and engages its historical and sociocultural configurations as narra-
tives and themes in order to choose future actions. Appropriating a concept of radical
temporality from Nietzsche’ and the concept of historical breaks or “caesuras” from the
poetics of Friedrich Holderlin, Heidegger views history in terms of historical traditions
punctuated by moments of radical, transfiguring breaks that open history up to other
historical possibilities. Such breaks open history and Dasein to freedom, understood as
a space of action and historical redirection in the midst of what previously was seen as
necessary and inevitable. Such breaks reassert the authenticity of Dasein as a being for
whom its own historicity is important. (The occurrence of these breaks can be assisted
by philosophical-historiographic critiques [such as those offered by Heidegger’s own
works].)

Man’s historicity is offered in such moments, which constitute genuine “events,” dis-
tinct from the expected moments in normal times. Like Dasein’s encounter with death,
in the event® the unique ontological character of human being, not covered up by histori-
cism nor by soothing everyday (Alltiglichkeir) chitchat, appears. We may say that such
authentic historicity is a manner of being responsible (in the sense of being attuned and
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responding) in an attuned manner to Dasein’s being in the world. Historiographic, and
moreover, historiological criticality is for Heidegger, thus, part of Dasein’s authentic
mode of being, as a being not only in time, but constitutive of time (see, for example,
Being and Time section 1.6). Such a critical imperative constitutes the heart of the ethics
and the politics of Heideggerian philosophy—both in Heidegger’s writings and in the
writings of Derrida and others influenced by Heidegger.

For Heidegger, the experience of time as temporality is specific to Dasein’s mode
of being. Time is experienced by Dasein as an issue, foremost as an issue of finitude.
Through its awareness of finitude, Dasein knows both the “ek-static” or “thrown” na-
ture of being and the fear of its own extinction in death. But death, for Dasein, can only
be known by another’s death. This concern for itself through another leads to the very
important concept of Mitsein (being-with) in Being and Time. While the existential ana-
lytic of Dasein’s relation to its own death makes for compelling reading in Being and
Time, arguably it is the concept of Mitsein that underlies it and contributes to much of
Heidegger’s analysis and approach in later work, even if, like Dasein the term isn’t used
after Being and Time. The concept of Mitsein has, also, been extended to analyzing ani-
mals or the universe as a whole by Derrida, Agamben, Lacoue-Labarthe, Nancy, and
others, sometimes under the concept of the “in-common.” Both Dasein and Mitsein sig-
nify essential properties that are given to human beings by the very fact of their being.’

The implications of Heidegger’s ontic-ontological divide is immense for Library and
Information Science (LIS). First of all, the psychological basis for user studies is situ-
ated by the Heideggerian analysis as being part of the metaphysical tradition. Cogni-
tivist notions, particularly those of older cognitive psychology as used in Belkin and
Brookes” writings in LIS, would be seen as metaphysical expressions since they work
within a idealist and Cartesian framework. Critiques of such have previously appeared
in LIS (Frohmann 2004; Day 2007), but they remain much in the minority in the field.
As a whole, the field contains few explicit critiques of the cognitivist epistemological
and psychological assumptions and its metaphysical models in Belkin’s very influential
ASK model.

Second, as we shall see, below, the modern conception of the term information and of
information science belongs to a metaphysical understanding of knowledge as represen-
tation. This understanding is particularly onerous for Heidegger in its characterization
of knowledge as “ready-to-hand” (zuhanden) (Being and Time).® Entities that are ready-
to-hand are characterized as objects that are present or have “presence” in the sense that
Hegel used the term, as an entity that is “objective” in the sense of being dialectically
opposite (Gegenstand) man as the thinking subject.” For Heidegger, modern science, as
part of what he terms the “onto-theological tradition” of Western metaphysics, sees be-
ings as distinct objects to be understood and managed by objective methods. Particularly
in terms of human beings, Heidegger sees this as problematic, not only in the social sci-
ences, but in modern technocratic institutions, treating humans and other beings accord-
ing to principles and practices of “human management” and “resource management.”

In brief, information as a form of presence that is ready-to-hand constitutes, for
Heidegger, the fullest extension of metaphysics into the realm of knowledge and, today,
social life (and, most astoundingly, into the realm of art [Heidegger 1977b; see Day
2001, 2008]). From this point of view, information in its social, professional, and techni-
cal uses as a sense of metaphysical presence requires rigorous critical analysis, and this
critical project may be seen as a central task in the destruction of the metaphysical tradi-
tion today. In so far as this task is taken up, today, as a discursive-textual mode of critical
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analysis, we may say that it constitutes (naming such after Derrida’s project, which,
though, in certain manners redirects and sometimes challenges Heidegger’s critique),
a task of deconstructing the modern conception of “information.” The deconstruction
of “information,” coming from the Heideggerian “Destruktion” of metaphysics (Being
and Time), constitutes a very specific type of textual-historical-cultural task for criti-
cal information theory, distinct from any looser use of the term “deconstruction” (Day
2001)."° It is a task that depends upon an understanding of a metaphysical tradition in
Western society and culture, epitomized in certain philosophical texts, but also invested
throughout Western culture, society, politics, and particularly, in and through the mass
media."

Third, though there have been incorporations of Heidegger’s work into LIS via
hermeneutics, we need to remember that the discussion of hermeneutics in Heidegger’s
work was largely that of an ontological hermeneutics, not a textual one or, further, a
psychological one. Traditional textual hermeneutics involves analyzing the relation of
textual parts to the whole of texts and to their historical contexts. Hermeneutics, proper,
is not a traditionally psychological investigation either since, as in the hermeneutic tra-
dition, the personal agent (e.g., the reader) is analyzed as a product of historical context,
not as an autonomous agent of cognition. This emphasis upon the historicity of personal
agency is a central theme in both Heidegger and Gadamer’s works. Heidegger’s discus-
sion of the hermeneutic circle in Being and Time (the term is conspicuously absent in
work after Being and Time, even though after Heidgger’s “turn” the being of Dasein was
discussed almost exclusively in terms of language) is in regard to how Dasein’s modes
of ontic being obscures or opens up the question of being. (And so, the problem is how
psychological investigation, for example, itself obscures a more fundamental ontologi-
cal investigation into the relation of being and beings [and thus, into the investigation
of other beings, other than Dasein, as well—see Being and Time, section 32]). In other
words, Heidegger’s project throughout his oeuvre was ontological—or to be more pre-
cise, it was a critique of ontology understood within the Western metaphysical tradition.
Ontic discussions take place within the foundations of this project.

Fourth, by viewing “information” as one of the latest and most acute symptoms of the
metaphysical tradition, not the least spread through ontic chitchat regarding the value of
information in culture and society, the Heideggerian critique challenges the very gram-
matical blurring of the various meanings of information in information science and it
challenges the institutional (both public and commercial) claims and profitability of
information society and subsidiary discourses. The Heideggerian critique opens up a
rhetorical/discursive critical analysis of the reification of the term information and it re-
jects a positivist philosophy of information (e.g., Floridi), demanding a critique of such
in terms of its metaphysical assumptions.

Last, while we will return to the political implications of Heidegger’s conception of
Mitsein at the end of this essay, here it may be proposed that Dasein must always al-
ready be analyzed in the midst of its being among other beings. Such a view challenges
a liberal-communicative conception of society as made up of individuals “communi-
cating” their thoughts with one another “reasonably.” The notion of a communicative
society of reason is problematized in Heidegger’s work by a conception of individuality
that sees such as constructed by traditions of custom and language that are both blind
and insightful toward phenomena. Individuals are historically, socially, and culturally
constructed, in addition to their more fundamental ontological manners of being as
human beings. Rationality in communication may be variously possible or impossible
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depending on different social, cultural, and material conditions and on different life
experiences. Further, concepts of rationality are products of cultural affordances and
their traditions, and so it cannot be used as a transcendental measure for communica-
tive success.

Individual actions resulting in events of freedom, for Heidegger, take place be-
tween necessity and potentiality, the latter made possible by rethinking historical
traditions—made up of social and cultural forms—toward the founding and construc-
tion of the future. Ethical decisions (versus prescriptive moral actions) take place in
decision spaces of indeterminate historical results. Such moments of indeterminacy
have no certain outcome because normative ontic chains of action are what are being
called into account at such moments. Ethics in philosophy takes the form of century-
old questions regarding just actions that are replies to real situations and they are char-
acterized most by a lack of answers that morality supplies. The consequences of this
view for information ethics would be to place information—rethought as an uncertain
form of knowledge (knowledge as “in-formation’)—at the center of ethics, rather than
to take information ethics as a type of “practical” ethics involving information artifacts
and technologies (see Day 2001). In-formation, as designated here, is the call to which
we reply when the categories of knowledge are not yet adequate. The concept of infor-
mation as the indeterminate call of being to which we respond outside of traditional
frameworks of knowledge is a radical rereading of our modern conception of informa-
tion as presence, but one that does not lie outside of earlier uses of “information” as
incomplete knowledge. It is fundamentally ethical, as well as aesthetic and cognitive
concept (Day 2001, chapter 5). It is foundational in a critical theory of information
based upon a destructive/deconstructive project acting upon the modern conception of
information.

Such a Heideggerian-deconstructive counterreading of “information” and of infor-
mation science constitutes an important project for a “critical information theory.” This
task would be a timely and important critical encounter with the Western metaphysical
tradition in its philosophical, cultural, and social forms (Heidegger 1977b).

HEIDEGGER, SCIENCE, AND TECHNOLOGY

Heidegger in his lecture, “The Age of the World Picture” (Heidegger 1977a) argued
that the sciences are characterized by an etching, tearing out, or de-sign (reissen) of an
initial frame (Grundriss) from phenomena, with certain epistemic commitments and
certain ontological commitments that then are not further questioned and within which
further research is carried out. Heidegger’s understanding of scientific research is that it
is characterized by an increasingly reductionist design of knowledge upon phenomena.
Heidegger’s critique of science extends into the sociology of scholarship, which, for
Heidegger, is now characterized by the busyness of researchers doing “empirical” re-
search on established topics setup within the frameworks of established scientific points
of views and the institutions, funding, and publishing agents that support them. For
Heidegger, critical thought upon the frameworks of such views is lost in such a sociol-
ogy of knowledge. For Heidegger, the task of philosophy is to provide conceptual cri-
tique toward rethinking a Western metaphysical tradition that shows itself in a positivist
understanding of science in technological modernity.

Heidegger’s critique of science is part of his critique of modernity as the cultural
and social triumph of metaphysical reason in modern technology and the technological
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organization of society. Modern technology for Heidegger involves the causal mecha-
nization of arts (techne) within a teleological metaphysics and, ultimately, such extends
to the social organization of society. Heidegger’s critique of technology in terms of
art (both, and variously, understood as craft and as aesthetics) is fairly complex, and
I have recounted it elsewhere, particularly in regard to the concept of the work of art
(Day 2008). Here, I will provide the most relevant parts of that account for our present
purposes.

In “The Origin of the Work of Art” Heidegger (1971c) discusses art as a form of
work that explicitly displays creation or expressive emergence (“a work is always a
work, which means that it is something worked out, brought about, effected” [Heidegger
1971c, 56]). In a later lecture and then essay, “The Question Regarding Technology”
(1977e), Heidegger discusses art’s process of creating and bringing about expressive
emergence. He does this by returning to the ancient Greek term for art, fechne, and the
use of this term in Aristotle’s discussion of four types of causality in Aristotle’s Phys-
ics. In Heidegger’s essay (1977e), Aristotle’s four causes are reinterpreted from their
understanding in Latin and modern philosophy (as causa) to what Heidegger claims
is their proper context in ancient Greek philosophy (as aition), a reading that reinter-
prets Aristotle’s four causes and the meaning of fechne and poiesis according to the
four causes’ co-responsibility with one another as mutual affordances for a thing’s ap-
pearance, rather than according to the traditional teleological reading of them (where
an ideal “first cause” is understood as an origin that is fulfilled in the final product [the
“final cause”] through efficient and material causes). In Heidegger’s (1977¢) rereading
of causa by aition, Aristotle’s first or formal cause (the cultural context, social situa-
tion and needs, and the resulting plan for the work), the efficient cause (the craftsperson
or other agency for bringing about the work), the material cause (matter), and the final
cause (the reception and purpose for which the thing is brought forward) are understood
as a total assemblage of concepts, materials, and labor that brings forth a work in an ar-
tistic event. For Heidegger, the Greek term techne refers to the techniques and activities
that work to bring forth (Heidegger: poiesis) a work.

The notion of techne, here, is close to the traditional notion of the English word ar,
in the sense of craft or skill. It is Heidegger’s intention to blur the modern (18th century
and later) separation of art and craft, that is, to blur the difference between the fine and
the crafted arts, a division that occurred in late-18th-century aesthetic theory, as well as
in art practices. In so doing, Heidegger develops a phenomenological understanding of
the artwork based on site-specific and time-valued labor and reception. By critiquing
the understanding of the work as a symbolic object, which is said to contain or embody
meaning in its form, and by asserting an understanding of the work as an event or work
(constructed by fechne [context-sensitive technique and method] and whose meaning
is afforded by its social and cultural conditions for emergence [poiesis]), the fine arts
are rejoined to the crafted arts according to pragmatic, functional, and constructivist
understandings, rather than those of ideational representation. With this gesture, too,
the container-content metaphors for the form-content distinction in aesthetics'?> (and
in communication and information, too) are abandoned. Form, instead of being under-
stood as a teleological first cause, is understood as cultural affordances for expression—
socially situated and historically specific for the artwork’s meaning.

In brief, Heidegger returns to Aristotle’s writings on poiesis and techne in order to re-
cover an understanding of creation that he sees in artworks and which he sees as forgot-
ten in the dominance of modern technological production. This earlier understanding,
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which Heidegger attempts to recover from the ancient Greek texts, views art as the pro-
cess of creating an object, responsive in the way of Aristotle’s four causes, to the site and
time specificity of the context of production.

Heidegger’s critique of modern technology is characterized by his criticism of the
tendency to technically narrow beings to “useful” elements and then to exploit those el-
ements, regardless of their originating conditions of appearance and existence. (Heide-
gger [1977¢] points, for example, to the exploitation of the Rhine River as a source of
hydroelectric power.) The exploitation takes place not simply in terms of technological
framing, but in terms of the stringing together of technological elements into a social
“machine.” The problem is not that of tools, per se, but the stringing together of social
and technological tools toward an instrumental rationality and a reduction of human ac-
tivities to quantifiable labor within systems of production." This is to say that the issue
for Heidegger is that of the appropriation of beings within a systemic instrumentality.
The central issues, here, are that of the erasure of human historicity and the exploitation
of both human and nonhuman beings for instrumental goals. Within this metaphysical
tradition, beings are seen as resources for the purpose of short-term exploitation for pre-
determined ends, a purpose that is often detrimental for beings overall, including human
beings in the long run.

It is for this reason that Heidegger (1977e) understands physics, the science of deter-
minate (i.e., Aristotle: “efficient”) causal forces, as paradigmatic of modern reason and
he understands Aristotle’s four causes as having been distorted by a Latin interpretative
tradition wherein cause is primarily understood as determinate force, rather than as af-
fordance. Heidegger’s criticism is not of physics, per se, but rather, of the inappropriate
and misleading overextension of the determinate sense of causation present in Newto-
nian physics (as causal forces between bodies) to other studies and phenomena, fore-
most in the social sciences (and not least to communication and information theory), as
well as art. The ultimate moment of this overextension of a certain type of determinate
causal explanation occurs, for Heidegger, in explanations of art objects in terms of their
being viewed as products of the transfer of mental ideas or as the transfer of semantic
affects. (Cf., for example, Warren Weaver’s discussion of affects in dance performances
as instances of communication causes and effects [Weaver 1949].)

For Heidegger, the artwork, like the natural being, appears as an expression (poiesis)
of an environment’s affordances. Heidegger views fechne as being the means by which
poiesis occurs in the hands of humans, rather than “naturally,” Thus, for Heidegger
(1977e), the “essence of techne” is not made up of the privileged values of effective-
ness, efficiency, and teleological completion and reproduction in modern technology,
but rather, of the mutual affordances—and with this, the site-specificity and time-
valuedness—of the poetic or creative.

For Heidegger, a return to site-specific and time-valued manners of analyses and pro-
duction marks the beginnings of the “task of thinking” (Heidegger 1977b), a task that
takes place in critical regard to the metaphysical underpinnings of not only the philo-
sophical tradition, but industrial modernity. Heidegger’s task of thinking occurs at the
historical end of metaphysics, that is, at the end of the dominance of the metaphysical
subject and its humanism as the measure for thinking all beings and the world, includ-
ing human beings. Art, for Heidegger, is the most obvious entrance into thinking co-
responsible emergence and creation—a type of thinking of being that he claims has been
forgotten by the Western metaphysical tradition and its foremost expression in the cul-
ture of modern technology. Heidegger is arguing for a form of thought that is engaged



Martin Heidegger’s Critique of Informational Modernity

with thinking the mutual affordances necessary for beings to emerge and to be expres-
sive in co-responsible manners, rather than a form of thought that seeks to understand
and condition an environment in terms of what we think beings are and should be for
the purpose of engineering their exploitation (and even their creation) for the fulfillment
of human needs, which, too, are engineered in a similar fashion. His thought challenges
the cultural traditions of technological modernity, the foundations of humanism, the
traditional conceptual divisions between human beings and other beings, and the onto-
theological underpinnings of philosophy, policy, and production. It opens up to an “eco-
logical” type of thought rooted in thinking beings in terms of co-responsible affordances
and emergence. Heidegger’s thought on beings begins with thinking the shared being of
beings, rather than thinking beings in terms of individual essences.

While Heidegger’s critique of science is sometimes too general—or, perhaps it
would be better to write, sometimes unclear or lacking in analytic nuance—his investi-
gation into the ancient roots of fechne provide a powerful social and scientific critique
of scientism and the overapplication of determinate causation, particularly in the social
sciences and the policy activities and psychological models that issue from these.

In LIS no attention has been paid to theories of causation—and thus, method—in
qualitative or quantitative studies. Those studies that have pointed to a misplaced sci-
entism or to sloppy vocabulary in LIS have largely been ignored in the dominant lit-
erature and by the major players, and the founding frameworks remain in place with
very little crossover into other disciplines. The theorization of technology has largely
remained at the level of use or a simplistic dichotomy of “good” versus “bad” technolo-
gies. In brief, the Heideggerian theorization of fechne and his critique of science could
give LIS a considerable theoretical toolkit.

HEIDEGGER, POETICS, AND VOCABULARY

Martin Heidegger’s lectures and writings on the problem of language, and thus, that
of communication and information, are many. Particularly after Being and Time Heideg-
ger’s focus shifted from ontology proper to viewing language as both the restriction and
possibility of ontic being. Heidegger’s analysis of language in Being and Time largely
is an analysis of discourse and its relationship to ontological authenticity. The problem
of the relation of language to authenticity is more fully developed, however, in Heideg-
ger’s many years of considering poetic works, particularly those of the poet Friedrich
Holderlin. Authenticity in poetry, for Heidegger, occurs in an event of “naming.” Nam-
ing, for Heidegger, represents an event of truth (understood as aletheia—a veiling and
unveiling of being—rather than the correspondence of intellect and thing (adequatio)—
see Heidegger 1977d). In naming, to use Heidegger’s words, worlds appear upon the
earth. The European documentalist, Suzanne Briet, too had a sense of naming in her
understanding of the documentary process, though, unlike Heidegger, her focus was on
the further elaboration and continuation of vocabulary and discourse from the primary
documents of controlled vocabulary and classes to secondary documents (Briet 2006).

In section 34 of Heidegger’s Being and Time, we find discourse emphasized as the
important element of language, along with the observation that what is important about
discourse is that it emerges as an attunement to Dasein’s existential being in the world:

In discourse the intelligibility of Being-in-the-world (an intelligibility which goes with a state-
of-mind) is articulated according to significations; and discourse is this articulation. The items
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constitutive for discourse are: what the discourse is about (what is talked about); what is said-in-
the-talk, as such; the communication; and the making-known. These are not properties which can
just be raked up empirically from language. They are existential characteristics rooted in the state
of Dasein’s Being (Heidegger 1962, 206).

In Heidegger’s later works his analysis shifts from a focus on discourse to a focus on
poetry and the word. In this later work, language is seen as the “house of being.” For
Heidegger, the poetic (“saying” [Heidegger 1971a, 1971e]), similar to the etching out of
the world through the work of art (Heidegger 1971c), shows the simultaneous appear-
ance and withdrawal of being as a world begins to appear through language. This ap-
pearance of the “world” and the disappearance of the “earth” (Heidegger 1971c¢) is very
different than the language of propositional statements that attempt to correspond to
empirical objects and events. Truth as the simultaneous veiling and unveiling of aletheia
differs from truth as correspondence in so far as the former marks both the possibilities
and limits of representation whereas the former takes representation for granted (see, for
example, “On the Essence of Truth” [Heidegger 1977d]).

With the poetic word, being is brought into the “Open” where it is both unveiled and
veiled. Within the opening of truth (aletheia), correspondences of meaning (veritas)
through representation then take place. For Heidegger, the poetic word most primordi-
ally speaks the fact of language, which is ontologically prior to representation. “Lan-
guage speaks” to human beings first of all the fact of language (Heidegger 1971e, 124).
For Heidegger, poetic speech is an originating event for discourse.

For Heidegger, information and communication theory hide the facticity of lan-
guage; that we first of all respond to language rather than to any one speaker. According
to Heidegger, the job of information theory is first of all to naturalize the appearance of
language as the representation of ideas and as the means for communication between
a speaker and a hearer, thus ensuring that language will itself appear only as a means,
rather than as the origin, for communication or information. As information, language
is characterized as the representation of thoughts or as the representation of empiri-
cal events. What is forgotten in this is the foundational role that language has in con-
structing both the language of, and the means for, being. Within what Heidegger terms
“framing” (sometimes translated as “enframing” [Gestell]), language operates as rep-
resentation. With the modern conceptions of information and communication, framing
becomes the epistemology within which language is understood:

Within Framing, speaking turns into information [Das so gestellte Sprechen wird zur Informa-
tion]. It informs itself about itself in order to safeguard its own procedures by information theo-
ries. Framing—the nature of modern technology holding sway in all directions—commandeers
for its purposes a formalized language, the kind of communication which “informs” man uni-
formly, that is, gives him the form in which he is fitted into the technological-calculative universe,
and gradually abandons “natural language”. ... Formalization, the calculated availability of Say-
ing [i.e., poetic language], is the goal and the norm. ... Information theory conceives of the natural
aspect of language as a lack of formalization (Heidegger 1971e, 132).

For Heidegger, the metaphysical tradition is a tradition of obscuring the social and cul-
tural constructions of normative meanings and representations. Like modern technol-
ogy, Heidegger views modern communicative practices as producing statements out
of previously established statements. Language understood as communication, thus, is
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dedicated to the reproduction of normative forms for understanding. Ontic discourses,
for Heidegger, tend to proceed out of the forgetting of the fact of language as a founding
gesture for the very possibility of such discourses’ claim to be representational. Poetic
language, for Heidegger, returns us to the “house of being” in its reply to the world. In
doing so, it must also reply first of all to language as a whole and to the fact of language
as a founding gesture of, particularly, human being.

It must be remembered that in Heidegger’s work ontic activities are situated in on-
tological concerns. Heidegger’s concern throughout his oeuvre is with what he be-
lieves is the philosophical, social, and cultural forgetting of the prior conditions or
ontological openings for ontic activities. It is the forgetting and erasure of these more
primordial, ontologically prior, modes of being which is the danger. For modern man
such a forgetting and erasure of authenticity occurs through what Heidegger terms the
“onto-theological tradition” of Western metaphysics. For Heidegger, the danger is that
the social, cultural, historical, and material (the four causes discussed in “The Ques-
tion Concerning Technology” [Heidegger 1977¢]) co-affordances for emergence may
be forgotten, and thus, the historicity of man’s being is forgotten in representations
that, transmitted globally through standardized social and cultural forms constitute
“world pictures” or representations (Weltbild—Heidegger 1977a). Heidegger’s con-
cerns about language are, thus, a concern about how language is understood commu-
nicationally and informationally and how these understandings forget the constitutive
role of language for being.

For LIS, Heidegger’s understanding of language challenges representational episte-
mologies and conduit metaphors for information and communication that still underpin
LIS theory and practices. Heidegger’s later works forefront the event of poetics in both
language and the arts and raise the status of such against normative understandings
of “information,” today, in both LIS and popular discourses. Last, Heidegger’s work
attempts to investigate the primordial event of naming. It investigates the ontological na-
ture of naming and what is at stake for human beings and other beings when names enter
into discursive systems as informational representations of the true. In brief, Heideg-
ger’s work forefronts the central issue of LIS research—vocabulary—in a manner that
challenges traditional LIS assumptions that originate out of the metaphysical tradition.

THE POLITICS OF INFORMATION: “POETICALLY MAN DWELLS”

I would like to conclude this article with some considerations of the different models
of person and community that Heidegger’s writings offer us.

Heidegger’s conception of personhood is rooted in an ontological analysis that
stresses persons as emergent through mutual, co-determinate relations. Just as tech-
nical creation occurs through co-determinate affordances (Aristotle’s four causes), so
personal poiesis and all other natural events of poiesis must be understood as emergent
out of co-determinate affordances. But this emergence also means, for Heidegger, that
what emerges constitutes a difference that not only is distinct, but also gathers together
all that which it emerged from. In terms of beings, this emerging-from and belong-to is
what Heidegger characterizes as a being’s “dwelling.” Heidegger, in one of his essays
commenting on Holderlin’s poetry (entitled after a line—"“poetically man dwells”—of
a poem attributed to Holderlin, “In Lovely Blue”), gives a list of manners by which
humans do not poetically dwell, beginning with standardized labor (Arbeit) and indus-
trial production, characterized by reproduced and reproducible production regardless of
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local needs (Heidegger 1971d). For Heidegger, poetic emergence is “site-specific” and
“time-valued” (to appropriate Barrett Watten’s terms—see Day 2008).

For Heidegger, the poetic marks the emergence of site-specific and time-valued
singular objects and beings. This emergence in the artwork is that of an originary
sketching out (reissen), whose technique or art is forgotten in the formation of a found-
ing concept or Grundriss that then acts as a frame for methodological (broadly, “sci-
entific”) research. The sketch or tear (Riss) of re-presentation marks an ontological
“dif-ference” (Heidegger 1971b, 202—a concept that, of course, is later taken up by
Derrida). That dif-ference is an ontological difference between being and beings, a dif-
ference that metaphysics forgets in its cataloging of the universe only in terms of clear
and distinct individual types of beings, that is, in terms of representations only. In the
language of Heidegger and Derrida: in metaphysics the traces of being are erased, as
representation is assumed and presence and aletheia gives way to truth as veritas or
correspondence.

Heidegger’s thought of persons, thus, is less that of individuals, and rather more that
of emergent singularities from out of in-common cultural, social, and material proper-
ties, analogous to the relation of particular types of beings out of being itself. Iteratively,
beings emerge in the openness of being. All beings emerge from their Mitsein with other
beings and they only have their singularities within such Mitsein. Likewise, community
is, thus, an in-common community, without strict beginning or end, but stabilized in tra-
ditions and emergent and guided by those traditions.

CONCLUSION

Martin Heidegger’s works constitute a critique of metaphysics as it unfolds from an-
cient Greek thought through modernity in philosophy, society, and culture. For Heide-
gger, the latest phase of metaphysics’ unfolding is to be found in information theory and
information culture, where language and even the arts are understood as the representa-
tion and transmission of ideas gua messages.

The Heideggerian project repeatedly points to the failure of metaphysics to think
the in-commonness of beings, and with this, its failure to think individuals as tempo-
ral, emergent singularities. For Heidegger, this failure has catastrophic consequences.'*
In terms of knowledge, knowledge becomes thought in metaphysics as information—
self-present, auto-affective, knowledge. The modern sense of information is that of a
ready-to-hand knowledge. Information, in this sense, is representational—its meaning
is known beforehand. Information is, to use Descartes’ terms for true knowledge, “clear
and distinct.” In terms of persons, persons are understood as a priori identities with set
powers, useful or not within technological systems similarly arranged. And the same
follows for communities, species and other identities.

A counter-philosophy of in-formation, beginning with a critical theory of information,
would be dedicated to thinking the conditions by which in-formation becomes informa-
tion; how beings emerge into knowledge, particularly, the sense of certain knowledge
that the modern conception of information suggests. It would be dedicated to thinking
the dif-ference of being in information. In Briet’s work (2006), for example, we would
need to critically return to the moment of the antelope’s cataloging within the system of
differences that make up the catalog and we would have to examine the “will-to-catalog”
that is part of modern science. (Briet closes that moment down very quickly in the name
of the modern “necessity” of—that is to say, the modern will for—documentation.) We
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would want to account for the conversion of ontological dif-ference to ontic differences
(Derrida’s dif-férance to “difference”). We could then also follow the various secondary
documents and examine how they repeat, but also shift, the signifier of the newly dis-
covered “antelope” within their different worlds, and yet how each of these shifts gets
erased as being just instances of the same information (i.e., facts about the antelope)
and how each of the forms of discourse is reduced to being just different types of docu-
mentation (or today, “information’). Within such a project, in-formation would need to
be rethought not as the apex of a metaphysicalized form of knowledge, but rather, in a
much earlier sense of the term, as an affect that needs to be responded to (Day 2001)
and we could read those responses in terms of their idealization of the animal as a type.
Such “affects” are not to be thought of as quasi-empirical gualia (in the philosophy of
mind, short for “qualitative feeling”) or stimuli for information processing by the brain,
but rather, as calls of being to which also belong the categories of understanding that
we bring to bear. In brief, we would need to understand the modern sense of “infor-
mation” and information science as various types of metaphysical attunements to the
world, and we would proceed with a bracketing of that attunement through a rigorous
deconstruction of its instances. From a Heideggerian perspective, this would help lead
us to a path of thinking beyond the Western metaphysical tradition. From a more recent
Derridean perspective, it would be a timely, critical rethinking of our own cultural in-
scriptions (now no longer confined to what Heidegger thought of as the West), so as to
allow us to rethink the political situation and historical direction of identity, community,
and knowledge.

Being is given to man, but the Heideggerian questions are, How so, what are the con-
sequences, and above all, what has been forgotten, particularly in a reduction of all be-
ings and knowledge to being information? One may propose that these are the starting
questions for any critical theory of information.
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NOTES

1. Herman Rapaport’s Heidegger & Derrida: Reflections on Time and Language (1989) re-
mains an outstanding analysis of the relationship of Heidegger, Blanchot, and Derrida’s works.
Christopher Fynsk’s Heidegger: Thought and Historicity (1986) remains an outstanding analysis
of Heidegger’s works.

2. A useful counterpoint to this is Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe’s Heidegger, Art and Politics
(1990).

3. In “Heideggerian AL” I find this term to be an oxymoron, though, since Heidegger’s
thought would have found the notion of artificial intelligence to be the height of Western
metaphysics.

4. Following the standard convention in the literature, we will leave the term Dasein (“exis-
tence”) untranslated. The term appears in Being and Time as a technical term for human being’s
mode of ontological existence, as a being concerned with its own existence.
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5. The notion that persons can change the progress and narratives of history (understood
as duration) by means of reinventing the future by mixing present situations with recovered el-
ements of the past (thus, creating two senses of “history”—that of linear duration and that of

13

radical breaks and historical retrieval [Nietzsche’s “untimely”]) is a theme that runs through Ger-
man-French modern theory, though with different variations. For example, Deleuze’s concepts of
repetition and potentiality (Difference and Repetition) and his two forms of time (Logic of Sense),
Benjamin’s notion of messianic history and his concept of Jetztzeit, Negri’s politics “at the edge of
time” (Kairos, Alma Venus, Multitudo), and Derrida’s concept of iteration in language and identity
all stress the power of the agent to revalue the historical order—that is, to use the power of diftfer-
ence in presence (or identity) as an historical space of freedom for historical and political revalu-
ation toward reinventing the future.

6. This notion of “event” is important not only in Heidegger’s work, and Nietzsche’s before
him, but in the work of Jacques Derrida and Gilles Deleuze, as well.

7. Cf. Derrida’s analysis of “the gift”—patterned off of the German: Es gibt, literally,
“there is” (French: il y a). Here, the issue is that Dasein’s mode of being is something given to it
within the universe as a whole.

8. There is a considerable literature in Human-Computer Interaction (HCI) on Heidegger’s
concepts of “ready-to-hand” (zuhanden) and “present-at-hand” (vorhanden) entities as applied to
transparent and nontransparent HCI design. Since it will take us afield, I will not cover this litera-
ture. For more on this distinction, see Dourish 2001.

9. Derrida’s critique of presence constitutes a continuation, but also on certain points a
pointed critique of Heidegger’s critique of metaphysics.

10. On the relation of Heidegger and Derrida’s works see, for example, Rapaport (1989).

11. Heidegger’s remarks concerning what we now discuss as the media are both scholarly
and personal. His discussion of “everyday talk” (Alltdglichkeit) in Being and Time is important,
though other, more fragmentary, remarks can be found throughout his writings and lectures. In
this context, his sometimes combative attitude to the interviewer in his famous interview in the
German weekly, Der Spiegel, in 1966 should not be understood solely as a reaction to the inter-
viewer’s biographical inquiries. Heidegger’s concerns with the media as a site of chitchat, and not
as a site of “authentic” thought or politics, appears off and on throughout his oeuvre.

Following a trajectory of a critique of the mass media in terms of its metaphysical inscrip-
tions and projections, we should also note Derrida’s revealing remark as to his role as a philoso-
pher and theorist: “As for me, I talk about the philosopher, but I am not simply a philosopher....I
believe that in a given historical, political situation of the university, it is necessary to fight so that
something like philosophy remains possible. It is in this strategic context that on occasion I have
spoken of philosophy’s usefulness in translating or deciphering a certain number of things, such
as what goes on in the media, and so on” (Derrida and McDonald 1985, 141). In a similar way, I
would propose, philosophy—or beyond the traditional rhetoric and topics of this, what Heidegger
called “thought”—must be possible (and urgent) in both popular and specialized studies of “in-
formation,” particularly during “information ages,” of which I have argued that there have been
several in modernity (Day 2001).

12. Beginning with Alexander Gottlieb Baumgarten’s works and lectures and, later, Im-
manuel Kant’s Critique of Judgment, the term aesthetics left its ancient Greek roots referring to
feelings or affects in general and it came to refer to a certain domain of affects, namely, those that
involve the fine arts. Thus, as is well known, aesthetics in the modern sense—meaning the study
of art—only emerges at the end of the 18th century and it signals the turn of art from a notion of
crafts production and technique to that of being an object of contemplation leading to a feeling
(i.e., an aesthetics) of either harmony (the beautiful) or disharmony (the sublime).
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13. See, for example, Heidegger’s comments in his 1942 lecture on Holderlin’s hymn, “The
Ister”:

The machine of modern technology is essentially distinct from every kind of “tool” not only in-
sofar as it has its own sequence of effects and its own way of producing energy and is thereby a
different means in the hand of human beings....The fascinating side of this process can, espe-
cially in conjunction with the discipline pertaining to technology, cover over to a large extent the
“misery” into which human beings are thrust by technologization. Perhaps there is no longer any
such “misery” for those human beings who are completely technological. Conceived metaphysi-
cally, modern machine technology is a specific kind of “truth,” in terms of which the essence of
the actuality of everything actual is determined. The machine that belongs to such technology is
different from a “tool,” for technology itself is self-subsistent (Heidegger 1996, 44).

Such remarks on technology are consistent throughout Heidegger’s oeuvre. See, for example,
Heidegger’s lecture, “The Age of the World Picture” (Heidegger 1977a).

14. See, not least of all, these remarks from notes from 1936 to 1946 collected by Heidegger
for later publication:

The decline of the truth of beings occurs necessarily, and indeed as the completion of metaphys-
ics....The decline occurs through the collapse of the world characterized by metaphysics, and
at the same time, through the desolation of the earth stemming from metaphysics....The de-
cline has already taken place. The consequences of this occurrence are the events of world his-
tory in this century. They are merely the course of what has already ended. Its course is ordered
historico-technologically in the sense of the last stage of metaphysics. ... The still hidden truth of
Being is withheld from metaphysical humanity. The laboring animal is left to the giddy whirl of
its products so that it may tear itself to pieces and annihilate itself in empty nothingness (Heide-
gger 1973, 86-87).



|5

Bruno Latour: Documenting Human
and Nonhuman Associations

Will Wheeler
Georgetown University Library, USA

BIOGRAPHY AND INTRODUCTION

Bruno Latour (born June 22, 1947, Beaune, Cdte-d’Or) is a French sociologist of science,
anthropologist and an influential theorist in the field of Science and Technology Studies (STS).
After teaching at the Ecole des Mines de Paris (Centre de Sociologie de I’'Innovation) from 1982
to 2006, he is now Professor and vice-president for research at the Institut d’études politiques de
Paris (2007), where he is associated with the Centre de sociologie des organisations (CSO). [. . .]

Along with Michel Callon and John Law, Latour is one of the primary developers of actor-
network theory (ANT), a constructionist approach influenced by the ethnomethodology of Harold
Garfinkel, the generative semiotics of Greimas, and (more recently) the sociology of Durkheim’s
rival Gabriel Tarde (Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia, April 2010).

Wikipedia provides a perfectly adequate and accessible quick description of Bruno
Latour as above. The somewhat thicker description given here, however, shows that
there is quite a bit more going on in Bruno Latour than this excerpt suggests. In fact,
it would not be too much to say that Latour demonstrates that evidence from scientific
practice controverts entirely both our received understanding of the so-called objec-
tive external reality “out there” and our received understanding of the so-called sub-
jective internal socially constructed world of our minds “in here.” This does not mean
that Latour believes there is no reality or that he argues we have no mind nor society.
Rather, Latour is repositioning his work outside, beyond, and away from that debate
as a useless dead end. Latour stands on neither side of the objective/subjective di-
vide, nor is he trying to dialectically mediate; rather he is sidestepping, walking away
from, and starting over with new premises based on how we actually work in practice.
Latour’s work is convincing because he provides detailed evidence and meticulous
studies across a wide range of scientific disciplines and because he builds careful,
logical arguments. Latour is indispensable to an understanding of humans, technology,
and information society.
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There are nine essential things to know about Bruno Latour. Although his work is
richer and more complex than this reduction, knowing these nine at the beginning will
give researchers exploring the social in Library and Information Science (LIS) a sense
of what will interest them.

1. Latour is not a critical theorist in the usual sense of that phrase. He does not do de-
construction, nor social construction, nor is he a relativist. But neither is he Carte-
sian, reductionist, nor part of the hegemony of Science (capital S). He is, in fact, the
polar opposite of these, going in exactly the opposite direction to both. He actively
denies these names attributed out of ignorance to his work, and names both camps as
following the same dead ends.

2. The old object/subject compact of modernity (traceable to Plato) holds an unten-
able break between an “out there” and an “in here.” The untenability is revealed
(at least) by the paradoxical ability of Scientists (capital S) to cross this divide to
bring back “the truth” to Society (also capital S). Latour demonstrates the fallacy
of this thinking through careful study of what scientists (small s) actually do. While
this may sound similar to deconstructivist argument, it is actually deconstruction’s
exact opposite, because, rather than sink into relativism, it instead dismisses the
object/subject distinction as simply unusable. Latour is starting over fresh with
a relatively known reality that keeps being forged by the work of humans and
nonhumans.

3. Science (capital S) is not the process of discovering a reality “out there.” The
true study of science (and society) shows a completely different picture: a science
that is made up of the successive constructions of relatively known states of af-
fairs established through chains of circulating reference that are more or less well
articulated.

4. Inscription (various forms of writing, charting, mapping, drawing, compartmental-
izing) is the key ingredient that accomplishes science (small s). The transportability,
durability, and readability of various forms of inscription draws things together in
such a way that argument is transformed and the work needed to dispute findings
increases.

5. Society (capital S) is misrepresented in the social sciences and should be recalcu-
lated as associations and/or collectives of human and nonhuman actors who hold
complex networks of changing relationships. The proper study of society (small s),
then, has more to do with unraveling and/or tracing these networks of connection
and less to do with an amorphous ether-like substance called “Society” or “social
forces.”

6. All of Latour’s work is embedded in careful, detailed on-site case study. The meticu-
lous detail of his tracings of science in practice is as nearly as possible indisputable.
However, the detail that proves his case can make it difficult to follow his theory.
Because we are generally so embedded in assumptions about the way things really
are, the author recommends readers go back to the details periodically to reinforce
understanding.

7. Latour’s life work can be seen as successive iterations of these discoveries via case
studies, simple examples from daily life, and more complex present-day and his-
torical examples in scientific discovery. Throughout his books and through many
different sciences, Latour demonstrates these principles and they hold. He really
has only one theory that extrapolates to any particular case. The recalculation
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of society and the social science, for example, follows from the recalculation of
science.

8. The value of Latour’s work for LIS is the clarity of his theory and the detail of his
practical accounts. His work explores the very challenge we most have, accounting
for human and nonhuman interaction (think: technology), the transformations be-
tween humans and nonhumans (think: technology), and our worries about the lon-
gevity of our electronic inscriptions (think: technology). Consider how valuable a
true perspective on technology would be for information science! How valuable a
true perspective on durable inscription would be for libraries! Latour’s work informs
our daily interactions in the information revolution.

9. Latour is fun to read. He doesn’t take himself too seriously and presents his work
in mild, funny, and self-deprecating ways. It is an invitation to think anew, a motion
to come on over and consider this interesting thing that happens when you look at
science closely. Placed within this group of essays you must suspend your typical
predispositions toward critical theory and allow yourself to consider something dif-
ferent. Bruno Latour starts in a different place and ends up somewhere else than you
expect, but you have caught the scenery for the entire trip and you reach your desti-
nation together. Latour is a refreshing journey.

Through a combination of detailed case-level examples buttressing a complex revolu-
tionary view of science, society, and the social, Latour has been prolific and consistent:
it is possible to look at any of his work and see the elements of his theory and the clear
presentation of his case. He continues to try different means to persuade and steer a long
tradition of Western thinking in a different direction. In presenting the work of Bruno
Latour here, I will focus only on two works that most clearly and comprehensively
presents the essential Latour: one, Pandora’s Hope (1999) where he traces his argu-
ment through the study of science, and two, Reassembling the Social (2005), where he
extends these arguments into social sciences. I will also take a few key points from his
most-cited article, “Why Has Critique Run out of Steam?” (2004).

PANDORA’S HOPE

“Do you believe in reality?” This is how Bruno Latour starts out Pandora’s Hope.
Latour’s laughing answer is “But of course! What a question!” Latour also notes that
the questioner, a scientist, seems relieved not to get the opposite answer, “something
like Of course not! Do you think I am that naive?” (Latour 1999, 1) In this exchange
Latour distances himself from the postmodernist dilemma and begins his mission, both
to answer how such a question could be asked and to redefine how we should under-
stand reality. As Latour says, science studies “started when we first began to talk about
scientific practice and thus offered a more realistic account of science-in-the-making,
grounding it firmly in laboratory sites, experiments, and groups of colleagues. ... Facts,
we found, were clearly constructed...realism gushed forth...and we began to speak
of nonhumans that were socialized...and with which scientists and engineers began
to swap properties. .. folding into each other, forming constantly changing collectives”
(1999, 15-16).

Latour’s argument hinges on the very close observation of what scientists actually
do. The argument then cascades down and ripples outward. The discoveries made in that
detailed examination of practice call for a series of new understandings that challenge
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our sense of the world (or rather, the sense we generally have come to believe of a hard
and fast “out there” and totally interpretive “in here.” This is what Latour calls the
“modernist settlement” [1999, 308, 310]). Latour shows this object/subject dichotomy
to be false, as well as any dialectic, or compromise. Also false are postmodernist so-
lutions that only continue further down the same path without questioning the initial
wrong turn. The following summarizes key points in this cascade, not to prove Latour’s
case, but to highlight the sequence such that the questioning reader can get a sense of
the ripple effects.

What do scientists actually do? This is what Latour is best at tracing. In nearly all of
his works, the argument proceeds through a careful observation of actual work in a lab-
oratory, on a research project, through an experiment, or involving a machine. He also
carefully studies the sequence of mediations and translations that end up in the words
and diagrams of final reports. In Pandora’s Hope, he follows three kinds of scientists in
the field (Boa Vista, Brazil)—a botanist, a pedologist, and a geographer, as they are in-
vestigating a section of Brazilian forest and savanna in order to sort out which (the forest
or the savanna) might be encroaching on the other. Latour follows them meticulously
as they first designate an area to study, discuss what they see as critical evidence (land-
scape, types of trees, grasses, thinning and mixing of the two over some space), look at
site maps together, mark ground into grids, take soil samples, create codes for soil types,
discriminate shadings of color to match up with the codes, decide which plant life is tell-
ing for the site, collect samplings of plant life, tally their collections, distribute samples
on tables and rearrange them, store their collections in numbered and ordered shelves,
construct charts and printed tables to represent again the samples in words and symbols,
and, eventually, translate all of this into their final report.

What is key, at every stage is the ability to trace, backwards, the steps taken. “Like
the footnotes used in scholarly works...the specimens will guarantee the text....We
will be able to go from (the) written report to the names of the plants, from these names
to the dried and classified specimens][,] [a]nd if there is ever a dispute, we will, with the
help of [the] notebooks, be able to go back from these specimens to the marked-out site
from which [they] started” (1999, 34). This summarizes what takes Latour more than
40 pages to describe in fine detail. In one case, for instance, he looks carefully at a de-
vice for collecting soil samples noting a key point: “the pedocomparator will help us
grasp the practical differences between abstract and concrete, sign and furniture...the
pedocomparator belongs to ‘things.” But in the regularity of its cubes, their disposition
in columns and rows, their discrete character, and the possibility of freely substituting
one column for another, the pedocomparator belongs to ‘signs’” (1999, 48). “Consider
this lump of earth. Grasped by Rene’s right hand, it retains all the materiality of soil....
Yet as it is placed inside the cardboard cube in Rene’s left hand, the earth becomes a
sign” (49) Here is an essential move for Latour, crossing object, subject, language, sign,
and method, that is, there are entities in between our rigid notions of “objects” and “sub-
jects.” In addition, as we shall see later, these entities do work, mediate and get medi-
ated, displace and get displaced, delegate and get delegated. When we bring human and
nonhuman entities into the same description, a lot more goes on.

For Latour, there are additional key aspects to this process of scientific practice: “at
each stage we have not only reduced, we have also gained or regained, since, with the
same work of representation, text, calculation, circulation, and relative universality, ...
inside the field report, we hold not only all of Boa Vista (to which we can return), but
also the explanation of its dynamic. We have been able, at every stage, to extend our link”
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(1999, 70-71). In other words, scientific practice changes the relationship of understand-
ing, reducing in some sense “all that’s there,” but also adding features that weren’t there
before, things we in fact couldn’t really see. In the paper, we can “see it all” and see it in
a different way than we could in the forest/savanna of Boa Vista. Actually, we couldn’t
see it—it is the paper, by its very reductions, that allows us to see it now in this way.

From this close observation, Latour develops a concept of “circulating reference’:
“Our philosophical tradition has been mistaken in wanting to make phenomena the
meeting point between things-in-themselves and categories of human understanding. ..
(they) have fought ceaselessly among themselves around this bipolar model. Phenom-
ena, however, are not found at the meeting point between things and the forms of the
human mind; phenomena are what circulates all along the reversible chain of transfor-
mations, at each step losing some properties to gain others that render them compatible
with already-established centers of calculation” (1999, 71-72). In this case, the kinds of
properties lost, for instance, are the tangibility of plant material; the kinds gained, the
ability to compare by number, grid, and graph. “It is hardly surprising that philosophers
have been unable to reach an understanding on the question of realism and relativism:
they have taken two provisional extremities for the entire chain, as if they had tried to
understand how a lamp and a switch could ‘correspond’ to each other after cutting the
wire and making the lamp ‘gaze out’ at the ‘external’ switch” (72-73).

All of Latour follows from this central concept of circulating reference. If we follow
closely the work of scientists, we discover that this circulating reference among enti-
ties stabilizes accounts of things. We also see that circulating reference is held in place,
translated, and transported via various forms of inscription not limited only to the writ-
ing in the final report. The naive pre-scientist, then, is merely missing the inscriptional
forms that allow better and more successive transformations to be held in the chain
without breaking the cycle of reference. This is the way that humans are mixed into the
world. We are navigating (all of us scientists and others) in a complex of circulating
references.

It is always possible to extend this circulating reference in more directions through
other connections—historical ones, those from other sciences, what comes in from con-
sidering a wider context, and that which politics might add. These, however, rather than
“explain,” merely open up further aspects of the now multipart chain, such that it is a
network of intersecting chains that link and re-link, drop links and add links as both hu-
mans and nonhumans enter into reductions, translations, mediations, and innovations
in understanding. Close inspection, always and everywhere, reveals chains of circulat-
ing references that rely on inscription to translate, carry forward, and provide reference
back to a series of intersecting human and nonhuman variables. Truth and belief pass in
and out of certainty based on the strength and traceability of the chains.

The next step for Latour is to show how science is mixed up with lots of things be-
yond “science.” The notion of circulating reference changes everything. Reality has
more to do now with how scientists (and any other individuals) establish connections
than an unalterable reality that out there that exists no matter what we do. “Science stud-
ies,...[does] not to state a priori that there exists ‘some connection’ between science
and society because the existence of this connection depends on what the actors have
done to establish it. Science studies merely provides a means of tracing this connec-
tion when it exist” (1999, 86). In addition, science studies shows that society, politics,
and science bound together, are inseparable. As Latour simply and eloquently states,
“The social history of the sciences does not say: ‘Look for society hidden in, behind,
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or underneath the sciences.” It merely asks some simple questions: ‘In a given period,
how long can you follow a policy before having to deal with the detailed content of a
science? How long can you examine the reasoning of a scientist before having to get
involved with the details of a policy?...All we ask of you is not to cut away the thread
when it leads you, through a series of imperceptible transitions, from one type of ele-
ment to the other” (1999, 86—87). Note here the reasonableness of this demand. Think
of any case that comes to mind—emission caps and trade is an easy one—and you will
see how quickly science and politics embroil each other. In case after case, Latour shows
that there are connections that can be traced in this way and that these tracings must in-
clude nonhuman as well as human actors.

We now have a new definition of reality, or what it is that is going on when scientists
delineate a state of affairs: “The quality of science reference...depends...on the extent
of its transformations, the safety of its connections, the progressive accumulation of its
mediations, the numbers of interlocutors it engages, its ability to make nonhumans ac-
cessible to words, its capacity to interest and convince others, and its routine institution-
alization of these flows. ... There do not exist true statements that correspond to a state
of affairs and false statements that do not, but only continuous or interrupted reference”
(1999, 97). The scientist (and anyone) in “explaining” what’s going on is tied to these
essential ways of establishing what is going on, and the explanation survives or fails on
its ability to hold these factors stable.

What about these so-called nonhumans? According to Latour, rather than think of
them as objects “out there,” we must consider them part of a collective that gets estab-
lished when a state of affairs has continuous reference. Latour speaks of humans “so-
cializing” nonhumans into this collective (see 1999, 114). As an example, Latour uses
Pasteur’s discovery of lactic fermentation. He shows how Pasteur successively moves
an unknown partially articulated nonhuman entity into the realm of “fact”: “in which the
entity is made of floating sense data, taken as a name of action, and then, finally, turned
into a plantlike and organized being with a place within a well established taxonomy”
(1999, 122). The nonhuman entity and the human (scientist) interact, transforming each
other. Latour goes on to discuss how the scientist (in this case Pasteur) helps define the
nonhuman through successive displays of its actions—first in the lab, then by descrip-
tion to colleagues, and finally, by attributing independence to the nonhuman.

Latour traces very carefully, in this instance as in others, how scientists work to-
ward a solution, first describing an unknown before some agreement has been reached
in terms of what it does or doesn’t do in a lab, establishing some stable characteristics
under certain tests, then hesitatingly describing it with language like “it appears to be”
or “scientist X claims that,” and then, voila, science drops these modifiers, gives a name,
and a “fact” is born with language like “as everyone knows,” this substance x causes that
effect y. In Latour’s words, “The accuracy of the statement is not related to a state of
affairs out there, but to the traceability of a series of transformations” (1999, 123). So,
the experiment is text, but it is tied to a situation where actants undergo trials in a lab,
then the scientists is tried by his colleagues, and both the newly articulated entity and the
scientist exchange and enhance their properties (124-25). In this case Pasteur doesn’t
discover an already existing lactic ferment but rather, in Latour’s terms, a new chain of
reference is established where an entity gains properties and Pasteur gains authority.

Through the explication of the revelation of lactic ferment by Pasteur, Latour illu-
minates a fundamental contradiction in the modernist settlement: “that on the one hand
facts are experimentally made up and never escape their manmade settings, and on the
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other hand it is essential that facts are nor made up and something emerges that is not
manmade” (1999, 125). It can’t be both—and here Latour shows, through detail in a
specific case of experimentation, how scientists fabricate yet simultaneously deny fab-
rication. Science studies is about rewriting this contradiction into a more commonsen-
sical and inclusive understanding that finally gets us somewhere beyond the objective/
subjective double bind.

Why is this so important? Because all are included—every example shows
constructions—and you don’t have to be persuaded by this one case; Latour is a call-
ing for you to reexamine this for yourself. Latour’s model is a workable alternative to
the usual one. Latour “would like to establish an entirely different model for the rela-
tions between humans and nonhumans [using] the notion of propositions. Propositions
are not statements, or things, or any sort of intermediary between the two. They are,
first of all, actants. Pasteur, the lactic acid, the laboratory are all actants. What distin-
guishes propositions from one another is not a single vertical abyss between words and
the world, but many differences between them, without anyone knowing in advance if
these differences are big or small, provisional or definitive, reducible or irreducible.
This is precisely what the word ‘pro-positions’ suggests. They are not positions, things,
substances, or essences pertaining to a nature made up of mute objects facing a talkative
human mind, but occasions given to different entities to enter into contact. These occa-
sions for interaction allow the entities to modify their definitions over the course of an
event—in the present case, an experiment” (1999, 41).

Again, rather than establish objects “out there” and subjects “in here” that we dis-
cover: “The relation established between propositions is not that of a correspondence
across a yawning gap, but what I will call articulation. .. .Instead of being a privilege
of a human mind surrounded by mute things, articulation becomes a very common
property of propositions, in which many entities can participate” (1999, 142). “Our
involvement with the things we speak about is at once more intimate and much less di-
rect than that of the traditional picture: we are allowed to say new, original things when
we enter well-articulated settings like good laboratories. Articulation between proposi-
tions goes much deeper than speech. We speak because the propositions of the world
are themselves articulated, not the other way around” (144). According to Latour, we
are part of a cluster, a gathering, a collective, and we’re engaged, as scientists, humans,
in figuring it out. We get new places in knowledge partly on our own, it seems, and
partly as moved to by the articulation of other propositions around us. Propositions,
then, engage in this circulating reference to come into “existence” outside the subject/
object dichotomy. Rather than existence/nonexistence, Latour proposes we distinguish
between well-articulated and inarticulate propositions. In addition, every change in the
articulation makes a difference in the circulating reference that has been articulated
(149-50).

Latour goes on to suggest that this new relationship of articulation means that what
we have traditionally taken as kinds of steady (but undiscovered sometimes) existence
is rather a continuously upheld state of relationships. That is, lactic ferment didn’t exist
before Pasteur, rather “we should be able to talk calmly about relative existence....Rel-
ative existence means that we follow the entities without stretching, framing, squeezing,
and cutting them with the four adverbs never, nowhere, always, everywhere. If we use
these adverbs, Pouchet’s spontaneous generations will never have been there anywhere
in the world; it was an illusion all along; it is not allowed to have been part of the popula-
tion of entities making up space and time. Pasteur’s ferments carried by the air, however,
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had always been there, all along everywhere, and were bona fide members of the popu-
lation of entities making up space and time long before Pasteur” (1999, 156).

Latour offers an alternative picture of the world that is beyond the scope of this essay.
Since he is offering a completely different explanation of the world and of reality, he
necessarily engages philosophy beyond the needs of LIS. Or rather, if we really want
to get it right, enmeshed as we are in technology and society (traditionally defined), we
will have to go back farther than we expected. This may be too far for the reader, but it
is the place we eventually must go. The differences emerging in modern society due to
increasing technology have been misunderstood, according to Latour: “Unlike what is
held by the traditional distinction, the difference between an ancient or ‘primitive’ col-
lective and a modern or ‘advanced’ one is not that the former manifests a rich mixture
of social and technical culture while the latter exhibits a technology devoid of ties with
the social order....The difference, rather, is that the latter translates, crosses over, en-
rolls, and mobilizes more elements, which are more intimately connected, with a more
finely woven social fabric, than the former does. One finds, of course, longer chains of
action in ‘modern’ collectives, a greater number of nonhumans (machines, automatons,
devices) associated with one another, but one must not overlook the size of markets, the
number of people in their orbits, the amplitude of the mobilization: more objects, yes,
but many more subjects as well. Those who have tried to distinguish these two sorts of
collective by attributing ‘objectivity’ and ‘efficiency’ to modern technology and ‘hu-
manity’ to low-tech poesis have been deeply mistaken. Objects and subjects are made
simultaneously, and an increased number of subjects is directly related to the number of
objects stirred—brewed—into the collective. The adjective modern does not describe an
increased distance between society and technology or their interaction, but a deepened
intimacy, a more intricate mesh, between the two” (1999, 195).

REASSEMBLING THE SOCIAL

Note that Latour in Pandora’s Hope has already made the leap from science to soci-
ety, already through this close inspection of the doing of science arrived far away and
right in the middle of our entire description of what is going on with regard the state of
affairs we generally call the world, society, and humanity. In “Why Has Critique Run
Out of Steam?” he makes this explicit: “Once you realize that scientific objects cannot
be socially explained, then you realize that the so-called weak objects, those that appear
to be candidates for the accusation of anti-fetishism, were never mere projections on an
empty screen either. They act too, they too do things, they too make you do things. It
is not only the objects of science that resist, but all the others as well, those that were
supposed to have been ground to dust by the powerful teeth of automated reflex-action
deconstructors” (Latour 1999, 242-43).

In Reassembling the Social, Latour takes the lessons learned from science and ap-
plies them to the social sciences. Instead of the social being a specific domain of real-
ity, social is what comes about when entities associate. The concept of associations that
constitute society is similar to the idea of circulating references that constitute “facts”
among humans and nonhumans in the laboratories of science. In the case of society ac-
tors gather, socialize each other (while not in themselves “social”’) by successive bind-
ings that must remain unbroken in order to keep that particular social intact. That is, the
social is constituted by chains of association. ““‘[S]ocial’ is not some glue that could fix
everything including what the other glues cannot fix; it is what is glued together by many
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other types of connectors...[it is] what should be explained by the specific associa-
tions provided by economic, linguistic, psychology, management, etc....it’s perfectly
acceptable to designate by the same word a trail of associations between heterogeneous
elements. . . to remain faithful to the original intuitions of the social sciences by redefin-
ing sociology, not as the ‘science of the social,” but as the tracing of associations. . ..[T]
he adjective social does not designate a thing among other things...but a type of con-
nection between things that are not in themselves social” (Latour 2005, 5).

Interestingly though, social scientists have not been following these bindings as well
as the scientists have, nor have they as carefully inscribed these relationships of refer-
ences in uninterrupted chains like the scientists have. They have extended the mistaken
notion of Science (capital S) as a hunt for facts, so Latour has to re-inform the proper
way to do their work going back to a time before the modernist settlement. In a way, this
is the reverse of what Latour has done with science studies: whereas with science stud-
ies, he follows scientists to show how they actually work in contradiction to how they
say they work, in the case of the social sciences, he follows actants in society in order
to show how social scientists have not been creating the kinds of stable references, con-
nections, and associations that they should. While this might seem to “[dilute] sociology
to mean any type of aggregate from chemical bonds to legal ties, from atomic forces
to corporate bodies, from physiological to political assemblies...this is precisely the
point ... as all those heterogeneous elements might be assembled anew in some given
state of affairs...this is...the most common experience we have in encountering the
puzzling face of the social. A new vaccine is marketed, a new job description is offered,
a new political movement is being created, a new planetary system is discovered, a new
law is voted, a new catastrophe occurs. In each instance we have to reshuffle our con-
ceptions of what has been associated together because the previous definition has been
made somewhat irrelevant. We are no longer sure about what ‘we’ means” (2005, 5-6).

Once we make this break from a “thing” called “social” to an array, a collective, a
set of relationships among actants, we are then free to constitute the social by examin-
ing the ways the connections are made, maintained, circulate, get disrupted, reassemble,
and reconstitute as new social facts. “In such a view, law, for instance, should not be
seen as what should be explained by ‘social structure’ in addition to its inner logic; on
the contrary, its inner logic may explain some features of what makes an association
last longer. ... Science does not have to be replaced by its ‘social framework,” which is
‘shaped by social forces’ as well as its own objectivity, because its objects themselves
are dislocating any given context through the foreign elements research laboratories are
associating together in unpredictable ways....Religion does not have to be ‘accounted
for’ by social forces because in its very definition—indeed its very name—it links to-
gether entities which are not part of the social order” (2005, 7).

Latour proposes a number of names for this new sociology, “sociology of associa-
tions” “sociology of innovation” and “actant-rhizome ontology,” but settles on what it
has come to be known as actor-network theory (ANT). The prior sociology is then the
“sociology of the social” (2005, 9). Latour admits that the former sociology is conve-
nient for many situations, but stipulates that where innovations are occurring and where
change is happening fast, the former sociology is inadequate. He further stipulates that
it must be the actors themselves (humans and nonhumans) who must be granted voice in
order to understand what is happening—they are the ones forging the new associations
and social science must trace them, not simply deny their authority by substituting the
catchphrases of the social sciences as if they explained (11). Like science granting to
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the objects they study an agency, as Latour argues they should, in this, then, objects and
facts, people and society disappear, and what replaces them is circulations of connected
tracings that pull things together: “Social is nowhere in particular as a thing among
other things but may circulate everywhere as a movement connecting non-social things”
(107). Latour calls this the “sociology of translation” (2005). Paralleling physics, “so-
ciology of the social remains pre-relativist, while our sociology has to be fully ‘relativ-
ist.” In most ordinary cases, for instance, situations that change slowly, the pre-relativist
framework is perfectly fine. But as soon as things accelerate, innovations proliferate,
and entities multiply ... a relativist solution has to be devised to move between frames
and to regain some sort of commensurability between traces coming from frames trav-
eling at very different speeds and accelerations. . ..If physicists at the beginning of the
previous century were able to do away with the common sense solution of an absolutely
rigid and indefinitely plastic ether, can sociologists discover new traveling possibilities
by abandoning the notion of a social substance...?” (12).

Latour goes on to extrapolate in Reassembling the Social that this redefinition leads
to a set of uncertainties: that groups are not the stable entities social science generally
takes them for, that outside agents make us “do things,” that objects (nonhumans) have
agency too, and that social science should rather investigate “matters of concern” rather
than “matters of fact,” as mysteries to be explained rather than things taken for granted
as “social.” Latour also offers that the social science’s laboratory is observation, listen-
ing closely to actors, and the writing of texts.

Perhaps the most complex, most difficult to understand concept is Latour’s notion
that distinguishes “matters of concern” from “matters of fact.” Here he argues that the
social sciences should take “facts” beyond laboratories, look to the controversies gener-
ated, across many different planes that we have called “the social,” and perhaps not be
differentiating social science methods, but rather follow the same methods Latour has
outlined for science studies. Humans and nonhumans, together, co-construct matters of
concern that fall in and out of relatively constant production as “objects” or “things” by
virtue of an ongoing enterprise of connections, associations, and references. I think the
best, most graphic example of what Latour means by this is the account given in “Why
Has Critique Run Out of Steam?”

[the] Columbia (disaster) in early 2003 offer[s]...a tragic instantiation of...[the]... metamor-
phosis of an object into a thing....What else would you call this sudden transformation of
a completely mastered, perfectly understood, quite forgotten by the media, taken-for-granted,
matter-of-factual projectile into a sudden shower of debris falling on the United States, which
thousands of people tried to salvage in the mud and rain, collect in a huge hall to serve as so many
clues in a judicial scientific investigation? Here, suddenly, in a stroke, an object had become a
thing, a matter of fact was considered a matter of great concern....how could there be a better
example of this making and unmaking than this catastrophe unfolding all its thousand folds?...
At the very same time...another extraordinarily parallel event was occurring...this time a
Thing—with a capital T—was assembled trying to coalesce, to gather in one decision, one object,
one projection of force: a military strike against Iraq. Again, it was hard to tell whether this gather-
ing was a tribunal, a parliament, a command-and-control war room, a rich man’s club, a scientific
congress, or a TV stage. But certainly it was an assembly where matters of great concern were
debated and proven—except there was much puzzlement about which type of proofs should be
given and how accurate they were. The difference between...(them)...was that while in the case
of Columbia we had a perfectly mastered object that was suddenly transformed into a shower of
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burning debris...there, at the United Nations, we had an investigation that tried to coalesce, in
one unifying, unanimous, solid, mastered object, masses of people, opinions, and might. In one
case the object was metamorphosed into a thing; in the second, the thing was attempting to turn
into an object. We could witness, in the one case, the head, in another, the tail of the trajectory
through which matters of fact emerge out of matters of concern. In both cases we were offered
a unique window into the number of things that have to participate in the gathering of an object
(2004, 235, 236).

Here we see how Latour does not distinguish between the proper study of science and
the proper study of society—they are part and parcel of the same set of mechanisms that
must be understood to get anywhere with either. People and things and objects, humans
and nonhumans, gather, interact, make each other do things, have agency, have histori-
cal accounts, go in ever traceable directions such that the explanation must go in wid-
ening circles, in multiple directions, following networks of connections. At the heart is
the ability of scientists and social scientists to leave more (strongly) or less (weakly) ar-
ticulated accounts. Again: “There do not exist true statements that correspond to a state
of affairs and false statements that do not, but only continuous or interrupted reference”
(1999, 97). Another point of interest to LIS is the way some, especially social, things
circulate via forms. “[A] form is simply something which allows something else to be
transported from one site to another. ... Such a displacement from ideal to a material can
be extended to information. To provide a piece of information is the action of putting
something into a form. But now the word takes a very mundane, practical meaning; it
can be a paper slip, a document, a report, an account, a map, whatever succeeds in the
incredible feat of transporting a site into another one without deformation through mas-
sive transformations....Once again, scientific activity offers many privileged cases of
transportation through transformations” (Latour 2005, 225). Latour goes on to note the
Sformalism of social sciences: “I knew from the beginning that, although those sociolo-
gists (of the social) make for awkward social theory, because they interrupt the task of
assembling the social, this is just the reason why they are so good at performing it, that
is at formatting the relations between sites. ... If the social sciences per-form the social,
then those forms have to be followed with just as much care as the controversies. ... We
can say that the sociology of the social circulates in the same way as physical standards
do, or better yet, that social sciences are part of metrology” (226-27).

This reference to metrology harkens back to the pedocomparator of Pandora’s Hope.
Latour has come full circle, or rather displays a remarkable consistency across the
science/social science divide: science (including social science) is made up of circulat-
ing references held together by complex chains that include complex mediators that are
neither sign nor object. Here chains are forged with forms and standards, what we saw
before as what “renders them compatible with already established centers of calculation”
(1999, 71-72). In Latour’s words: “Standards and metrology solve practically the ques-
tion of relativity that seems to intimidate so many people: can we obtain some sort of
universal agreement? Of course we can! Provided you find a way to hook up your local
instrument to one of the many metrological chains whose material network can be fully
described, and whose cost can be fully determined. Provided there is no interruption, no
break, no gap, and no uncertainty along any point of transmission. Indeed, traceability
is precisely what the whole of metrology is all about! No discontinuity allowed, which is
just what ANT needs for tracing the social topography. Ours is the social theory that has
taken metrology as the paramount example of what it is to expand locally everywhere,

199



200

CRITICAL THEORY FOR LIBRARY AND INFORMATION SCIENCE

all the while bypassing the local as well as the universal” (Latour 2005, 229). Compare
this kind of tracing to the tracings described by Latour, observed in Boa Vista (or any sci-
ence), and one can see Latour’s argument, in both cases, is of the same kind.

Latour sums up: “[T]he question of the social emerges when the ties in which one is
entangled begin to unravel; the social is further detected through the surprising move-
ments from one association to the next; those movements can either be suspended or re-
sumed; when they are prematurely suspended, the social as normally construed is bound
together with already accepted participants called ‘social actors’ who are members of
‘society’; when the movement toward collection is resumed, it traces the social as as-
sociations through many non-social entities might become participants later; if pursued
systematically, this tracking may end up in a shared definition of a common world I
have called a collective; but if there are no procedures to render it common, it may fail
to be assembled; and lastly, sociology is best defined as the discipline where partici-
pants explicitly engage in the reassembling of the collective” (2005, 247). This is not a
sleight of hand or mere wordplay, but a call to use the proper techniques of science in
the social sciences. We then must (if we follow Latour) pay closer attention to what the
nonhumans do, not what we imagine they were intended to do, but rather what media-
tions they cause, how humans and nonhumans cluster in associations, how very close
observations reveal ever changing relationships, how following the trails where they
lead leads to proper science, more accurate policy, and many other unexpected places.
These constantly changing, but traceable interactions mutually bind large numbers of
nonsocial entities into a collective association we then call “the social.”

CONCLUSIONS FOR LIS

Latour’s theories have been used more or less frequently in the LIS literature, de-
pending on whether you count mere citation, what you count as LIS, and what you con-
sider substantive engagement. The ACM Digital Library shows about 30 citations for
Latour and Actor Network Theory appears as a keyword entry in only 6 records. These
are all relatively recent and cite mostly older works of Latour, such as his 1987 Labo-
ratory Life. Many are proceedings papers. I haven’t read them all, but Latour does not
seem to be central aspect of these works. There are only 4 citations of Latour in LISA
(searching in the abstract), one of which cites the more recent Pandora’s Hope. 1 could
not find any citations of Latour in Wilson’s Library Literature and Information Science
(neither in the Full Text nor in the Retrospective portions). Science studies could be
seen as emerging into LIS—but it remains an uncertain tracing. Since Latour is most
likely to be classified closer to science and technology studies, it makes sense that he
is cited by the ACM more than by LIS literature. Two relatively well-known figures in
our field, Bowker in Sorting Things Out and Starr in How Things Work, draw substan-
tively on Latour and science studies, but it is not clear how widely their message has
been received.

Blaise Cronin in “Receiving the French: a Bibliometric Snapshot of the Impact
of “French theory” on Information Science” in Journal of Information Science 35:4
(2009), shows that Latour is the most cited of French theorists in a short-list of infor-
mation science journals, but in reviewing article-by-article a sampling of the most re-
cent in flagship journals like Information Science and JASIS&T, few made more than
passing mention of Latour. There was one interesting article by Lucase Introna and
Louise Whittaker, “Power, Cash, and Convenience: Translations in the Political Site of
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the ATM” (Information Science 22 [2006]: 325-40) that explicitly takes actor network
theory as a model, but that was only one of two dozen sampled that did so, and I would
note the ATM article, while interesting technologically, economically, politically, and
sociologically is a thin case of information exchange compared to the complex scholarly
communications that many in LIS would reasonable say are closer to the LIS core of
interest. Five relatively recent articles in Library Quarterly mention Latour in the con-
text of scholarship and library work, but, again, only cite Latour in passing or only cite
his earliest work.

It is not clear that Latour should be lumped with French theorists or any “critical
turn” (Cronin, 400) and Cronin himself points this out. Cronin also understands the
challenges of citation analysis and Web of Science as the place to do it, so, it is very
useful to know that Latour is mentioned by many whom some would call central in in-
formation science, but it remains to be seen how carefully they follow Latour, since 207
of 235 articles citing Latour (according to Cronin’s study) are citations of Latour’s 1979
Laboratory Life (108 citations) or his 1986 Science in Action (99 citations). It is perhaps
that Latour is mistakenly lumped with “critical theory” and “French theory” that he has
been underutilized. I have tried to show in this article how far he stands in opposition to
French critical theory.

Substantive use of Latour as he has refined and expanded his thinking remains tan-
gential to libraries. It is possible that Latour has growing relevance in affiliated disci-
plines like technology and society studies, and computer-supported cooperative work,
but it is not clear they see themselves as part of our field. Cronin speaks a bit to this issue
as well in an earlier article “The Sociological Turn in Information Science” Journal of
Information Science, 34:4 (2008). Placing Latour among the constructivists, he suggests
their relativism is unappealing to LIS (471). In looking at the “social” in LIS, he notes a
burgeoning literature, but regrets the social sciences have seemed to pay little attention
to LIS. I think the problem is, as we see with Latour, that LIS tends not to engage social
science theory very deeply and thus do not make enough of a critical mass of scholar-
ship to impinge on critical thinking in other social sciences.

However, if Latour really wants things to change, he’d better be hoping that his the-
ory can be grasped by regular people like librarians and mainstream information scien-
tists as well as philosophers of science. I am not sure we as librarians nor as information
scientists fall into Latour’s category of scientists who mostly don’t bother worrying
about this stuff or the social scientists who, influenced by critical theory, endlessly do
just that (see Pandora’s Hope, 19), but I expect we have most likely been moving to the
social science camp. There are possibilities in Latour’s insights that might revolution-
ize our understanding of the relationship we have with technology and our associations
with it. Practicing his methods and engaging more deeply with his theoretical position
might take us places we haven’t considered. We could become more articulate about
our propositions and the collective in which we find ourselves embedded, especially
regarding interactions of humans and computing machinery. He must be writing for us,
for people in the midst of this change, if he really thinks our sense of reality and society
can change. We’re allowed to take a stab at it, even imperfectly. It’s a shift that could
lead us far.

The question remains, What’s in it for LIS? Obviously, librarians might like the con-
cept of circulating reference. Clearly there something library-like in the necessity for
keeping traces of scholarship in science and there is clear information theory in how
meaning circulates. We are part of both of those. Latour points out that the root word
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underpinning reference is “to bring back (Pandora’s Hope, 32) and library reference
is clearly of a kind with that reference. Libraries help hold many of the pieces that are
circulating between scientists, preserve them, and make them just that much more trace-
able. In theory, libraries can bring them back whenever they are needed.

More importantly, libraries are in the midst of incredible innovation and change due
to machine age, so that is the very place, according to Latour, where we ought to be
able to observe shiftings and realignment of actors in their networks of associations. If
we think of computing machines as part of this and having their own agency, we might
get farther and to a different place in our understanding of what’s going on here and now
in our libraries and in our scholarship about information society. Surely on academic
campuses, and surely throughout the so-called “knowledge industry” we see disrup-
tions, change, and many new boundaries being drawn. Thinking even simply, just for li-
braries, one could point to the emergence of realigned digital resource departments, new
media centers, and radically altered organizational charts. Thinking even simply, just for
libraries, we could point to the changing “nature” of serials and serial publishing. Think
of our concept of serial as well: is it “the same object” we have “always” known, or has
the e-journal exploded over our heads and we’re picking up the pieces to figure out what
happened? Are we not, collectively meeting in our own United Nations of LIS trying
to make together that new object? These are just simple and basic possibilities—what
might we find if we attempt to trace all of the elements that are assembled?

But one might ask what to do with Latour in daily life, tomorrow, could he really
help? How would one actually begin to think more carefully using Latour? I suggest
it must be with the actors themselves. This leads to an open operational question: who
are the actors in our network? Do we even know? Have we even attempted to account
for them? And it’s not as simple as “the end users” although they are part of it. I would
ask all of us to think again to our daily lives with computers, calendar software, online
catalogs, librarians, systems offices, scholars, publishers, office software, distributors,
interface developers, Web browsers, chat, e-mail, cell phones, keyboards, monitors, da-
tabases, search algorithms, classification schemes, and NISO standards. Can we (again,
even simply) think of ourselves as “socializing” them into our world, and, conversely,
don’t they, just as much, “make us do things,” socializing us into their collective? Maybe
so, maybe enough to take a deeper look. Even so simple an object as the printer asks for
more attention than it seems to deserve as a “simple machine.” In my reference librarian
role, this actant engages me more than any other—it breaks, it refuses to print PDFs, it
causes numerous humans to cluster around it cajoling and pleading. I, as a practitioner
and decade-long instructor in the top LIS program (and I-school) suggest our I-school
colleagues have not given proper attention to these “mundane artifacts.” Surely it war-
rants questioning.

Latour offers a new way of understanding what’s going on—it will take time to prac-
tice, time to consider the new objects as part of the equation, time to look for all the
actors—but clearly we are in an arena of innovation and change that seems, intuitively,
even simply, to mimic his accounts. Watching carefully we might be able to trace more
articulate chains of reference for ourselves.
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Jean Lave’s Practice Theory
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INTRODUCTION

Jean Lave’s book Cognition in Practice (1988) develops the theory of practice as an
alternative to cognitivist' research. The book is a thorough review and criticism of cog-
nitive research on problem solving and human information processing. Based on sev-
eral empirical studies on problem solving in mundane settings and everyday activities,
Lave argues that cognition is not within the mind but stretches over mind, body, activity,
and culturally organized settings—hence always involving other actors. Lave’s criti-
cal project is in fact twofold. It is criticism of schooling and what Lave (1988) calls the
knowledge transfer assumption—the assumption that the skills and knowledge acquired
in schools are widely applicable in other arenas of life as well. Second, it is an in-depth
analysis and critique of the lack of ecological validity in laboratory-type cognitive re-
search. Lave argues that both schooling practices and laboratory-type cognitive research
ignore discontinuities between situations.

This chapter presents the basic ideas and arguments of practice theory as formulated
by Lave (1988). The structure of the chapter is as follows: after discussing some of the
major differences between practice theory and other social theoretical approaches, I re-
view the differences between Lave’s practice theory and theorists who are often cited
as also having formulated a theory of practice. Second, I introduce some of the em-
pirical foundations and key findings on which Lave started to formulate her theoretical
arguments. Third, I present the main ideas and concepts in Lave’s theory of practice.
I end by discussing the implications of Lave’s theory of practice for information science
research.

OVERVIEW OF JEAN LAVE’S RESEARCH

Jean Lave earned her PhD in social anthropology from Harvard University in
1968. She was a professor in education and geography at the University of California,
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Berkeley until her retirement. The main body of Lave’s research concentrates on the
redefinition of learning and knowing in terms of social practice (see a 1977-2002 se-
lection of Lave’s works in the bibliography). Lave’s best-known scholarly work is the
book Situated Learning: Legitimate Peripheral Participation (1991), which she wrote
together with Etiennne Wenger. Lave and Wenger (1991) coined the concept commu-
nities of practice (CoP) to describe the context where learning and knowledge cre-
ation take place. The CoP concept underlines that learning is most efficient when it is
ubiquitous in ongoing activity and evolves through legitimate peripheral participation,
that is, through involvement and participation in authentic work tasks and concrete pro-
ductive and goal-oriented activities. Lave and Wenger stressed that learning is deeply
embedded in authentic work and everyday life settings. They defined communities of
practice as groups of people working and acting on a specific activity domain, engaging
in joint tasks and projects in pursuit of which they employ common procedures, work
with the same tools, and express themselves in a common language.

The CoP theory has had a major influence on advancing the adoption and application
of knowledge management (KM) in workplaces. It offered a new paradigm for the man-
agement of organizational knowledge and learning in organizations. Within information
science, the CoP concept and Lave and Wenger’s situated learning theory have been
used in studies focusing on knowledge sharing in workplaces (Davenport 2001; Hara
2007) and in studies that have looked at the possibilities of designing of online commu-
nities of practice for the purposes of organizational learning and knowledge sharing.>

Vann and Bowker (2001) noted that the widespread popularity of the CoP concept
has, to a large degree, left Lave’s originally profoundly critical project in building a
theory of practice in its shadow. @sterlund and Carlile (2005) similarly remarked that
most studies applying Lave and Wenger (1991) have focused on communities and ig-
nored the concept of practice. This chapter, in turn, focuses on the foundational ideas of
Lave’s practice theory.

LAVE’S PRACTICE THEORY AND OTHER SOCIAL
THEORETICAL APPROACHES

Lave is usually credited for having started the movement towards the situated cogni-
tion and situated learning paradigm. The situated cognition movement was, however, a
broader intellectual movement across fields.? Important works on situated learning and
situated activity were published by, for instance, Yrjo Engestrom (1987), Lucy Suchman
(1987), John Seely Brown, Allan Collins, and Paul Duguid (1989), and Edwin Hutchins
(1991). Situativity theories* or situated learning theories thus did not emerge solely
in educational research, and, similarly, are not applied only in educational research.
Although situated learning theories speak of learning, teaching, and schooling, they are
more generally concerned with the issues of how people become informed, how people
come to possess something that can be called knowledge, what is the nature of deep ex-
pertise, and what explains workers’ ability to perform highly complex work tasks.

In addition to learning research, Lave’s work draws from the sociology of scien-
tific knowledge (SSK), especially from empirical laboratory studies of scientific prac-
tices (Latour 1979; Knorr-Cetina 1981; Lynch 1982; Traweek 1988). These studies were
based on close observation of science-in-the-making and approached the manufacture
of science and scientific knowledge as a mundane everyday practice (Lave 1988, 82).
Laboratory studies foregrounded the way in which the tools and instruments used by
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scientists are not just devices for reaching results but play a crucial role in the design of
experiments and in the formation of scientific hypotheses. Technologies-in-use, theo-
ries, and results, are intertwined. Results from experiments can be highly ambiguous,
and decisions as to how to interpret them are not taken individually but as part of the
mutually learned and shared everyday work practices of a community of scholars. The
way that laboratory studies brought into view the mundane hands-on, tool-mediated,
and situationally unfolding character of scientific knowledge production has been im-
portant for the development of Lave’s practice theory (Lave 1993, 8).

In Cognition in Practice (1988), Lave herself named Pierre Bourdieu’s book Outline
of a Theory of Practice (1977) and Anthony Giddens’ (1979; 1984) works as central
influences in the emerging practice theory. Ludwig Wittgenstein (1980) is also often
mentioned as an important practice theorist, and Harold Garfinkel (1967) and Alfred
Schutz (1964) are, likewise, theorists sometimes linked with practice theory. However,
important differences exist between Lave’s practice theory and the thinking and inter-
ests of Bourdieu, Giddens, Wittgenstein, Garfinkel, and Schutz.’

As Thevenot (2001, 66) points out, Bourdieu’s idea of social practice “derives from
customs, beliefs, symbols, and shared dispositions at the core of a community.” Bour-
dieu’s (1984) central concept, habitus, assumes a kind of permanence in dispositions
across contexts, and foregrounds repetitive, habitualized types of conduct (Thevenot
2001, 71). In Lave’s practice theory, human activity is not viewed as grounded in habits
or routines. In Lave’s theory, practice has a more emergent, improvisational, and gen-
erative, future-creating, character.

Giddens (1979; 1984) in turn emphasizes the general dependence of members of
society on the existing repertoire of practices in their society. Practices are governed
by rules (norms, codes) and resources that establish the possibilities for actions. In
Giddens’ theory, the system of practices reproduces itself whenever it is being drawn
upon (Barnes 2001, 27). Giddens’ notion of social practice differs from Lave’s in that
it is not concerned with the particularities of situated practices. Giddens discusses the
self-actualization of individuals in terms of lifestyles, and sees the continuity of soci-
ety in practices, customary and routinized ways of behaving (Knorr-Cetina 2001, 175;
Thevenot 2001, 72).

Lave, in turn, does not see rules as governing practice, rather, she argues that activity
and its values and goals are generated simultaneously. Lave (1990) makes a distinction
between two different notions of culture: culture of acquisition and understanding-in-
practice. In the first, learning and knowledge are assumed to stem from an already ex-
isting pool of knowledge, and result from cultural transmission, which is assumed to lie
at the heart of the reproduction of social systems. Acquired or transmitted knowledge is
abstracted and decontextualized and not necessarily effectively or actively drawn upon
in real-life activity settings. Knowledge resulting from understanding-in-practice is self
sustained, context embedded, opportunity based, intuitive, and embodied, based on the
situations whose specific characteristics are part of the practice as it unfolds (Lave 1988;
1990).

In Wittgenstein’s (1980) philosophy, action is grounded in practices, concrete do-
ings that take place over time. Although the notion of language games is a key concept
in Wittgenstein’s late philosophy, for Wittgenstein, meanings and interpretations do not
determine action. However, also Wittgenstein talks about practice as habitualized rule
following. Rule following is something that comes naturally to people acting within a
specific situation, in an almost automatic fashion (Bloor 2001).
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Ethnomethodologists such as Garfinkel (1967) are sometimes labelled as practice
theorists, and some researchers associate practice theory with the social phenomenol-
ogy of Schutz (1964). For identifying differences between Lave’s practice theory and
these social theories, Reckwitz’s (2002) way of classifying and naming major social
theories is useful. He speaks of culturalist mentalism, textualism, intersubjectivism, and
practice theory. The differences between the foci and units of analysis among these are
presented in Table 16.1.

For Reckwitz (2002, 247), Schutz’s social phenomenology represents the prototype
of mentalist subjectivism. Lave similarly sees phenomenology as treating social systems
only as “epiphenomena of intersubjectively constituted experience” (1988, 193). Many
social theories foreground the existence of common frames of understanding rather than
pragmatic activities and their performance, and this applies especially for Schutz’s so-
cial phenomenology.

The difference between ethnomethodology and Lave’s practice theory is that al-
though ethnomethodologists are particularly attentive to situated (inter)action, eth-
nomethodology is not concerned with agents’ particular ways of engaging with the
material environment. Lave (1988) argues that even though ethnomethodology’s part-
ners in conversation and interaction are conceived as corporeal, embodied, and part of
time-space loci, interaction itself easily becomes the only context studied. In practice
theory, it is the activity setting with its structures and material conditions that entails
particular selves, skills, values and sensibilities, and ways of acting and doing things.

The existence of common frames of understanding, systems of meanings, or dis-
courses, is not denied by Lave.® Lave (1988) does emphasize that the discourses com-
monly used in society, for instance, in making sense of schooling or mathematical
talent, are learned and shared by most people—teachers, researchers and “jpfs” (just
plain folks) alike. For Lave, this is exactly why we cannot rely on interviews alone if
we are interested in situated activity. When Lave began to develop the practice theory,
she and her colleagues also developed a methodology for observing happenings as they
unfold in real-life situations.’

In summary, the focus on practice means not foregrounding analytic categories such
as sense making, meanings, understandings, interpretations, or experiences. A simi-
lar distinction must be made with the more traditional sociological concepts of rules,

Table 16.1

Reckwitz’s (2002) classification of social theories (modified)

Social theory Representative(s) Unit of analysis Focus
Mentalism Schutz’s phenomenology ~ Minds, sense making Subjective acts of

mental interpretations

Textualism Foucault Discourses Discursive constructed-
ness of reality

Intersubjectivism Garfinkel, conversation Interactions Situational and
analysis interrelational use
of language
Practice theory Lave, Lave and Wenger, Practices Real-time performance

Schatzki® of activities
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norms, and values. Shared norms, values, symbols, or culture in general, are not the ana-
lytic concern in practice theory, but the interconnectedness between material conditions
and resources for activity, persons-acting, and activity settings (Lave 1988).

THE EMPIRICAL FOUNDATIONS OF LAVE’S PRACTICE THEORY
Apprenticeship Learning in Tailor Shops in Liberia

Lave began to develop her theory of practice based on the findings from her extensive
fieldwork on apprenticeship learning of tailors in Liberia. The research involved five
field trips to Monrovia during the period 1973—78. She spent time in the tailor shops in
Tailors’ Alley, getting to know Vai and Gola tailors who occupied a poor and marginal
location at the periphery of the business district of the city of Monrovia. She was inter-
ested in what the apprentices learned and how they learned in the absence of planned
teaching, and wanted to see the outcomes from the years of apprenticeship (Lave 1990,
21; 1996, 151).

Tailor apprenticeship involved sustained opportunities to observe masters and other
apprentices at work, to learn the full process of producing garments, and to learn about
the pricing and selling of finished products. A kind of curriculum existed in apprentice-
ship learning in the sense that apprentices first learned to make cheaper clothes (like
underwear and children’s garments) and gradually proceeded to making more official
and expensive clothes (like suits) worn by those occupying higher positions in the so-
cial hierarchy. Apprentices’ learning started from simpler tasks like sewing by hand and
finishing already tailored clothes, and gradually progressed to more demanding tasks
such as cutting out garments from pieces of cloth. The learning process was subdivided
by type of garment, and by type of task, in a way that minimized risks of serious errors
and experiences of failure (Lave 1990, 21). Apprentices’ products were not evaluated
by masters or compared, since the ongoing taken-for-granted expectation was equal ac-
complishment by all learners (Lave 1996). Apprentices would decide themselves when
the garments they had made were good enough to sell, and by selling they learned what
customers were willing to pay for their products (Lave 1996).

Masters were embodied exemplars of what apprentices were becoming. However,
apprentices not only reproduced existing practices or acquired skills of making gar-
ments; generating new styles and procedures is a natural part of the craft. For Lave
(1996), an important observation was that apprentices were learning many things at
once: they were learning about major social identities and divisions in the society that
they were in the business of dressing, they were learning how make a living by making
clothes, they were learning to lead a specific kind of life as tailors, and in the process of
becoming practicing tailors they were learning respect for their craft. Thus the success
of learning without teaching is based on that learning is not separated from practice, that
divisions between learning and doing do not exist, that social identity and knowledge
are merged, as are education and occupation, and form and content of learning. When
success is not measured against predefined goals, when there is no fear of failure, when
comparisons among learners are noticeably absent, avoidance of blame is not what mo-
tivates learners and rewards are intrinsic. Lave (1996) stressed that the assumption that
teaching is a necessary prerequisite if learning is to occur cannot be correct. If learn-
ing is about people becoming kinds of persons—knowledgeably skilled persons—then
learning is necessarily a context-embedded, situated activity rather than learners being
offered a pool of knowledge to acquire or absorb.
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The Adult Math Project

Lave’s ethnographic research among the apprentice tailors thus led her to challenge
the idea of the transferability of knowledge and skills. The Adult Math Project (AMP,
1978-80) was subsequently designed by Lave and her colleagues Michael Murtaugh
and Olivia de la Rocha. During a sabbatical year (1981-82), in the Center for Informa-
tion Processing, University of California, San Diego, Lave also started to work on a
critical review of the literature of cognitive research.

In the AMP project, Lave and her colleagues (Lave, Murtaugh, and de la Rocha
1991) studied the use of mathematics in everyday activities, observing grocery shopping
in supermarkets, Weight Watchers’ cooking, and money flow management in house-
holds. These kinds of mundane activities as observed by Lave and her colleagues have
not always been considered as relevant objects for cognitive research, because of its aim
of developing general models of human information processing and problem solving.
For Lave (1988), looking at mundane practices that are maximally different from the
taken-for-granted research settings of schools and laboratories is necessary to gain new
insights and to put theories to the test.

The major finding from the Adult Math Project (AMP) was that there exists, in different
settings, an infinite number of different types of arithmetics (Lave 1988, 63). Mathematics
taught at schools is but one type of arithmetic practice. Lave (1996) argues that everyday
math is not an application of informal learning as opposed to formal learning and math-
ematics but something fundamentally different from school mathematics.

The Adult Math Project involved both observation of arithmetic use of in everyday sit-
uations and school-type mathematical tests conducted with the same participants. When
the study participants’ success in situated arithmetic practices and results from tests in
mathematical skills were compared, there was no correspondence in success rates across
contexts (1988). Consequently, Lave (1988, 3) formulated her core argument as follows:

Several years of exploration of arithmetic as cognitive practice in everyday contexts has led to a
kernel observation.. . [that] the same people differ in their arithmetic activities in different settings
in ways that challenge theoretical boundaries between activity and its settings, between cogni-
tive, bodily, and social forms of activity, between information and value, between problems and
solutions.

In cognitivist theorizing, the generative basis of action is inscribed only in the person
(Lave 1988). Lave argues against the view that the cognitive abilities of individuals are
stable and constant across contexts, and are the proper objects for theorizing, and that
contexts are too specific and variable to be theorizable. For Lave (1988, 170), persons-
acting, activities, and activity settings (domains) are inseparable. Lave (ibid, 180) makes
a distinction between a person and the person-acting (within a setting) as units of analy-
sis. A person as the object of study may include consideration of the person’s activity
and situation, but in fact looks at these only as located within the person, and mainly
through the person’s representations of them. In practice theory, setting and activity are
constitutive for the person-acting, and importantly, the action necessarily involves the
person’s body. If we start from practice, the person-acting on a task may in fact be multi-
ple persons, and the doing may involve multiple bodies, all moving in the same time
and at the same time, jointly aware of problems, constituting solutions through action
and jointly changing the course of action (one of the best empirical descriptions of dis-
tributed cognition is Hutchins’ 1991 study on ship navigation).
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LAVE’S CRITIQUE OF THE LEARNING TRANSFER ASSUMPTION

In cognitivist research, the cognitive skills that are considered as the most trans-
ferable across situations are those of problem handling, problem solving and
decision-making. The primary interest is in information processing within the heads
of individuals. Lave (1988), in turn, stresses that if we assume that problem solving
within ongoing activities is in nature individual, rational (at best) and cognitive, then
we do not assume that activities are culturally and socially structured, or that problem
solving is part of contextualized social experience.

To exemplify the logic of experimental cognitivist laboratory research, let us look at
a (randomly selected) study on decision-making. Wilson and Schooler (1991) explored
whether and how the quality of decision-making is affected if people are asked to reason
about their choices, and whether introspection about the causes for feelings and attitudes
enhances the quality of decision-making. College students’ preferences for different
brands of strawberry jams were compared with an expert panels’ rating of the jams. Stu-
dents who were required to write down the reasons for their strawberry jam preferences
agreed less with the opinions of experts than the control group that was not asked to give
a detailed account of the reasons for their liking of different jams. Those psychology
students who were asked to list their reasons for liking and disliking jams tended to get
more negative in their evaluations. In a second experiment, college students’ preferences
for college courses were compared with expert opinions. Students who were asked to
analyze the attributes of courses, as compared to the control group who were not, made
choices corresponding less with expert opinion. The study concludes that detailed anal-
ysis of possible reasons for choices can focus people’s attention on nonoptimal criteria
and cause them to base their subsequent choices on these criteria.

Lave’s (1988) criticism of laboratory research on human cognition questions the as-
sumption that research based on imposed tasks will give valid results. According to
Lave, laboratory experiments ignore how the fact of being tested affects subjects’ per-
formance. In the strawberry jam test (Wilson and Schooler 1991, 186), those who were
asked just to taste and rate jams were positioned in a less testlike situation than the stu-
dents who were asked, by the experimenter, to be analytic and to organize their thoughts
before giving their evaluations. Lave (1988, 37) argues that experimental tasks foster a
static, objectified conceptualization of decision-making and problem-solving processes.
Experimenters work on the basis of transferability expectations and disregard the effect
of the test-type context on the studied subjects’ actions. Context of decision-making and
positioning of subjects within that context are not seen as essential factors for subjects’
performance, hence, strawberry jam tasting and evaluating college courses form equally
good contexts for the study of decision-making. Lave (1988, 62), in turn, argues that
“the validity of extrapolation from the experimental to any other situation is doubtful.”
Success and failure in Lave’s theory is a relation among persons-acting and activity set-
tings. At school and in laboratory research, subjects are turned into objects having no
control over the given problems and tasks, whereas in mundane activity settings, actors
are in control of their own activities and tasks (ibid, 69-70).

Lave (1988) points out that laboratory-type experimental studies on reasoning and
decision-making always require a measure—expert opinion—as a norm against which
subjects’ performance is evaluated. This is based on a specific kind of understanding
of the nature of knowledge and expertise. It is assumed that knowledge consists of
coherent and hierarchically organized discrete chunks “whose boundaries and inter-
nal structure exist independently of individuals™ (1988, 43). What is not immediately
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recognizable as the basis of cognitivist theorizing is that it is based on a belief in cultural
and cognitive uniformity.

Lave (1988) points out that the organization of schooling, the socialization experi-
ences of people in school, and their theories as alumni of schools, all rely on the belief
that there exists a pool of information that can be transmitted from one generation to
the next. School subjects and contents are, supposedly, derived from a context-free and
value-free body of knowledge—which is a proper yardstick against which to measure
performance (ibid, 87, 100). The belief about learning transfer and the assumption of
continuity in cognitive activity across settings is especially strong as regards mathemat-
ics. It is assumed that arithmetic is learned in school, and then carried away from school
to be applied at will in any situation that calls for calculation (1988, 4). According to
Lave, empirical evidence does not support the assumption that people who are not suc-
cessful in school arithmetic algorithms could not be successful in other settings requir-
ing mathematical and logical problem solving as a central aspect of ongoing activity.’

The theory of learning that prevails in schooling is that children can be taught gen-
eral cognitive skills—reading, writing, mathematics, and critical thinking—if and only
if these skills are abstracted and disembedded from the routine contexts of their use in
everyday life (1988, 8). Verbally transmitted, explicit, general knowledge is seen as the
main prerequisite for making cognitive skills transferable across situations (ibid, 14).
It is assumed that knowledge acquired in context-free circumstances is available for
general application, widely transportable, and relatively impervious to change (ibid).
Extraction of knowledge from the particulars of experience in situated activity is seen
as the very condition for making knowledge available for general application across
situations (41).1°

Lave (1988) points out that classroom tests only serve as a measure of individuals’
out-of-context success. Examinations measuring individual success and failure and de-
pending on memorization are “condensed, symbolic, and ritual ordeals” (1988, 16)."
Lave argues that internalization is a less important mode of contact with the world than
action in the world (1988, 16). For Lave (1988, 14)

knowledge-in-practice, constituted in the settings of practice, is the locus of the most powerful
knowledgeability of people in the lived-in-world.

Lave (1988, 184) also argues that in real-world practices, there exist no boundaries be-
tween cognitive, bodily and social forms of activity, between information and value, or
between problems and solutions. Being knowledgeable is only possible within a specific
activity setting, and the knowledge that is important is a matter of value, desire, feeling,
and judgment. The activity/practice and values related to it are generated simultane-
ously. Neither the goals or values or meanings integrated with the practice/activity are
given from outside the practice itself.

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN PROBLEMS AND SOLUTIONS

The prime target of research in cognitivist research is problem solving, and Lave ar-
gues that problem solving has been given a misleading eminence in cognitive theory. Its
theoretical centrality reflects a reduction of cognition to problem solving and failure to
see problem-solving activities as parts of practices, ongoing activities in context. Lave
(1988) redefines the very nature of problem solving. For Lave, problems and solutions
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are not separable. Problem-solving activity is activity in context, since knowing how to
solve problems, and knowing what one is doing, are only possible within a particular field
of action (ibid, 165). Problems are presented to problem solvers by problem givers only in
specific activity settings such as formal schooling. Lave (ibid, 19) argues that when prob-
lems arise in situated action, problems are not separable from the procedures or means
for solving them. We can only define a problem when we have an understanding of its
possible solutions—a sense of an answer and a process for bringing it together with
its parts (19). The goals of problem-solving activity are also inherent to the constitu-
tion of problems. Seeing a problem means that a partial form of solution already has
been produced (ibid, 165). Because problem solving means knowing the procedures for
problem solving and the solution space, if we cannot imagine a solution, and if we do
not already have an idea of where a solution will lead, we will not see the existence of
a problem to be solved.

Thus, for Lave (1988), problems only have an existence inside situated activity. Prob-
lems are not (pre)structured or predefined in nature, and therefore the problem-solving
process cannot be adequately described as the application of normative, decontextuali-
zed rules, or rational models of good thinking. Lave (1988, 175) defines a problem as
“a dilemma to which the problem solver is emotionally engaged.” Note that the word
emotionally in this case does not necessarily entail negative feelings such as anxiety or
uncertainty. In Lave’s theory, seeing a problem and attempting to solve it means being
already engaged in concrete ongoing activity within a setting (domain). Problems are
born of values in conflict, and “are themselves actions upon the world” (1988, 156).
Finding something problematic is not caused by lack of knowledge but on the contrary
subsumes a great deal of knowledge. It is the nature of dilemmas'? that they require
managing contradictory principles and conflicting values (1988, 139). Dilemmas have
no factual solutions or correct answers; resolving them is usually a matter of choosing
between equally viable alternatives. Yet, when a solution is needed, Lave (1988, 139)
writes that “on the basis of experience, people are almost certain to have more than one
occasional resolution to a dilemma.” Constituting a solution or a method at arriving at
one is thus a matter of experience within an activity setting (ibid, 159).

In all models of rational decision-making, evidence should, in principle, precede a
decision and provide the motivation for the solution. Within real-life activity-settings,
marshaling evidence after the fact of the decision is commonplace (ibid, 157). Multiple
relations between evidence and conclusions are characteristics of authentic problem-
solving practices, because a problem’s parameters are not given but assembled in the
process of deciding about procedural possibilities (Lave 1988). Decision-making activ-
ity involves first establishing a field for generative action and then the action itself. Lave
(1988, 159) stresses that problem solving is an iterative, transformational process. In
the course of practical action, problems generated for solution can be abandoned as well
as resolved. A problem solver may redefine a problem, or transform it into an entirely
different problem. Problems often have no clear or stable solutions, and problems that
prove too difficult to be solved are not necessarily the ones that are the most critical or
in urgent need of resolution.

STRUCTURING RESOURCES

Lave found that in mundane activity—as in counting calories in food preparation—
everyday mathematical problems are in complex ways interconnected with concerns
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and issues that are not primarily about mathematics. This accounts for the existence of
multiple forms of math in practice (ibid, 101). Other aspects of ongoing activity shape
the forms of mathematics used, and arithmetic problem solving often had closer ties
with these other aspects of the activity than to uses of arithmetic in other contexts. Lave
uses the concept of structuring resources to describe how other activities provide struc-
ture to an activity (such as doing math, which may experienced be as the same activity
in different situations), constituting it and transforming it into a specific form."

In the situated activity of grocery shopping, shoppers did conduct cost per item
calculations, but arithmetic in practice was not simply about counting. Shoppers simul-
taneously took into account multiple concerns: storing space at home, estimated rate of
item consumption, nutritional values, family food preferences, and quality concerns.
In addition to these multiple concerns, the structure of the setting where activity took
place influenced action and the kinds of problems that emerged in practice. Lave and her
colleagues saw that shopping decisions were taken in pace with the affordances at the
supermarket as shoppers moved through its spaces, encountering and comparing prod-
ucts. Variation in the affordances of the environment also resulted in differently struc-
tured activity. The supermarket forms an information-rich environment and a changing
arena for shoppers. However, shoppers acted on the basis of the assumption that shop-
ping is routine in character. This was a way to manage and domesticate the informa-
tion richness of the environment. Shoppers face overwhelming amounts of information,
only a small part of which is relevant for making grocery choices (ibid, 154). However,
through time, experienced shoppers successfully render the supermarket from an
information-rich arena into an information-specific setting, that is, into a personally
ordered and edited version of the arena (ibid, 168).

People’s social relationships also give structure to activities. The activity of calcu-
lating money, for instance, would seem to be an activity that is fairly consistent over
situations. Lave and her colleagues discovered, however, that in household money man-
agement, money does not have a universal standard value. Money gets divided into spe-
cial purposes stashes reserved for different aspects of everyday living (ibid, 132). These
compartmentalized stashes were incommensurate: differentially valued, handled, and
used. The differential values were related to family members’ relations with each other,
and supported the categories of activities into which families organized their lives (ibid,
132-34).

Lave (1988, 143) points out that although the concept of structuring resources clearly
is important, it requires further elaboration. Lave’s concept of structuring resources can
be related to affordance theory (Gibson 1977),"* which is applicable for exploring in a
more detailed manner how, for instance, a technology’s materiality offers constraints
and possibilities for use, and how material affordances reconfigure action and agency
(Raudaskoski 2009).

INFORMATION SCIENCE RESEARCH AND PRACTICE THEORY

Lave’s practice theory is particularly interesting from the viewpoint of informa-
tion science because of our field’s continued effort to build good theories on the na-
ture of information, knowledge, and human-information interaction. Lave’s work has
much to offer also as regards research on the learning and teaching of information work
practices.
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Lave’s work also helps us to understand the history of information science. One of
Lave’s central insights is that the specific interests and concerns of cognitivist research
implicitly contain a strong faith in the transferability of knowledge and skills. In the
mid-1970s, many fields—including education, psychology, and information science—
began to look for scientific foundations for their academic enterprises from cognitive
science, because cognitive science seemed to offer increasingly sophisticated formal
models of language, logic, and problem solving (Lave 1988, 7). Since much of cognitive
theory was about information processing, this explains its attractiveness for information
science—then a new academic field that chose to organize itself around the concept of
information.

Information processing was, in cognitivist research, something that takes place within
the individual mind. Culture, society, and nature, in turn, offered a pool of information
to be acquired. Knowledge was understood to result from the storing of cultural acquisi-
tions in memory (Lave 1988, 90). Herbert A. Simon (1980), for instance, equated expert
knowledge with a well-indexed, easily accessible encyclopedia (1988, 18, 90). Within
information science, the understanding of information use as the addition of pieces of
information to the knowledge stored in an individual’s mind is well established (Savo-
lainen 2006). New information has mostly been seen as something that changes a per-
son’s mental model.

Lave’s argument that problem solving and decision-making have been given an exag-
gerated role in cognitive research is particularly relevant from the viewpoint of informa-
tion science theories. According to Lave (1988, 142), problem solving does not have a
broad and fecund role to play in everyday activity in its customary settings. She argues
that when studying everyday practice, “it is difficult to detect problems to be solved or
conventional scholastic problem-solving activity” (Lave 1988, 141). In information sci-
ence, the legacy of cognitive science influenced basically all major theories of human
information behavior developed between late 1970s and 1990s. Major theories of in-
formation behavior are, in essence, theories of problem solving and decision-making.
Information behavior theories usually posit a situation where an actor is faced with a
problem—a gap in knowledge, or lack of meaning—and visualize enablers and barri-
ers for overcoming the problematic situation through acquisition of information. For in-
stance, Belkin’s (1980) ASK model, Dervin’s (1983) sense-making theory, Kuhlthau’s
(1993) Information Search Process (ISP) model, and Wilson’s (1981) information be-
havior model, are all basically models of problem solving activity. Gaps, problems, and
uncertainty, have traditionally been considered as key concepts in information science,
linked with the concept of information. Most efforts for theory building or modeling
relate needs for information to gaps in knowledge or problematic situations, and conse-
quently view information seeking and finding as the core activities to study.

Lave, in turn, sees that expertise and participation in a particular practice entails
problem solving and decision-making as part of ongoing activity. Lave’s practice the-
ory shifts the research focus from problems encountered in work and everyday life to
practices. Building theories around the concept of practice entails at a different under-
standing of agency, activity settings, and the nature of everyday life. The research focus
on situated activity and the related methodologies are already well established in some
areas of information science.'® Recently, researchers have begun to debate whether in-
formation practices would function better as an anchoring core term than information
behavior (Information behavior/practice debate 2009). This may reflect an ongoing
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bigger shift in theoretical and methodological orientations within information science.
For bringing such a shift about, Lave’s theory of practice has much to offer.
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NOTES

1. Cognitivism is a theoretical endeavour that developed in tandem with the emergence of
computer technology in the 1950s and for which computer technology is a powerful source of in-
spiration (Siljo 2002). Cognitivist research focuses on individual human beings as processors of
information. Theoretical concepts such as mental models and schemas are used to describe infor-
mation processing within the minds of individuals. Cognitivism is also a term used to distinguish
between two different traditions within cognitive science. Theories of situated cognition, socially
shared cognition, and distributed cognition, all lean on the notion of situatedness that leads to
the primacy of social practice as the unit of analysis (Engestrom and Cole 1997). The situated,
practice-oriented study of cognition does not focus on the storage, processing, and retrieval of in-
formation within individual minds.

2. The question of how to cultivate the formation of CoPs in workplaces is an interest in-
spired especially by Wenger’s (1998, Wenger et al. 2002) later expansion of CoP theory (17-18).

3. Situated cognition and social cognition theories draw from the works of Vygotsky (1978)
and Leontjev (1978). The situated cognition movement also incorporates cultural-historical activ-
ity theory (CHAT) (Engestrom 1987), sociocultural theory (Wertsch 1991), extended cognition
(Clark 1989). and distributed cognition (Hutchins 1991).

4. Situated learning theory is also called theory of situated action, or social learning theory.
Sometimes theories of situated action, situated cognition, and situated learning are bundled to-
gether as “situativity theories.”

5. Later, Lave (1999) came to see Bourdieu’s notion of everyday life as problematic,
since it is a viewpoint that sheds more light on the everyday life of the cultural elite, and on
their relation with culture (with a capital C), which is taught at schools and, at least during the
1970s in France, continued to be something that distinguished classes from one another. Bour-
dieu (1984) assumes a sort of hierarchy among cultural practices, despite the fact that he sees
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the natural aesthetic disposition and way of experiencing as more normal than the learned and
trained pure aesthetic gaze of the cultural elite.

6. Lave and Wenger’s (1991) work has been criticized by critical discourse analysts for
neglecting the critical role of language and interaction in establishing and negotiating identi-
ties. Lave’s 1993 article discusses the role of language and discourses in a more in-depth manner
than her earlier works, however, and in a way that is well in line with textualist social theorizing.
Many researchers see that it is possible and necessary to analyze both discourses that operate and
are used within a studied activity setting and the hands-on concrete doings in that setting (e.g.,
Schatzki 2002; Gherardi 2006).

7. The methods Lave and her colleagues used in the Adult Math Project (AMP) included
shadowing the study participants in supermarket visits, asking participants to think aloud during
shopping, asking questions about what they were thinking and doing, asking participants to keep
diaries, and guided tours in households (Lave 1988, 49).

8. Theodore Schatzki (2002) has made considerable effort in developing practice theory.
Another key theorist is Silvia Gherardi (2006).

9. Chapter 2 in Lave (1988, 25-44) is a review of learning transfer experiments.

10. As can be expected, the heaviest critiques of Lave’s work concern the issue transferabil-
ity. For instance, Anderson, Reder, and Simon (1996) argue that transferability depends on the
degree to which a successive task has components similar to a prior task. According to Bereiter
(1997), transfer is possible if the learner consciously focuses on the identification of similarities
and differences across situations. He also states, however, that as learning proceeds it tends to get
less and less generalizable to other situations. Being smart (or expert) means being attuned to the
specific features of a practice to the degree that any problems that arise can be coped with effort-
lessly (Bereiter 1997).

11. For those interested in pursuing the later development of situated learning theories’ cri-
tique of schooling, James Gee’s (2004) work is especially interesting and relevant.

12. Lave sees dilemmas as an inevitable part of everyday life. However, a frequently voiced
criticism of CoP theory is that it does not adequately address the existence of conflicting interests,
power struggles, or noncollaboration. The existence of diverse speech communities and conflict-
ing discourses within a single setting or domain is one of the major themes in a volume called
Beyond Communities of Practice: Language, Power and Social Context (Barton and Karin 2005)
that both critiques and extends the CoP theory.

13. Lave’s practice theory and CoP theory have both been criticized for focusing on exper-
tise gained on single practices. Gee (2004) introduces the concept of affinity spaces and describes
learning as a social journey as a person moves through multiple affinity spaces each having their
unique trajectories. Brown and Duguid (2001) similarly argue that learning takes place not only
in small, tightly knit communities but also in networks of CoPs that can be called networks of
practice. An academic discipline such as information science, for instance, links university de-
partments and research groups from institutions around the world and thus makes up a disciplin-
ary network of practice.

14. The term affordance refers to features in social, technological, physical and material
tools and environments that enable or restrict our actions (Gibson 1977).

15. Especially, interdisciplinary empirical knowledge management research (organizational
learning and knowledge sharing research), and studies on information organization and docu-
mentation work in office and home environments lean on practice theory. In information literacy
research, situated learning and practice theories are increasingly used as foundations for research
efforts (e.g., Hedman and Lundh 2009; Lloyd and Talja 2009).
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INTRODUCTION

Henri Lefebvre is, as many argue, one of the greatest French scholars of the 20th century.
In his lifetime (1901-91), he produced a large number of major works and continued to
do so well into his 70s. Within France, during his career, he was a prominent and pub-
licly-known Marxist scholar, one who was actively involved in the social movements of
his day. As his works become available in translation, he continues to have considerable
influence, particularly within the Anglo-American academic milieu, on epistemological
and theoretical perspectives in philosophy, sociology, cultural studies, geography, urban
studies and political economy.

Lefebvre’s life is well documented. He was born in Hagetmat, Landes, France
and his early years were spent in the city of Navarreaux. He attended the Sorbonne,
graduating in 1920 with a degree in philosophy. During the 1920s, Lefebvre was ac-
tive within a group of radical French philosophical intellectuals and subsequently
joined the Communist Party of France in 1928. In 1930, he became a professor of
philosophy and was active within the French resistance during the Second World
War. He later took a position with Radiodiffusion Francaise, a radio broadcaster in
Toulouse. Lefebvre broke with the Communist Party in 1958 and accepted a posi-
tion as a philosophy professor at the University of Strasbourg in 1961, moving from
there to the university at Nanterre (Université Paris Ouest-Nanterre La Défense) in
1965. He was a highly respected professor and was influential in the Situationist
International and the French student unrest of 1968. His contemporaries included
Louis Althusser, Roland Barthes, Jacques Lacan, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, and Jean-
Paul Sartre.

Lefebvre’s scholarly legacy includes a wide range of theoretical discourse, be-
ginning with early writings on Marx and Marxism, Hegel, existentialism, nation-
alism and other topics. Two of his more famous early works included Dialectical
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Materialism (translated into English in 1968; first edition published in 1939 as Le
matérialisme dialectique) and his work Critique of Everyday Life (translated in 1991
from Critique de la vie quotidienne, which was published as three volumes between
1947 and 1981). Also notable were his later writings on urbanism and the urban con-
dition, some of which are now available in the translated and edited collection Writ-
ings on Cities (1996). Lefebvre was influential in the development of the thinking of
a number of well-known scholars in a variety of disciplines, including Fredric Jame-
son, Michel de Certeau, Guy Debord, Mark Gottdiener, David Harvey, and Edward
Soja, to name a few.

Relatively late in his career (in 1974, when he was 73), Lefebvre published his
57th book, Production de I’espace, which began to appear in English translations by
the 1980s, although the most notable English translation did not appear until 1991.
This work was somewhat of a departure for Lefebvre, who, up to this point, had not
written on the topic of space per se (though as Shields (2004, 210) comments, aspects
of his thinking on space did appear in some of his earlier works on urbanism). The
translation of this particular work into English propelled Lefebvre into prominence
in Anglo-American scholarly circles (Shields 1999, 141; Elden 2004, 169; Merrifield
2006, 102); ironically, it was not a book that garnered much academic attention in
France, where he was much better known for his writings on Marx and on historical
materialism (Schmid 2008, 27). Merrifield (2006, 102) notes that the Production of
Space (hereafter cited as POS, as per Merrifield) was brought to the attention of the
Anglo-American scholarly community by David Harvey, who mentioned it in his in-
fluential work Social Justice and the City (1973), thereafter making the Production of
Space Lefebvre’s best known academic treatise in English and spawning a “Lefebvr-
ian cottage industry of sociospatial Marxism” (Merrifield 2006, 102). Accordingly,
we shall examine POS in detail in this chapter, to provide an overview and shed some
light on its importance and usefulness for scholarship in library and information sci-
ence (LIS).

STARTING TO THINK ABOUT SPACE

The basic elements of Lefebvre’s treatise about the nature of space are laid out in the
first chapter of POS, entitled Plan of the Present Work. Subsequent chapters of the book
expand upon many of the ideas presented in the Plan, so we shall do a relatively close
analysis of this long first chapter, followed by some commentary on the contents of the
remaining chapters.

Lefebvre begins by considering how space has been conceived of by previous schol-
ars and scholarly traditions. He notes that there was a shift in the thinking about space
from a philosophical viewpoint (e.g., Aristotle’s notion that space was a category for
analysis of the senses) to a more mathematical perspective (e.g., Cartesian logic).
Mathematicians, he declares,

invented spaces—an “indefinity,”, so to speak, of spaces: non-Euclidian spaces, curved spaces,
x-dimensional spaces....spaces of configuration, abstract spaces, spaces defined by deformation
or transformation, by a topology, and so on (POS, 2).

As this mathematical or scientific thinking about space proliferated, a rift developed be-
tween “mathematics and reality—physical or social reality” that became increasingly
problematic, in Lefebvre’s view. He asks, then,
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How were transitions to be made from mathematical space (i.e., from the mental capacities of the
human species, from logic) to nature in the first place, to practice in the second and thence to the
theory of social life—which also presumably must unfold in space? (POS, 3)

Over time, Lefebvre notes, epistemological enquiry positioned space as a “mental thing”
or “mental place” (POS, 3) so that it became common to hear about different kinds of
spaces, such as literary, ideological, psychoanalytic, and dreamspace, to name a few. To
illustrate this tendency, Lefebvre takes on one of his contemporaries, Michel Foucault,
commenting that:

Foucault can calmly assert that ‘knowledge [savoir] is also the space in which the subject may
take up a position and speak of the objects with which he deals in his discourse, ... Foucault never
explains what space it is that he is referring to, nor how it bridges the gap between the theoretical
(epistemological) realm and the practical one, between mental and social, between the space of
the philosophers and the space of people who deal with material things (POS, 4).

Similarly, Lefebvre asserts, other major French scholars of the time, including Julia
Kristeva, Roland Barthes, and Jacques Derrida, have contributed to the fetishization of
space and the dominance of the mental realm over the social and the physical. Theoreti-
cal practice produces a mental space (italics his) that is purported to be extra-ideological
but in reality, reproduces the ideas of the dominant class, “separated from social prac-
tice and which sets itself up as the axis, pivot or central reference point of Knowledge”
(POS, 6).

All this theorizing has not, in Lefebvre’s view, led to any better understanding of
space or to any unified thinking about it (i.e., a “science of space,” as he calls it, POS, 7).
At best, what has been provided are descriptive “fragments” and “cross-sections” of
space, which “may supply inventories of what exists in space or even generate discourse
on space, [but] cannot ever give rise to a knowledge of space” (POS, 7). He then goes on
to examine how semiology, one of the popular theoretical practices of the day, is highly
problematic when applied to space. Lefebvre notes that

When codes worked up from literary texts are applied to spaces—to urban spaces, say—we re-
main...on the purely descriptive level. Any attempt to use such codes as a means of deciphering
social space must surely reduce that space itself to the status of a message, and the inhabitants of
it to the status of a reading. This is to evade both history and practice.... Yet did there not at one
time...exist a code at once architectural, urbanistic and political, constituting a language com-
mon to country people and townspeople, to the authorities and to artists—a code which allowed
space not only to be “read” but also to be constructed? (POS, 7)

Like semiology, other specific theoretical domains have generated discourses about nu-
merous specialized spaces, such as those for “leisure, work, play, transportation, pub-
lic facilities—all are spoken of in spatial terms” (POS, 8). Thus, the intellectual efforts
noted previously project the spatial onto the social, in the process separating them from
one another. It is at this stage in the chapter that Lefebvre begins to bring in a Marxian
analysis. He points out that, under the present (i.e., capitalist) mode of production, intel-
lectual labor, like material labor, is endlessly divisible. The result of this is that we are
confronted with a rather chaotic multiplicity of spaces piling up on one another, includ-
ing “geographical, economic, demographic, sociological, ecological, political, commer-
cial, national, continental, global, not to mention nature’s (physical) space...” (POS, 8),
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with no common understanding or framework to guide us, and no end in sight for the
theoretically possible permutations of spaces.

Nonetheless, Lefebvre suggests, there is a common framework or science of space, that
being the explication of the link between society’s mode of production and the construc-
tion or production of space. This framework encompasses three aspects, in which space

1) “represents the political (i.e.,...neocapitalist) use of knowledge” (POS, 9). In other
words, knowledge is integrated into both the mode of production and the social rela-
tions of production;

2) “implies an ideology designed to conceal that use...[which is] indistinguishable
from knowledge” (POS, 9);

3) “embodies at best a technological utopia...a sort of computer simulation of the fu-
ture, or of the possible, within the framework of the real” (POS, 9) (i.e., the existing
mode of production). This technological utopia is a feature of the mode of produc-
tion and permeates many domains of life such as literary, architectural, urban, and
social planning.

Lefebvre notes that most people have an understanding that capital and capitalism have
an influence on space, evident through buildings and other infrastructure, investments,
the distribution of labor and a range of actors such as banks, corporations, governments,
and so forth. What is often forgotten, he asserts, is that capitalism is always bound up
with hegemony: the ruling class (i.e., the capitalists) exercises its power and control over
all aspects of society, including institutions and ideas. Lefebvre then poses, and answers,
two key questions: “Is it conceivable that the exercise of hegemony might leave space un-
touched? Could space be nothing more than the passive locus of social relations, the mi-
lieu in which their combination takes on body ... ?. The answer must be no” (POS, 11).

Returning to the point that the notion of space has been artificially divided by aca-
demic and other discourses, Lefebvre suggests that what is needed is a critical, unitary
theory that brings together the three fields of space: the physical (“nature, the Cosmos,”
POS, 11), the mental (such as “logical and formal abstractions,” POS, 11), and the so-
cial. Lefebvre refers to this as a concern with

logico-epistemological space, the space of social practice, the space occupied by sensory phe-
nomena, including products of the imagination such as projects and projections, symbols and
utopias (POS, 12).

The consideration of the “space problematic” was, in Lefebvre’s view, started by a num-
ber of scholars, including Hegel, Nietzsche, and Marx, but never fully realized. While
all three had important things to say (directly or indirectly) about space, none articu-
lated clearly the three realms of space, nor how these realms operated simultaneously.
What is needed, Lefebvre asserts, is a reversal of the thinking about space, “a movement
from products (whether studied in general or in particular, described or enumerated) to
production” (POS, 26, italics his). Thus the important aspect is how space is produced,
which, once understood, will begin to reveal its dimensions as a product or outcome of
that production. Merrifield remarks that

The emphasis on production is, of course, very Marxist. To be radical, for Marx, meant “grasping
things by the root”...And his obsession with production was designed to do just that: to get to
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the root of capitalist society, to get beyond the fetishisms of observable appearance, to trace out
its inner dynamics and internal contradictions. ... Lefebvre likewise demystifies capitalist social
space by tracing out its inner dynamics and generative moments—in all their various physical and
mental guises, in all their materials and political obfuscations. .. getting at this generative aspect
of space necessitates exploring how space gets actively produced (Merrifield 2006, 104-105,
italics his).

Cutting to the heart of the matter, Elden (2004, 185) notes that “space is produced in two
ways, as a social formation (mode of production) and as a mental construction (concep-
tion).” In the Production of Space, therefore, how these elements of the production of
space are characterized, operate, and relate to one another is the large task that Lefebvre
has set for himself.

SOCIAL SPACE AS SOCIAL PRODUCT

Lefebvre then moves into the premise or hypothesis that forms the foundation for
the rest of his analysis, and that is his well-known premise that “(Social) space is a (so-
cial) product” (POS, 26, parentheses and italics his). He admits that this is a seemingly
obvious statement, even bordering on the tautologous, but insists that it needs to be ex-
amined carefully to understand the full implications and consequences. Lefebvre notes
that, within the current mode of production, space has taken on “a sort of reality of its
own” (POS, 26), not only being a means of production, but also serving as a

tool of thought and of action; that in addition to being a means of production, it is also a means
of control, and hence of domination, of power; yet that, as such, it escapes in part from those who
would make use of it. The social and political (state) forces which engendered this space now
seek, but fail, to master it completely (POS, 26).

Thus, to Lefebvre, social space is not a “collection of things or an aggregate of (sen-
sory) data” or a “void packed like a parcel with various contents” (POS, 27), nor can it
be reduced to form or physical materiality. In certain respects, social space is “indistin-
guishable from mental space (as defined by philosophers and mathematicians) on the
one hand, and physical space (as defined by practico-sensory activity and the perception
of ‘nature’) on the other” (POS, 27).

This fact, that (social) space is a (social) product, is largely concealed from us by
what Lefebvre refers to as a “double illusion” (POS, 27), each side of which reinforces
the other. These two illusions are

1) the illusion of transparency, whereby space is perceived is presumed to be “intelligible,”
“giving action free rein,” and “innocent, free of traps” (POS, 27-28). Under this illu-
sion, space can be accurately described through language, both written and oral, and
yet, speaking and writing are themselves ideologically laden social practices.

2) the realistic illusion, whereby space is seen as natural and substantial. This illusion is
closer, says Lefebvre, to naturalistic and mechanistic materialism.

Since neither illusion is completely satisfactory on its own, we (as society) commonly

shift between them, thus each illusion “embodies and nourishes the other” (POS, 30).
Lefebvre notes that his premise that (social) space is a social (product) has four main

implications or consequences. The first of these is that natural (i.e., physical) space is
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disappearing before our very eyes. While we try desperately to save it, largely through
the lens of memories of some previously-known, presumed to be authentic space, none-
theless, natural spaces continue to be ravaged by the mode of production. Soon, Lefeb-
vre muses, “natural space will be lost to view” (POS, 31), or at the very least, will have
become background décor.

The second implication is that “every society—and hence every mode of production
with its subvariants...—produces a space, its own space” (POS, 31). Historically, then,
every society’s space will look and feel differently from those spaces that preceded or
followed. This unique spatiality occurs because of the interrelationships between the so-
cial relations of production (organized via the family, the sexes and different age groups,
etc.) and the relations of production (the division of labor and its concomitant social
hierarchies and functions). The particular ways that these interrelationships are played
out produce a specific and historically-contingent configuration of space. Shields (1999,
159) comments that the idea of production advanced by Lefebvre expands upon con-
cepts put forward earlier by both Hegel and Marx. However, Lefebvre takes the notion
of production

from its narrower, industrial sense (production of products, commodities) to include the production
of works in the built environment (oeuvres) and of spatialised meanings and other codings of the
social environment . ... However, unlike other commodities or products, space has both a mate-
rial reality and a formal property that enables it to constrain other commodities and their social
relations. It continually recreates or reproduces the social relations of its production .... Social
space is simultaneously a means of production as land and part of the social forces of production
as space. As real estate property, spatial relations can be considered part of the social relations of
production (the economic base). In addition, space is an object of consumption, a political instru-
ment and an element of social struggle (Shields, 1999, 159-60).

In neocapitalist societies, the production of space has been made more complex with
three, rather than two, levels of interrelated processes, these being biological repro-
duction (i.e., the family), reproduction of labor (i.e., the working class) and the repro-
duction of the social relations of production (e.g., the institutionalization of the particular
social relations underpinning capitalism). As well, the interactions among the social
relations just noted become even more complicated because they are continually rep-
resented through a system of symbols or codes, which serve as the means to promote
solidification and cohesiveness. Lefebvre gives the example of the representations of
the relations of biological reproduction, which are

Sexual symbols, symbols of male and female, sometimes accompanied ... by symbols of age—of
youth and old age. This is a symbolism which conceals more than it reveals, the more so since the
relations of reproduction are divided into frontal, public, overt—and hence coded—relations on
the once hand, and on the other, covert, clandestine and repressed relations, which precisely be-
cause they are repressed, characterize transgressions related not so much to sex per se as to sexual
pleasure, its preconditions and consequences (POS, 32-33).

The third implication of Lefebvre’s premise is that if (social) space is a (social) product,
then “our knowledge of it must be expected to reproduce and expound the process of
production” (POS, 36). In other words, our knowledge must shift from “things in space
to the actual production of space” (POS, 37, italics his). This is a tall order, since both
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things in space and discourses about space can only give us a glimpse of the totality of
what is now a global productive process. As well, the traces of past spaces are incorpo-
rated into present space, so that space always seems immediate and whole, with all its
attendant associations and connections. Thus the “production process and product pres-
ent themselves as two inseparable aspects, not as two separable ideas” (POS, 37).

It is at this point in the chapter that Lefebvre introduces and elaborates on his now
famous conceptual triad. Social space consists of three elements, including:

1. Spatial practice, or perceived space: encompasses production and reproduction, with
their particular locations and social arrangements or assemblages. The spatial practice
“of a society secretes that society’s space” (POS, 38) in a dialectical relationship: so-
cial space is produced “slowly and surely” (POS, 38) as it is mastered and appropriated
by the mode of production. Spatial practice is manifest in daily life/routines and the
ways in which those routines are embedded within the tangible physicality of space—
commercial buildings, housing, recreational areas, transportation routes, networks,
and so forth. Under neocapitalism, spatial practice takes on a particular logic, which
has a certain cohesiveness to it. However, Lefebvre points out that cohesiveness does
not necessarily mean coherent. Under a given mode of production, spatial practices
produce social space almost organically (for instance, think of the sprawl of endlessly
proliferating North American suburbs with the long workday commutes this gives rise
to, or the relentless growth and clustering of industrial parks, both of which tend to
swallow immense amounts of land with little overall coherence at the macro level).

2. Representations of space, or conceived space: tied to the relations of production,
to knowledge and to the system of symbols. This is space as conceived by planners,
architects, urban theorists, bureaucrats, engineers, and the like, “all of whom identify
what is lived and what is perceived with what is conceived” (POS, 38). Lefebvre as-
serts that this is the dominant space under any mode of production. Dale and Burrell
(2008) characterize conceived space as “organized space,” noting that it is a deliber-
ate construction of space to “embody certain conceptualizations (e.g., functionality,
control) in materialized form” (2008, 9). They further remark that

in recent years. . .there has been a much more deliberate movement in the conscious design of
workplaces to achieve certain values and business goals through the manipulation of space. This
is not simply in terms of work ergonomics or to gain great efficiency, but as an integral element
to the impetus of capturing hearts and minds through the use of spatial politics in attempts to
manufacture both organisational culture and appropriate employee identities (2008, 9).

3. Representational spaces, or lived space: spaces as they are experienced particu-
larly through symbolism, which may or may not be coded. These are the spaces
of everyday experience, habitation, and imagination, where resistance to prevailing
spatial practices may be evident. Representational spaces overlay “physical space,
making symbolic use of its objects” (POS, 39). Here we have spaces as represented
by a whole host of social groups who want to resist and/or change the ways in which
capitalist space is imagined, controlled and used, such as artists, graffiti taggers,
back-to-the-land and off-the-grid inhabitants, the homeless, bicyclists, guerilla gar-
deners, squatters, and, as well, progressive planners and architects who have a differ-
ent vision from that expressed through prevailing representations of space. Shields
refers to this resistance as “new modes of spatial praxis” (1999, 164) and gives the
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example of slum dwellers in the cities of some Third World countries who “fashion
a spatial presence and practice outside the norms of the prevailing social spatialisa-
tion” (1999, 164).

Lefebvrian scholars agree that this triad was never fully or adequately articulated (Merri-
field 2006, 109), which can be viewed either as a blessing or a curse. As a result, there are
varying interpretations of what the three elements of the triad actually mean, and exactly
how they differ. Importantly, Shields (1999, 154) notes that some of this confusion may
stem from the translation of Lefebvre’s work, with the French word [’espace having nu-
merous meanings that are not immediately transferrable to English. He comments that

Because Lefebvre is referring to not only the empirical disposition of things in the landscape as
“space” (the physical aspect) but also attitudes and habitual practices, his metaphoric [’espace
might be better understood as the spatialisation of social order. In this movement to space, ab-
stract structures such as “culture” become concrete practices and arrangements in space. Social
action involves not just a rhythm but also geometry and spacing....That is, it is not just an
achieved order in the built environment, or an ideology, but also an order that is in itself always
undergoing change from within through the actions and innovations of social agents (Shields
1999, 154-55, italics his).

Nonetheless, problems of translation aside, what is clear is that, through the triad,
Lefebvre is attempting to move away from what he saw as glaring deficiencies in the
thinking about space and the social. Earlier in this chapter, we noted that Lefebvre
made the point that intellectual inquiry had separated space artificially into the realms
of the physical, mental, and social. Clearly, the spatial triad attempts to resist such cat-
egorizations through explicating the complex interplay of processes by which space
is produced. Accordingly, Lefebvre’s triadic processes or conditions (spatial practice,
representations of space, and representational space) each have simultaneously operat-
ing within them all three realms of the physical, the mental, and the social. Thus spa-
tial practice includes not only the ongoing development of the built environment (the
physical), but also how we perceive it (the mental) and the ways in which it shapes our
lives (the social), all of which forms a type of spatialized practice. Similarly, repre-
sentations of space include not only how we conceptualize, articulate, and plan spaces
(the mental), but also what gets built, where and how it is controlled by means of this
planning and representation (the physical), and how such representations affect our
ideas of what is appropriate behavior or action in any given space or landscape (the
social). Finally, representational space allows us to portray, through our art, imagina-
tions, actions and daily living (the mental) what it is like to “live” in certain spaces,
to challenge various constraining elements of the built environment (the physical) and
to disrupt, often in very small ways, the taken-for-granted order of things (the social).
Thus physicality, conception, and experience (i.e., the physical, mental, and social)
cannot be separated and are integral parts of the production process and the ongoing
cycle of recreation and reproduction.

Similarly, the three core concepts (perceived-conceived-lived) of the spatial triad
sit in dialectical relationship to one another. As Merrifield (2006, 111) notes, this is no
“simple binary between lived and conceived but a triple determination: each instance
internalizes and takes on meaning through other instances.” The relationships between
the perceived, conceived, and lived are not linear and not stable but rather are fluid and
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dynamic, each feeding on the other in a process of continual production and reproduc-
tion. Shields (1999, 160) describes this interplay as a “three-part” or triple dialectic,
further commenting that

All three operate at all times. However, the varying balance and degrees of repression of one as-
pect or the domination of another marks out historically specific, as well as socially produced,
spatialisations....All three aspects can be latent, ideological or expressed in practice in a histori-
cal spatialisation, and may either reinforce or contradict each other in any given site or moment
(Shields 1999, 167, italics his).

Schmid (2008, 28) asserts that this triadic dialectic is one of Lefebvre’s most original
and most overlooked contributions. Although Lefebvre initially drew upon Hegelian di-
alectics, he was critical of it for its inapplicability to the material world. Schmid points
out that Lefebvre has, in fact, developed a “three-dimensional” dialectic (Schmid 2008,
33), one which takes into account the complexities of social reality and which even
some Lefebvrian scholars have truly failed to grasp. Accordingly, Lefebvre’s dialectic
is unique and ‘“has no parallel in philosophy and the history of knowledge.” (Schmid
2008, 33). For Schmid, understanding Lefebvre’s dialectic is key to the understanding
of the Production of Space.

Finally, returning to the four implications of Lefebvre’s premise that (social) space is
a (social) product, the fourth and last is that the production of space (including its real-
ity and representations) necessarily involves history. However, Lefebvre warns that the
history of space does not always correlate with dated historical events, or with the evo-
lution of specific socio-economic structures, laws, customs, or ideologies. Rather, since
space is produced, it changes as the mode of production changes. This type of change
is often longer than the human life span and so may not be completely revealed until
after the fact, even as the next type of space is being produced. To complicate things fur-
ther, current space incorporates certain elements of past space within it, albeit changed
through our discourses and cultural representations. Lefebvre comments that

The production of space, having attained the conceptual and linguistic level, acts retroactively
upon the past, disclosing aspects and moments of it hitherto uncomprehended. The past appears
in a different light, and hence the process whereby that past becomes the present also takes on
another aspect (POS, 65).

To illustrate the fourth implication, Lefebvre introduces two new concepts, which he
also develops more fully in later chapters of the book. The first of these is historical or
absolute space, which is “religious and political in nature...a product of the bonds of
consanguinity, soil and language, but out of it evolved a space which was relativized
and historical” (POS, 48, italics his). Absolute space is the foundation of early reli-
gious, magical, and political symbolism. Within this space, the town with its surround-
ing countryside was the important locus of social reproduction and social relations.
However, as the processes of accumulation developed (including the accumulation
of wealth, resources, knowledge, technology, money, precious objects, etc. POS, 49),
and labor became separated from biological reproduction, absolute/historical space,
though still existing, was overtaken by abstract space. Abstract space is the space of
capitalism—the illusory and seemingly transparent space where what is perceived or ex-
perienced is not what is actually going on. It is the space of “the world of commodities,

229



230

CRITICAL THEORY FOR LIBRARY AND INFORMATION SCIENCE

its logic and its worldwide strategies, as well as the power of money and that of the po-
litical state” (POS, 53). Lefebvre maintains that abstract space conceals within it (by
means of the double illusion noted earlier) its true “subject,” that being state political
power. It is also a space that is governed by instrumentality—the manipulations of space
by the various kinds of “authorities” and bureaucracies of the capitalist system (POS,
51). Abstract space is founded on the

vast network of banks, business centers ... motorways, airports and information lattices. Within
this space, the town—once the forcing-house of accumulation, fountainhead of wealth and centre
of historical space—has disintegrated (POS, 53).

Abstract space is a totalizing space—it seeks to reinforce homogeneity and to eradicate
difference. The only thing preventing abstract space from “taking over the whole planet
and papering over all differences” (POS, 55) is class struggle, including parts of classes
and groups, such as minorities. Class struggle is, to Lefebvre, one of the most signifi-
cant factors in the production of space because it is only through various sorts of class
struggle that true difference (i.e., not intrinsic to economic production) can arise and
be sustained. Furthermore, the expression of this difference is crucial to the production
of space—it is difference, after all, that gives rise to the next mode of production and
its attendant spatial formations.

THE RISE OF CONTRADICTORY AND DIFFERENTIAL SPACE

In the second to fifth chapters of POS, Lefebvre expounds more fully upon the
nature of social space, absolute space, and abstract space and discusses the transitions
from one to another. He also revisits the notion of “production,” tracing earlier under-
standings of the word, its use in Marxian analysis, and contemporary misuses of the
term (such as the production of knowledge) which only serve to hide who is doing the
producing, and why. At the end of these discussions, Lefebvre provides an important
summary of the simultaneous nature of social space. He writes

We may say of social space that it simultaneously

1. has a part to play among the forces of production, a role originally played by nature,
which it has displaced and supplanted;

2. appears as a product of singular character, in that it is sometimes simply consumed
(in such forms as travel, tourism or leisure activities) as a vast commodity, and
sometimes, in metropolitan areas, productively consumed (just as machines are, for
example), as a productive apparatus of grand scale;

3. shows itself to be politically instrumental in that it facilitates the control of soci-
ety, while at the same time being a means of production by the way it is developed
(...metropolitan areas are no longer just works and products but also means of
production, supplying housing, maintaining the labor force etc.);

4. underpins the reproduction of production relations and property relations (i.e.,
ownership of land, of space; hierarchical ordering of locations; organization of net-
works. . .class structures;...

5. is equivalent...to a set of institutional and ideological superstructures that are not
presented for what they are (and in this capacity, social space comes complete with
symbolisms and systems of meaning...);
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6. contains potentialities—of works and reappropriations—existing, to begin with, in
the artistic sphere but responding above all to the demands of a body “transported”
outside itself in space (POS, 349).

In chapter five, Lefebvre discusses the idea that while abstract space (i.e., the space of
capitalism) has a homogenizing tendency, critical analyses very quickly reveal the con-
tradictions lurking below the surface, contradictions that are not somehow separate from
social space but are inherent within it. Then, in the penultimate chapter six, Lefebvre
attempts to identify and clarify some of the contradictions apparent in abstract space, or
what he refers to as contradictory space. In particular, he discusses six major elements
of contradictory space, four of which are noted as follows. Lefebvre is quick to point
out, however, that these contradictions are not merely binary oppositions, but are “three-
point” interactions (POS, 354), whereby movement is from one to the other and back
again in an ongoing and evolving spatial ballet:

a) quantity vs. quality — Abstract space can be quantified, measured, and manipu-
lated (units of production, output measures, etc.) but at the same time, people seek
to escape the relentless empiricism of abstract space by demanding certain qualita-
tive characteristics of space (rest, relaxation, adventure, etc.). The search for this
qualitative space through leisure leads to the consumption of space (i.e., leisure
sites such as parks, beaches, restaurants, theaters, historic sites, etc.). Thus, abstract
space contains “two kinds of regions: regions exploited for the purpose of and by
means of production (of consumer goods) and regions exploited for the purpose
of and by means of the consumption of space. Tourism and leisure becomes major
areas of investment and profitability” (POS, 353). Lefebvre gives the example of
the Spanish coast, whereby the very qualities that attracted tourists to it have drawn
unprecedented industrial and residential development, thus somewhat negating the
original qualities of the region. Lefebvre comments that even while “the contradic-
tions become more acute . .. the urbanites continue to clamour for a certain “‘quality
of space’” (POS, 353).

b) production vs. consumption — Although there are many elements to the binary con-
cepts of production and consumption, Lefebvre points out in particular the contradic-
tions between “consumption in the ordinary sense...necessitating the reproduction
of things” (POS, 354) and the spaces of production, which involve the flows of net-
works and bureaucratic practices, in turn using and consuming the very spaces of
production of which they are a part.

¢) global processes of homogenization vs. fragmentation — While globalizing capi-
talism tends to homogenize as it globalizes (e.g., labor faces the same problems/
issues no matter where the factory is situated), fragmentation is also inherent: frag-
mentation by “administrative subdivision...by scientific and technical specializa-
tion. ... and indeed most of all, by the retail selling of space (in lots)” (POS, 355). So
while there is the tendency for neocapitalist processes to homogenize by seeking the
replication of certain conditions of production, nonetheless, within this homogeni-
zation are elements of fragmentation that cannot be eliminated. Lefebvre states that
homogenized space is “fragmented and fractured, in accordance with the demands of
the division of labor and of the division of needs and functions” (POS, 355). He later
refers to this fragmentation as “the subdivision of space for the purposes of buying
and selling” (POS, 365).
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d) power vs. knowledge — Lefebvre equates power with violence and knowledge with
understanding but, as he points out, these two concepts do not sit purely in opposi-
tion to one another. The contradiction ensues that knowledge is constructed in rela-
tion to power and so often represents and hides the very ideologies of power. This
leads to dominated spaces, overtly evident through the violence of “military and po-
litical (strategic) models” but less overtly because such space is the “bearer of norms
and constraints” (POS, 358). Lefebvre also suggests that today, the homogenization
of space may have less to do with economic imperatives than with political power
since “abstract space is overwhelmingly a tool of power” (POS, 391). In the grander
scheme of things there is a spatial strategy or logic that works to support dominant
economic interests while seeming to be for the common good. As an example of this,
Lefebvre notes that gasoline taxes are collected to be used to further the infrastruc-
ture of highways, which “benefits both the oil companies and the automobile manu-
facturers: every additional mile of highway translated into increased car sales, which
in turn increase petrol consumption, hence also tax revenues and so on....[This]
production of space is carried out with the state’s intervention. .. yet this production
seems to answer solely to the rational requirements of communication between the
various parts of society, as to those of a growth consistent with the interests of all
“users” (POS, 375).

Contradictions such as these give rise to differential spaces, which are those spaces on
the edges or margins of “the homogenized realm” (POS, 373). Differential spaces in
turn give rise to various sorts of resistances, which may or may not persist given the ho-
mogenizing tendencies of the dominant space. Lefebvre cites the rise and persistence of
shantytowns as one example of differential space.

For Merrifield (2006), the idea of the right to difference and differential space is one
of Lefebvre’s major contributions in the Production of Space. He brings his reading of
Lefebvre to a very personal conclusion when he writes:

When writers and scholars enter the Lefebvrian fray, when they write about daily life and global
space, they should think very carefully about whose daily life they’re talking about, whose (and
what) space they mean. When they write about radical intellectuals like Lefebvre, they should
think about their own role as radical intellectuals, turning Lefebvrian criticism onto themselves,
analyzing their own daily life and space at the same time as they analyze global capitalism....
Guts, as well as Lefebvre, are needed to resist the growing professionalization of ideas and uni-
versity life, where, before all else, abstractions and cybernanthropes, evaluations and economic
budgets sanction knowledge claims.... When scholars write about emancipation, about reclaim-
ing space for others, we might start by emancipating ourselves and reclaiming our own work
space (Merrifield 2006, 119-20).

In summary, it must be noted here that this commentary on Lefebvre’s Production of
Space is, at best, partial given the breadth and scope of his writings. As Shields (1999,
2-3) points out, Lefebvre’s oeuvre spans many decades, representing very different pe-
riods of his thought. The Production of Space was written very late in his life and during
what might be termed his Anglophone period. Nonetheless, in a comment that resonates
strongly with the public service goals of librarianship and the role of the library in so-
ciety, Shields remarks that
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What unites all of [Lefebvre’s] work—from his first to most mature works—is his deeply human-
istic interest in alienation.... Humanism...he argues, is the key motivation for Marx and for so-
cial change anywhere. It is not technological progress, the absence of war, or ease of life, or even
length of life, but the chance for a fully lived life that is the measure of a civilisation. The quality
of any society lies in the opportunity for the unalienated and authentic life experience that it gives
all its members. Grounded in anything else, democracy falls short of what it could be (1999, 2,
italics his).

LEFEBVRE IN THE LIS LITERATURE

Henri Lefebvre’s work has not been explored, to any great degree, in the library
and information science literature to date. In most cases, Lefebvre’s ideas receive only
passing mention. Hope A. Olson (1998) references The Production of Space (1991)
by drawing links between Lefebvre’s notion of transparent space and Lorraine Code’s
idea of rhetorical space. Jacqueline Cook’s (2006) exploration of art ephemera and li-
braries references this same work in a footnote discussing Cook’s recognition of “the
building of an art library collection as a representation of spaces” (34); Adele Seeft’s
(2004) work also references Lefebvre only in a brief footnote. Jutta Haider and David
Bawden (2007) also quote from The Production of Space, but do not examine Lefe-
bvre’s work in any detail. Similarly, David Berry’s (2004) article on Internet research
refers only briefly to Lefebvre’s concept of alienation, from his Critique of Everyday
Life (1947).

Unfortunately, these discussions provide little direction for readers interested in
applying Lefebvre’s work to other contexts or to advanced study within LIS. Rekha
Murthy’s (2006) article, “Story Space: A Theoretical Grounding for the New Urban An-
notation,” examines the work of Lefebvre in more depth, alongside the works of Jean
Baudrillard, and Paul Virilio. Here, Murthy examines the implications of Lefebvre’s
writings for in-depth explorations of spatial annotation, or “the practice of linking a
communication instance—a thought, a story, a piece of information, a call to action, an
exchange among users—to a specific geographical location” (para. 2). This is a very
promising piece, as it connects Lefebvre’s work on physical space to virtual representa-
tions of location (e.g., Global Positioning Systems).

However, few scholars within LIS have explored Lefebvre’s work in the context of
empirical research studies. Lisa M. Given, for example, used Lefebvre’s work to exam-
ine undergraduates’ use of space on a university campus. She, and co-author Virginia
Wilson (2004), presented a paper on Lefebvre’s spatial triad (perceived-conceived-lived
space) that used this theory as a guiding model for the design of qualitative research to
incorporate the physical in explorations of personal experience. The paper presented re-
sults of qualitative interviews with mature undergraduates to illustrate connections be-
tween Lefebvre’s triad and students’ conceptions of university life. Similarly, Matthew
Griffis (2010), a doctoral candidate at the University of Western Ontario, used Lefe-
bvre’s spatial triad to examine the Owen Sound Carnegie Library (in Ontario, Canada).
Griffis’ qualitative case study approach (involving site visits, interviews with library
staff, observations of patrons, and photographic methods) was also well grounded in
an historical research methodology. He used Lefebvre’s triad as a theoretical lens for
understanding the place of the library in the community.
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LEFEBVRE AND LIS: SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE WORK

There are a number of scholars working in information-related fields (such as educa-
tion, sociology, and other disciplines) who have drawn on Lefebvre’s ideas to explore
virtual spaces—an area of study that holds a great deal of promise for future investi-
gations within library and information science proper. Diana Saco’s (1998) doctoral
dissertation is one of a number of research projects in the last decade that link Lefebvre’s
work to cyberspace; she argues that cyberspace meets all of Lefebvre’s criteria for the
ways that social spaces are socially produced. Dale Bradley’s (1998) dissertation pursued
a similar line of inquiry, using Henri Lefebvre’s work to complete a discursive analysis
of power relations in cyberspace. John Wise (1995) also used Lefebvre’s work to explore
technology as a social space. Given the ubiquitous nature of the Internet/cyberspace,
including chat forums and other virtual “spaces” within the field of LIS, the application
of Lefebvre’s work to these online contexts holds great promise for future study.

At the same time, the LIS literature is rife with studies of information literacy in
various library settings—which raises the possibility of applying Lefebvre’s work to
studies of learning spaces. Indeed, in education, scholars have applied Lefebvre’s work
to classrooms and other (less formal) learning environments; these studies give rise to
possibilities for LIS scholars and librarians to examine library-based learning spaces
through Lefebvre’s theoretical lens. Paul Temple (2007) presents a review of the litera-
ture is his text Learning Spaces for the 21st Century, including lengthy discussions of
Lefebvre’s work. Similarly, Benjamin Fraser’s (2009) work connects critical pedagogy
to the social space of cities, drawing on Lefebvre’s work alongside other urban scholars
(such as Jane Jacobs).

Finally, it is important to consider Lefebvre’s work in the context of the social pro-
duction of space within library and information milieus. The inclusion of corporate
sponsors (such as the Gates Foundation) in academic library computing labs, or the
introduction of coffee shops in public libraries, have profound implications on the de-
sign and use of social spaces by library patrons. Indeed, the influences of neo-capitalist
modes of production on the design of the library’s physical space is not well understood
and is rarely examined in the LIS literature. Using Lefebvre’s work as a theoretical lens
for analysis can enhance our understanding of the sociocultural forces that converge
and are evident in the design, presentation, perception, use, and ongoing management
of these types of social spaces.

CONCLUSION

Lefebvre’s Production of Space has been, and still is, a groundbreaking work. It
shaped the thinking of a whole generation of spatial scholars, and brought to the fore
what are now seen as key ideas about the nature of space in advanced capitalism, doing
so without forgetting about the everyday and embodied experiences of ordinary peo-
ple and how those experiences reflect and reveal the very tensions inherent in abstract
space. Dale and Burrell (2008) express the impact of Lefebvre’s scholarship very well
when they state:

Lefebvre’s work provides an opening for understanding the interconnections between different
levels of how social space is produced and reproduced; indeed, that all spaces are social, however
global or abstract they might appear to be (2008, 16).
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A Lefebvrian theoretical lens allows us to examine the “place” of libraries and other
information-related settings in new ways. His approach is one of the few theoretical
frameworks that pays attention to the spaces of the larger neocapitalist environment
in which institutions like libraries are embedded, while at the same time, giving us a
conceptual perspective and a language (i.e., spatial practices, spaces of representation,
and representational spaces) to explore the ways in which specific spaces are created,
imagined, and lived in by the people who use them every day. This unique blend of the
macro- and micro-levels makes a Lefebvrian analysis very powerful and potentially re-
vealing of the sometimes opaque, sometimes transparent ways that libraries function as
social spaces, the perceptions that we have of them, and their larger role within our rap-
idly changing and increasingly globalized social milieu.

REFERENCES

Berry, David M. 2004. “Internet Research: Privacy, Ethics and Alienation: An Open Source Ap-
proach.” Internet Research 14 (4): 323-32.

Bradley, Dale Alan. 1998. “Unfolding a Strategic Space: A Discursive Analysis of Cyberspace’s
Power Relations.” PdD diss., York University, Canada.

Cooke, Jacqueline. 2006. “Heterotopia: Art Ephemera, Libraries, and Alternative Space.”
Art Documentation: Bulletin of the Art Libraries Society of North America 25 (2):
34-39.

Dale, Karen, and Gibson Burrell. 2008. The Spaces of Organisation and the Organisation of
Space: Power; Identity and Materiality at Work. London: Palgrave.

Elden, Stuart. 2004. Understanding Henri Lefebvre: Theory and the Possible. London: Con-
tinuum.

Fraser, Benjamin. 2009. “The ‘Kind of Problem Cities Pose’: Jane Jacobs at the Intersection
of Philosophy, Pedagogy, and Urban Theory.” Teaching in Higher Education 14 (3):
265-76.

Given, Lisa M., and Virginia Wilson. 2004. “Place, Spaces and Henri Lefebvre: Incorporating the
Physical in Qualitative Research.” Paper presented at Advances in Qualitative Methods:
The 5th International Interdisciplinary Conference. Edmonton, AB, January.

Griffis, Matthew. 2010. “Living History: The Carnegie Library as Place in Ontario.” Canadian
Journal of Information and Library Science 34 (2): 185-211.

Haider, Jutta, and David Bawden. 2007. “Conceptions of ‘Information Poverty” in LIS: A Dis-
course Analysis.” Journal of Documentation 63 (4): 534-57.

Harvey, David. 1973. Social Justice and the City. Baltimore: John Hopkins.

Lefebvre, Henri. 1968. Dialectical Materialism. Trans. John Sturrock. London: Cape.

Lefebvre, Henri. 1991. Critique of Everyday Life. Trans. John Moore. London: Verso.

Lefebvre, Henri.1991. The Production of Space. Trans. Donald Nicholson-Smith. Oxford:
Blackwell.

Lefebvre, Henri. 1996. Writings on Cities. Selected, translated, and introduced by Eleonore
Kaufman and Elizabeth Lebas. Oxford: Blackwell. John Sturrock. London: Cape.____.
1968.

Merrifield, Andy. 2006. Henri Lefebvre: A Critical Introduction. New York: Routledge.

Murthy, Rekha. 2006. “Story Space: A Theoretical Grounding for the New Urban Annotation.”
First Monday (Online) no. 4, Special Issue.

Olson, Hope A. 1998. “Mapping beyond Dewey’s Boundaries: Constructing Classificatory Space
for Marginalized Domains.” Library Trends 47 (2): 233-254.

235



236

CRITICAL THEORY FOR LIBRARY AND INFORMATION SCIENCE

Saco, Diana. 1998. “Cyberspace and Democracy: Spaces and Bodies in the Age of the Internet.”
PhD diss., University of Minnesota.

Schmid, Christian. 2008. “Henri Lefvebre’s Theory of the Production of Space: Toward a Three-
Dimensional Dialectic.” In Space, Difference, Everyday Life: Reading Henri Lefebvre,
ed. 27-45. Eds. Kanishka Goonewardena, Stefan Kipfer, Richard Milgrom and Chris-
tian Schmid, 27-45. New York: Routledge.

Seeft, Adele. 2004. “Recovering the History of the African Theatre.” Quarterly Bulletin of the Na-
tional Library of South Africa 58 (4): 159-67.

Shields, Rob. 1999. Lefebvre, Love and Struggle: Spatial Dialectics. London: Routledge.

Shields, Rob. 2004. Henri Lefebvre. In Key Thinkers on Space and Place, ed. Phil Hubbard, Rob
Kitchin, and Gill Valentine, 208—13. London: Sage.

Temple, Paul. 2007. Learning Spaces for the 21st Century: A Review of the Literature. London:
The Higher Education Academy.

Wise, John MacGregor. 1995. “Technology and Social Space Beyond the Modern Episteme.”
PhD diss., University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign.



|18

Herbert Marcuse: Liberation,
Utopia, and Revolution
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BIOGRAPHICAL BACKGROUND

Herbert Marcuse (1898-1979) was an important and influential philosopher, public
intellectual, and social activist of the 20th century. At times called the Father of the New
Left (Kellner 2005, 35), Marcuse often served as an inspiration to the various student
and revolutionary social movements of the 1960s. Among Marcuse’s many works, One-
Dimensional Man (1964) and Eros and Civilization (1955) remain his most famous.
The themes of domination and liberation animated much of Marcuse’s writings, as he
was concerned with the technological rationality and repressive tendencies of advanced
industrial societies (in both their capitalist and state socialist forms). Marcuse was a uto-
pian thinker who envisaged the potential of radical revolutionary moments to create an
aesthetically rich and nonrepressive society.

Marcuse was born in 1898 in Berlin to a Jewish family and served in the German
Army during World War I before completing his PhD in literature at the University of
Freiburg in 1922. He then worked in publishing before returning to Freiburg in 1928 to
study philosophy with Martin Heidegger. The influence of Heidegger on Marcuse can-
not be underestimated; however, Heidegger’s political views and association with the
Nazi Party disturbed Marcuse (Kellner n.d.-a). He eventually left Freiburg in 1933 to
join the Institut fur Sozialforschung (Institute for Social Research) in Frankfurt, which
came to be known later on as the Frankfurt School. This association had a lasting influ-
ence on Marcuse, as he began to develop models for critical social theory.

Marcuse left Germany in 1934 and spent the rest of his life in the United States. He
was affiliated with Columbia University for a number of years and also worked for the
U.S. government in antifascist efforts during the 1940s and early 1950s. He served as
a professor at Brandeis University from 1958 to 1965, after which he took up his final
academic post as a professor at the University of California, San Diego. The influence
of Marcuse as a social theorist has diminished in recent years (Kellner 1998), but re-
cently published writings from the Marcuse archives (edited by Douglas Kellner) have
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the potential to revive interest in Marcuse’s work. He has not had a major influence
in LIS, but some recent scholarship by this author (Pyati 2006; 2009) has introduced
Marcusean concepts into the LIS discourse. Marcuse’s critiques of technological ratio-
nality and the technological society have particular relevance for LIS.

MARCUSE AND THE FRANKFURT SCHOOL

Marcuse’s work needs to be situated within the wider context of Frankfurt School
critical theory, which came out of the Institute for Social Research. This institute was
founded in 1923 and was the first Marxist-oriented research institute in Germany, and
was composed largely of German-Jewish intellectuals. During the time of its most
influential director, Max Horkheimer, the institute attempted to revise both the Marxian
critique of capitalism and the theory of revolution in order to address the new social
and political conditions that had evolved since Karl Marx’s death (Bronner and Kellner
1989). The term critical theory did not emerge until 1937; however, after the majority
of the institute’s members had immigrated to the United States after Hitler’s victory,
the term stuck and was used to define the general theory of contemporary society as-
sociated with Max Horkeimer, Herbert Marcuse, T. W. Adorno, Leo Lowenthal, and
Frederick Pollock (Bronner and Kellner 1989). The term represented a code of sorts,
which belied its roots in Marxist social theory, particularly in a time of increased hostil-
ity to socialist-inspired academic and political projects (Kellner 1989). The main con-
tributions of the Frankfurt School were its sharp critiques of industrial capitalism, mass
consumer society, technological society, and the relationship between technology and
culture. Of particular concern to many Frankfurt School theorists was the ability of the
new communication technologies (such as radio, films, and newspapers) to indoctrinate
audiences into the dominant capitalist culture of mass consumption.

The experience of fascism certainly influenced many of their analyses and the-
oretical positions, as they saw firsthand the role of mass communication tools in
perpetuating dominant political and economic interests. Some notable works associ-
ated with the Frankfurt School include Lowenthal’s studies of popular literature and
magazines (Lowenthal 1961), Horkheimer and Adorno’s and famous (and perhaps in-
famous) study of the culture industries in Dialectic of Enlightenment (2002), Walter
Benjamin’s (1969) work on media and cultural politics, and Habermas’ work on the
democratic public sphere (1989). Dialectic of Enlightenment (2002) argued that the
system of cultural production (i.e., film, radio, newspapers, and magazines) was under
the control of consumer capitalism and produced conformity to the dominant system
(Kellner n.d.-b). This particular work has become symbolic of the Frankfurt School
in general and has been criticized as reductive, elitist, and totalizing in its approach
(Kellner n.d.-b). In particular, some critics argue that it is too pessimistic in its analysis
of popular culture and does not leave room for the possibility of positive tendencies
in mass communication technologies and their role in resistance to dominant political
and economic systems. This critique is certainly valid, but it should be noted that the
Frankfurt School is not a monolithic entity, as it accommodated a diversity of theoreti-
cal viewpoints. Thus, the work of Walter Benjamin (1969), with its focus on the role
of new technologies in creating new and potentially transformative subjectivities, is a
counterpoint to some of Adorno and Horkheimer’s (2002) major themes.

Like Walter Benjamin, Marcuse does not easily fit into a set of neat descriptions
about the Frankfurt School. For instance, while Marcuse always relates economic
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influences to the spheres of culture and technology, he sees both emancipatory and
dominating potentials in these spheres (Kellner n.d.-a). Marcuse therefore does not
focus only on domination but rather places emphasis on the themes of liberation and
utopia. In addition, he emphasizes the role of individual liberation and transformation in
his work, something that was a departure from major strands of Marxist thought (Kell-
ner n.d.-a). He has provided a wealth of important insights and theoretical reflections
and some of his more influential contributions include his critique of technological
rationality, his concept of one-dimensional man, the role of art and aesthetics in creat-
ing a nonrepressive society, and the notion of the Great Refusal. I will discuss some of
these themes and a few others that are relevant to LIS in general. This exploration will
include arguably his most famous work, One-Dimensional Man (1964), An Essay on
Liberation (1969), Eros and Civilization (1955), and a number of the Collected Papers
of Herbert Marcuse (1998; 2001; 2005; 2007).

ON TECHNOLOGY AND
TECHNOLOGICAL RATIONALITY

One of Marcuse’s major concerns was the influence of technological rational-
ity in advanced industrial societies. This form of technological dominance served
to “institute new, more effective, and more pleasant forms of social control and
social cohesion” (Marcuse 1964, xv). While Marcuse argued that technology
had liberating tendencies, he also argued that it often served to dominate nature
and further totalitarian goals of control both in its capitalist and communist guises.
In our present day context, the focus on technological rationality as a tool of domi-
nation is a useful construct for understanding how discourses of information tech-
nology are being used to perpetuate capitalist logics of consumption. Marcuse was
writing during the height of advanced industrial society, but many of the same
ideologies and hegemonic concepts of progress, efficiency, and capitalist con-
sumption are still highly relevant (and perhaps even intensified) today. Advertising
culture and the manipulation of public opinion by corporate powers also troubled
Marcuse—Ieading to his condemnation of what he termed the “one-dimensional
man.” According to him, the one-dimensional man takes part in one-dimensional
thought and behavior, “in which ideas, aspirations, and objectives that, by their
content, transcend the established universe of discourse and action are either re-
pelled or reduced to terms of this universe” (Marcuse 1964, 12).

Technological rationality, argued Marcuse, is a creation related to “that of an
advanced society which makes scientific and technical progress into an instrument of
domination” (Marcuse 1964, 16). This concept of technological rationality is related
to a notion of purposive-rational action, in which the rationalization of the conditions
of life is synonymous with the institutionalization of a form of domination whose po-
litical character becomes unrecognizable (Habermas 1989). In other words, the logic
of instrumental rationality and technological rationality is politically, economically,
and socially institutionalized. These forces of domination lead to conformity and in-
doctrination, in which one-dimensional men are created. Thus, the logic of instru-
mental rationality creates conditions where critical thought and emancipatory action
are stifled.

The one-dimensional man, in a sense, suffers under a form of “false conscious-
ness,” as Lukacs (1971) discusses. Technological and instrumental rationality are
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the logics of an “ideological state apparatus” (Althusser 2001) that maintains the
status quo and perpetuates technological and techno-capitalist ideologies. At the
root of Marcuse’s argument is the critique of “positive thinking and its neo-posi-
tivist philosophy” (Marcuse 1964, 225) and its associated, distorted logics of ef-
ficiency, rationality, and progress. Marcuse’s fear was that the manipulation of
public opinion through the cultural industries (radio, television, newspapers, etc.)
led to a situation in which critical thought, emancipatory action, and genuine re-
sistance are stifled. In this context, all forms of opposition are integrated into the
established system.

One-dimensional man, however, does not necessarily imply that there is no form of
resistance or that society is a completely administered totality. Rather, one could under-
stand “one-dimensional” as “conforming to existing thought and behavior and lacking
a critical dimension and understanding of the potentialities that transcend the existing
society” (Kellner 1991, xxvii). In other words, one-dimensional thinking is conform-
ist by nature and does not see the possibilities for new forms of existence that are free
from domination and allow the full development of individual potentials. To counteract
one-dimensional society, Marcuse proposed critical and dialectical thinking that per-
ceived a freer and happier form of culture and society, and advocated a “great refusal”
of all modes of repression and domination (Kellner 2005, p. 5). This freedom from
one-dimensionality relates to the concept of utopia, which will be discussed in the next
section.

While Marcuse’s one-dimensional man thesis has been accused of excessive
pessimism, this assessment is not entirely accurate. For example, his critique of
technology focuses not just on domination but on liberation as well. As Marcuse
states:

For freedom indeed depends on technological progress, on the advancement of science. But this
fact easily obscures the essential precondition: in order to become vehicles of freedom, science
and technology would have to change their present direction and goals; they would have to be
reconstructed in accord with a new sensibility—the demands of life instincts. Then one could
speak of a technology of liberation, product of a scientific imagination free to project and design
the forms of a human universe without exploitation and toil (1969, 19).

Thus Marcuse does not criticize technology per se as a source of repression, but focuses
rather on its ideological underpinnings and applications within dominant economic and
political systems.

On a related note, a theme that reoccurs in Marcuse’s writings is the possibility that
technology provides for alleviating misery and poverty. As he discusses:

Utopian possibilities are inherent in the technical and technological forces of advanced capitalism
and socialism: the rational utilization of these forces on a global scale would terminate poverty
and scarcity with a very foreseeable future (1969, 4).

However, as Marcuse points out in many of his writings, while technology has the
potential to create a nonrepressive society, it continues to be used in ways that further
domination of nature and a consumerist lifestyle. A technological apparatus that creates
societal dependence on “the uninterrupted production and consumption of waste, gad-
gets, planned obsolescence, and means of destruction” (Marcuse 1966, xii) is a system
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that perpetuates repression. Envisioning the possibilities for a nonrepressive society is
a utopian exercise. This utopian exercise requires both a reconstruction of reason and
a radical imagination (Marcuse 1969). The next section takes up these ideas in more
detail.

LIBERATION AND UTOPIA

The themes of liberation and utopia are prominent in Marcuse’s work and illus-
trate the redemptive possibilities of his theoretical project. In contrast to postmod-
ern and poststructuralist theories, Marcuse did not shy away from comprehensive
approaches to social change and grand visions of liberation (Kellner 1998). This focus
on a totalizing utopian vision that sought to reconstruct reason had its basis in Marxist
dialectics (Kellner 1998). Dialectical thinking for Marcuse involved the ability to ab-
stract one’s perception and thought from existing forms in order to form more general
concepts (Kellner 1991). These general concepts can then be linked and compared to
ideals and potentialities of human existence, creating utopian frameworks for guiding
human and social development.

Marcuse’s major work that introduced his concept of liberation and the possibility
of a nonrepressive society is Eros and Civilization (1955). This book was a significant
philosophical foray into Freud and took on the ambitious task of integrating Freud’s
ideas with Marx. While Freud argued that civilization inevitably involved repression
and suffering, Marcuse argued that other elements in Freud’s theory pointed towards an
instinctual drive in the direction of happiness and freedom (Kellner n.d.-a). Through this
reinterpretation of Freud, Marcuse developed the outlines of a nonrepressive civilization
that would involve libidinal and nonalienated labor, play, free and open sexuality, and
the development of a society that promotes freedom and happiness (Kellner n.d.-a). As
Marcuse discusses:

Freud’s own theory provides reasons for rejecting his identification of civilization with repres-
sion. On the ground of his own theoretical achievements, the discussion of the problem must be
reopened. Does the interrelation between freedom and repression, productivity and destruction,
domination and progress, really constitute the principle of civilization? Or does this interrelation
result only from a specific historical organization of human existence? (1955, 4-5)

This vision of liberation that Marcuse presented in Eros and Civilization anticipated
many of the values of the 1960s counterculture (Kellner n.d.-a).

In addition to the concept of liberation, the role of the imagination in social change
is central to much of Marcuse’s philosophy. As he argues, the imagination has become
stifled and colonized by the mass media and capitalist logics (Marcuse 1969). But rather
than seeing the imagination as a form of fantasy and escape, Marcuse sees it as a pro-
ductive and potentially radical force for change in society. According to him:

The imagination, unifying sensibility and reason, becomes “productive” as it becomes practi-
cal: a guiding force in the reconstruction of reality—reconstruction with the help of a gaya
scienza, a science and technology released from their service to destruction and exploitation,
and thus free for the liberating exigencies of the imagination. The rational transformation of the
world could then lead to a reality formed by the aesthetic sensibility of man (Marcuse 1969,
30-31).
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The imagination therefore provides a link between aesthetic sensibilities and reason,
and is itself a rational form of understanding.

On arelated note, art and aesthetics play a role in Marcuse’s theory of liberation. Aes-
thetics and art were central elements of Marcuse’s thought, as he argued that art had an
important role to play in providing alternatives to the dominant society and facilitating
social change (Kellner 2007). The concept of art for Marcuse usually referred to litera-
ture, music, and the visual arts, and often was oriented towards “high art.” For Marcuse
art has a radical potential, as it criticizes and negates the existing social order and hints
at the possibility of a new social order (Davis 2005). In this framework, art does not have
to be overtly political in character, since the power of the artistic form is often enough
to provide glimpses of new possibilities and forms of human existence. Art is an expres-
sion or language of the imagination, but Marcuse argues that in the dominant, affluent
society art has also been co-opted by existing power structures. In other words:

we would have to say that the crisis of art today is only part of the general crisis of the political
and moral opposition to our society, of its inability to define, name and communicate the goals
of the opposition to a society, which, after all, delivers the goods. It delivers the goods bigger and
perhaps even better than ever before and it exacts, for the delivery of these goods, the constant
sacrifice of human lives; death, mutilation, enslavement (Marcuse 2007, 114).

However, Marcuse locates some artistic movements that he feels embody the qualities
of radical critique that he valued, in particular the Surrealists. For instance, he states
that the

surrealist thesis...elevates the poetic language to the rank of being the only language that does
not succumb to the all-embracing language spoken by the Establishment, a “meta-language” of
total negation—a total negation transcending even the revolutionary action itself. In other words,
art can fulfil its inner revolutionary function only if it does not itself become part of any Establish-
ment, including the revolutionary Establishment (Marcuse 2007, 114-15).

Art thus has significant oppositional tendencies in Marcusean thought, and is an es-
sential component of his theories of liberation. However, one can criticize Marcuse for
making rigid distinctions between “high art” and “low art” and not engaging seriously
with popular culture (Davis 2005, xiv).

RESISTANCE FROM THE MARGINS

While art and aesthetics were important parts of Marcuse’s utopian project, another
major source of inspiration for him were the various antiwar, antiracist, and new social
movements of the 1960s and early 1970s. Marcuse was a major source of inspiration
to the radical student movements of these decades and became known as the Father
of the New Left. The Old Left was rigid and doctrinaire and often aligned with Soviet
Marxism, while the New Left embraced a wide range of social movements around the
issues of class, gender, race, sexuality, the environment, peace, and a variety of other
issues (Kellner 2005). One of the clearest articulations of Marcuse’s alignment with
the New Left is his influential work entitled An Essay on Liberation (1969). This short
and accessible work was written during the height of the student and anti—Vietnam War
movements in the late 1960s, and is imbued with countercultural sentiments. Many
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of his revolutionary utopian ideas are expressed in this particular work and during the
time he wrote this book it appeared that the student and countercultural movements
were growing in prominence and strength. He subsequently modified some of his posi-
tive evaluation of the counterculture; one can argue that he was carried away by the
enthusiasm generated by the struggles of the 1960s and exaggerated the importance of
the student movement and countercultural revolts as agents of social change (Kellner
2005). However, Marcuse was one of the first major Marxist theorists who expanded the
scope of revolution beyond the traditional Marxist conception of the working classes.

This expansion of the Marxist revolutionary optic included student activists, margin-
alized minority populations in the inner cities of the United States, and the victims of
Western aggression in the Third World. A central idea behind Marcuse’s focus on these
groups was that they stood outside the dominant economic and political systems. Thus,
resistance from the margins of society could potentially show cracks in the dominant
system and provide liberatory alternatives to the capitalist warfare state (Kellner 2005).
The co-optation of the working classes into capitalist consumerism was one of the key
insights in One-Dimensional Man (1964). The creation of false needs integrated both
the working classes into the dominant systems of production and consumption, with
the mass media serving to eliminate any forms of opposition and critique to the system
(Kellner n.d.-a). Marcuse discusses the decline of revolutionary consciousness in the
middle classes as follows:

The power of corporate capitalism has stifled the emergence of such a consciousness and imagi-
nation; its mass media have adjusted the rational and emotional faculties to its market and its
policies and steered them to defense of its dominion. The narrowing of the consumption gap has
rendered possible the mental and instinctual coordination of the laboring classes: the majority
of organized labor shares the stabilizing, counterrevolutionary needs of the middle classes, as
evidenced by their behavior as consumers of the material and cultural merchandise, by their emo-
tional revulsion against the nonconformist intelligentsia (1964, 15-16).

With this situation in mind, Marcuse saw an opening for resistance coming out of the
predominantly African American populations of American inner cities and the margin-
alized populations of the Third World. Thus, according to Marcuse:

where the consumer gap is still wide, where the capitalist culture has not yet reached into every
house or hut, the system of stabilizing needs has its limits; the glaring contrast between the privi-
leged class and the exploited leads to a radicalization of the underprivileged. This is the case of
the ghetto population and the unemployed in the United States; this is also the case of the laboring
classes in the more backward capitalist countries (1964, 16).

In addition, Marcuse understood the global reach of the capitalist system and identified
potential places of resistance within this system. He discusses how National Liberation
Movements in the Third World, such as the Viet Cong and the Cuban revolution, have
the potential to cut off global capitalist markets, sources of raw materials, and cheap
labor supplies, thereby spurring on other revolutionary movements (Kellner 2005). In
other words:

The National Liberation Fronts threaten the life line of imperialism; they are not only a mate-
rial but also an ideological catalyst of change. The Cuban revolution and the Viet Cong have
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demonstrated: it can be done; there is a morality, a humanity, a will, and a faith which can resist
and deter the gigantic technical and economic force of capitalist expansion (Marcuse 1969, 81).

Marcuse’s identification of resistance from the margins of the capitalist system was an
important insight; however, one should not assume that Marcuse posited that the coun-
terculture expressions, student movements, or Third World movements were the new
agents of revolution. Rather, Marcuse sees radical potential, possibilities, and limita-
tions in these groups (Kellner 2005). Throughout Marcuse’s writings he indicates that
there can be no revolution without the working class, and does not see strong evidence
that the working class is responsive to the New Left (Kellner 2005). The fact that the
New Left may not be the new revolutionary agents should not be seen as a refutation of
their impact, since they provide insights into revolutionary possibilities. To further this
point, Marcuse discusses how:

The search for specific historical agents of revolutionary change in the advanced capitalist
countries is indeed meaningless. Revolutionary forces emerge in the process of change itself; the
translation of the potential into the actual is the work of political practice (1969, 79).

Thus while he held up the importance of the working classes in socialist revolution, the
creation of revolutionary agency is an ongoing process.

On a final note regarding Marcuse’s work, it would be remiss not to mention some of
his ideas with regard to man’s relationship with nature. Marcuse also rooted his vision
of human liberation in terms of a reconciliation with nature. He believed that until
aggression and violence within human beings was diminished, there would continue
to be destruction of nature as well as violence against other human beings (Kellner,
n.d. -c). For Marcuse, the destruction of nature was a natural outgrowth of capitalist ex-
pansion and a less exploitative relationship with nature would require a change in the
sensibilities of human beings. This new sensibility

emerges in the struggle against violence and exploitation where this struggle is waged for es-
sentially new ways and forms of life: negation of the entire Establishment, its morality, culture;
affirmation of the right to build a society in which the abolition of poverty and toil terminates in a
universe where the sensuous, playful, the calm, and the beautiful becomes forms of existence and
thereby the Form of the society itself (Marcuse 1969, 25).

In other words, this new sensibility would require a change in individual consciousness,
in which the drive towards destructive and dominating attitudes towards the natural
world would be diminished. In a world today that faces the perils of global climate
change, these theoretical explorations of Marcuse remain highly pertinent.

MARCUSE’S RELEVANCE TO LIS

With a wider sense now of Marcuse’s many theoretical concerns, we turn to the
issue of how some of these ideas might apply to LIS. While there is no explicit model
to follow in applying some of Marcuse’s key ideas to LIS, we can explore how his ideas
might bring social justice concerns more front and center within the discipline. In partic-
ular, his theoretical approach emphasizes constructive critique with a keen eye towards
counteracting repression, domination, and injustice. Marcuse has been criticized for an
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overly pessimistic approach at times; however, he had hope for the liberating possibili-
ties of technological society as well. While Marcuse’s work predated the Internet, the
Internet (despite an increasing commercial presence) and new media technologies in
general still offer the possibility for enhancing democratic and progressive politics. The
field of LIS, for instance, can take a more critical look at the corporate domination of
information technology development and the pervasiveness of technological determin-
ism in wider society. LIS can thus take many of Marcuse’s ideas to heart, specifically in
the articulation of less repressive and more just visions of an information society.

While there is debate on this topic, the information society has arguably served to
perpetuate the interests of technocratic elites in governments and corporations (Webster
2006). In particular, the private sector has developed much of the infrastructure for the
Internet in many parts of the world without much governmental regulation, and the priva-
tization and commercialization of information continues to intensify (Schiller 2007). In
fact, this dimension of the information society, an overreliance on market and capital-
ist logics, is a defining characteristic that has far-reaching consequences. Thus, despite
the claims of many postindustrial and postmodern thinkers about the radical “newness”
and discontinuities with the past, the information society can be seen as a continuation
(or perhaps an intensification) of capitalist practices (Webster 2006). The information
age has been highly beneficial to capitalism’s increasing global reach and spread, ush-
ering in an era of informational and techno-capitalism. While the dynamic nature of
capitalism and the innovative uses of ICTs have spread benefits across the globe, only
certain segments of the world’s population have been at the receiving end—one would
be remiss to ignore that income inequalities throughout the world have increased during
the information age (Harvey 2005). To note this fact is not a condemnation of the infor-
mation age or ICTs; however, it cannot be ignored that the political agendas associated
with the information society have exacerbated global inequities.

Many of Marcuse’s worst fears resonate in the information society. For instance,
with the discourse of the information society being largely driven by the private sector,
one cannot escape the advertising bombardment of technology giants such as Microsoft
and Apple, as well as ignore the advertising revenue—intensive model of search engine
giant Google. Many of the hopes, dreams, and aspirations of the information age are
shaped and limited (e.g., Do you want to be a Mac or a PC?) by the hegemony of pow-
erful corporate players. Genuine public sector alternatives, which might consider open
source software solutions for instance, are often not part of the wider public conscious-
ness. The extension of Marcuse’s ideas to the information society can also be applied to
issues such as information overload, information anxiety, the globally unjust distribu-
tion of information work, and the growing environmental problem of electronic waste
(in which countries of the Global South suffer inordinately). These issues get short shrift
within LIS, as they are often obscured by an overemphasized focus on the benefits of
ICTs and information access. A Marcusean approach to LIS could highlight some of
these inequities and also point to more liberatory possiblities in the information society.
Thus, having more access to information and technology are not ends in themselves and
do not justify progress; rather, we need a form of critical theory that allows us to dif-
ferentiate between aspects of the information society that either further domination or
promote greater human freedom.

Marcuse’s particular form of critical theory also forces LIS to critically assess
its foundations and its construction of a modern notion of information. This modern
construction of information is intimately tied with the growth and rise of science and
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the ideologies of technological and instrumental rationality that Marcuse criticizes.
Information, which was often associated with the process of informing, became an
increasingly reified and commodified entity in a modern, post—~World War II environ-
ment (Day 2001). Other Frankfurt School theorists, including Adorno and Horkheimer,
were also interested in this idea of how knowledge became divorced from information
and norms from facts (Bronner 2004). Information, in its modern sense, became disso-
ciated from affective, contextual, and cultural processes, thus making it much easier to
be commodified, reified, and abstracted.

In addition to reclaiming and rethinking modern constructions of information, Mar-
cuse’s work gives the field of LIS an opportunity to influence discourses of technology.
While LIS as a discipline is engaged with the role of technology in society, it arguably
does not theorize technology to a sufficient degree. In response to this shortcoming,
Marcuse provides substantive insight into the role of technology in contemporary
societies and provides critical perspectives on society and technology that challenge
us to distinguish between emancipatory and oppressive forces and tendencies (Kellner
1998). These insights help avoid simply seeing all technology and society as a vast
apparatus of domination, or seeing all science, technology and industry as progressive
(Kellner 1998). Marcuse’s approach can thus help mediate between the often unpro-
ductive extremes of technophobia and technophilia that are present in the field of LIS
and in society at large. A critical engagement with discourses of technology can have
broad implications in the field, beyond the usual implementation of technology for
enhancing information access.

Lastly, Marcuse reminds us that intellectuals have an important role to play in public
life. While we may not all be radicals like Marcuse, he offers a path for both academ-
ics and working professionals in the field to be active public intellectuals. As a field
that bridges both the academic and professional worlds, LIS is in a unique position to
train public intellectuals who can speak for issues in the public interest and advocate for
socially just outcomes in the information society.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

This chapter has reviewed some key points from Marcuse’s large body of work, with
a focus on how some of these ideas might be applicable to LIS in general. An exploration
such as this one by its very nature cannot be exhaustive; however, the ideas presented
here are meant to stimulate further inquiry and interest in Marcuse’s theoretical legacy.
Marxist-oriented critique in LIS has focused on a number of issues throughout the years,
including the commodification of information and the decline of the democratic public
sphere. A reengagement with Frankfurt School critical theory, as another Marxist form
of analysis, would also bring critiques of technology, culture, and ideology to the fore.
A Frankfurt School type of critique is increasingly important for LIS, as the discipline
attempts to navigate the complex ideological terrain of the information society.

Marcuse, as a trenchant social critic, focused on issues of domination and libera-
tion within a utopian framework. Despite his focus on the negative aspects of tech-
nological society, he theorized moments of hope and resistance. His uncompromising
utopian idealism may even seem outdated today. An “incurable and sentimental roman-
ticist” (Moyers 2005, 164) may not provide the most practical orientation for such a
professionally focused field. However, if we utilized our radical imagination for just a
moment, might we be able to create a more socially conscious LIS?
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Chantal Mouffe’s Theory of Agonistic
Pluralism and Its Relevance for Library
and Information Science Research

Joacim Hansson
Linnaeus University, Vdxjo, Sweden

INTRODUCTION

Democratic societies are today confronted with a challenge that they are ill-prepared to answer
because they are unable to grasp its nature. One of the main reasons for this incapacity lies...
in the kind of political theory which is dominant today and of the type of rationalistic framework
which characterizes most of liberal-democratic theory. It is high time, if we want to be in condi-
tion to consolidate and deepen democratic institutions, to relinquish that framework and begin
thinking about politics in a different way (Mouffe 2000a, paragraph 1).

Thinking about politics and the political in society in a different way is something that
has characterized the writings of Chantal Mouffe. Born in Belgium in 1943, but for many
years working in London as professor of Political Science at University of Westminister,
she has been a visiting professor at several leading universities, including Cornell, Prince-
ton, Harvard, in the United States, and the Sorbonne, in Paris, France. In this chapter,
I will start by outlining her groundbreaking work on discourse theory, and then move
on to her theory on the political and “agonistic pluralism.” I will end by pointing to
some issues within library and information science (LIS) where this theory can be
fruitful as a framework for critical analyses of library and information institutions and
practices.

POST-MARXIST DISCOURSE THEORY

In the mid-1980s Mouffe was one of the renewers of critical discourse theory.
Together with Argentinean political scientist Ernesto Laclau, in 1985 she published the
groundbreaking Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: Towards a Radical Democratic Poli-
tics. As discourse analysis had been struggling in the area between theory and method-
ology, at the same time acknowledging the heritage from traditional critical theory as
well as accepting postmodern viewpoints (thus denying Marxism as a relevant ground
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scientific inquiry), Laclau and Mouffe introduced a discourse analysis that not only
resolved this dilemma, but showed how Marxist fundamentals could be used in con-
temporary analysis of discursive power relations. They did so by combining theoreti-
cal concepts and elements from poststructuralism and Lacanian subject theory. With
the full acceptance of postmodernism’s relativistic stance it was still possible for them
to provide an analytical framework for the analysis of democratic development and
specifically socialist ideology in terms of a post-Marxist point of view. This combina-
tion turned out well and the work of Laclau and Mouffe is today regarded as perhaps
the most powerful critical discourse analysis framework available when studying social
and democratic development. Torfing views the Laclau and Mouffe critical theory as
post-Gramscian in that they develop and partly reformulate the concept of hegemony:
“Hegemony is no longer to be conceived of in terms of unification of political forces
around a set of paradigmatic interests that are constituted elsewhere. Rather, hegemony
involves the articulation of social identities in the context of social antagonism” (Torfing
1999, 14).

Reinterpreting the concept of hegemony in terms of antagonistic subject positions as
the driving forces of democratic creativity, and the emphasis on the political as articula-
tion of social identities, paved the way for a more extensive political theory that Chan-
tal Mouffe developed herself in relation to current movement in the political landscape,
not least within the European Union. The point of the argument however is equally
applicable in the United States, because the focus of her analysis is the traditionally
liberal conception of democracy and political development in society. During the rest
of this chapter I will expand upon this political theory and place it within library and
information science.

A THEORY OF THE POLITICAL

Chantal Mouffe’s theory of the political has been developed in several books and
articles over the last decade. The ones I primarily draw from here are The Democratic
Paradox (2000b) and On the Political (2005). Building upon her earlier works on he-
gemony and post-Marxist (post-Gramscian) social analysis, she now focuses on the
problems of liberalism as the dominant political discourse in most Western societies,
and on the fact that liberal consensus models make way for global capitalism to grow
and strengthen its position at the expense of marginalized and excluded groups via the
needs of economic growth and greed. She formulates a sharp critique of contemporary
politics by restating the concept of “the political” as something now neglected, but ab-
solutely crucial in developing vital and inclusive democracies. The idea of the political
is based on legitimate conflicts of different political views and reference systems—a
kind of conflict she calls “agonism” or “agonistic pluralism.” Now, let us have a look
at what she is actually turning against. What is the problem of liberalism as we see it
today?

The Problem of Liberal Universalism

When defining the problem of the political in contemporary society, Mouffe turns to
a development that is sketched very clearly in different points in her writing. Contem-
porary politics is built on a model of consensus based on a social liberal ground of rea-
son. This reason states that if we only get the institutions and the political procedures
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right, then we will be able to create a society in which growth is in the interest of each
and every one. Such a way of thinking of course requires that everyone accept the insti-
tutions and procedures when and as they develop. Of course, claims Mouffe, this is not
the case. In formulating her critique of the liberal consensus model she argues explicitly
against philosopher John Rawls, who in his book Political Liberalism (1993) provides
an important theoretical discussion that explains the ideas behind liberalism as a reason-
able consensus model. When arguing for such a model one of the classical paradoxes
of liberal politics discloses itself—the search for maximum individual freedom and the
simultaneous view that there exists a set of universal human rights which are equal for
all. In the case of Rawls, this paradox becomes a problem when having to deal with
conflicts of interest and political disagreements. In order to resolve the problem of po-
litical conflict, liberal theory (and practice) adopts two sets of basic arguments, both of
which become the target of Mouffe’s theoretical claims. Firstly, the political is reduced
to procedure, making it a purely intellectual endeavour—democracy can be structured
and represented not only by elected representatives, but through the establishment of a
representative structure of public institutions that administer the chosen form of demo-
cratic structure. Secondly, all “good” people are actually liberals since, for instance, the
set of basic human rights is universal. If you do not agree to universals like these you
are wrong and can only be accepted as legitimate in your standpoints if you abide to the
basic view of liberal thought—if not you must be taught to do so.! To be able to achieve
a consensus of what is good and right liberalism today tends to look away from those
outside of its ideological realm, simply by not accepting them as legitimate. In politi-
cal practice this is seen in the reluctance to still accept the traditional left/right scale of
political diversity. By doing this, a formation in the political middle (social liberalism)
is attracting most major political parties—as well as theorists. The decrease of legiti-
mate political struggle and the procedural intellectualisation of the political are defined
as “progress.”

Agonistic Pluralism as an Alternative to Consensual Liberalism

In creating a viable and stable theory of the political, Mouffe turns away from thought
concerning “harmonious” conflicts as described in liberalism—differences may occur,
but they are all safe as they are intellectual constructions and they accept the basic
universalism of reason as the basis of politics. Instead she claims that conflict is the
very driving force of vital democracy, and the only way of maintaining its strength is
to accept antagonism as socially constructive. In doing so, she takes her departure from
several controversial theorists and combines their thinking in a very original way. In an
article entitled “Wittgenstein, Political Theory, and Democracy”, she uses the combined
thinking of Ludwig Wittgenstein, Jacques Derrida, and Richard Rorty as a theoretical
basis for criticism of a Habermasian liberal conception:

Democratic citizenship can take many diverse forms and such a diversity, far from being a danger
for democracy, is in fact its very condition of existence. This will, of course, create conflict and it
would be a mistake to expect all those different understandings to coexist without clashing. But
this struggle will not be one between “enemies” but among “adversaries” since all participants
will recognize the positions of the others as legitimate ones. This type of “agonistic pluralism”
is unthinkable within a rationalistic problematic because it, by necessity, tend to erase diversity
(Moufte 2000a, paragraph 30).
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Antagonism as the struggle between interests is here replaced by a related term—
agonistic pluralism—the legitimate positions of adversaries in the political discussion
creating a viable foundation for democracy. This formulation of what kind of conflict
is necessary for democratic development takes its departure in thought constructions
far from general mainstream liberals. One simple, but profound, example is found in a
question put in Wittgenstein’s Philosophical Investigations: “Following a rule is analo-
gous to obeying an order. We are trained to do so; we react to an order in a particular
way. But what if one person reacts in one way and another in another to the order and
the training? Which one is right?” (Wittgenstein 1958, paragraph 1.206). From a liberal
point of view this is a subversive thought. To theorists like Jiirgen Habermas and John
Rawls, the thought of a contradicting reaction to political universals, which by neces-
sity would underlie the order, is fundamentally inconceivable. The question, Which one
is right? is a nonissue—since rules and orders are rational in relation to the universals
creating their legitimacy.

Apart from Ludwig Wittgenstein, Mouffe uses the controversial political theorist
Carl Schmitt as a point of departure, not only for her critique, but to further the for-
mulation of her own theory of agonistic pluralism. Using Schmitt as a reference for a
formulation of an emancipatory, left-oriented political theory, as Mouffe does, might
seem not only controversial due to Schmitt’s affiliation with German Nazism during the
time of Hitler, but also theoretically inconvenient, as Schmitt was a strong advocate of
totalitarianism and dictatorship.?

There are, however, two arguments in Schmitt’s work that have been found to be
fruitful in the construction of agonistic pluralism. The first one is formulated in his first
major work from 1921, On Dictatorship [Die Diktatur], where he proposes the idea that
crises and states of emergency should not be seen as extreme exceptions from a political
normality based on rational consensus, but instead as fundamental for any political con-
struction. The existence of social interests that are in direct opposition to the governing
power must always exist and strive to create unrest and ultimately chaos among the or-
derly majority. The second argument is proposed in his most famous essay, The Concept
of the Political [Der Begriff des politischen], from 1932. He states that there is a differ-
ence between “politics” and “the political,” the latter being a deeper and more constitu-
tive concept that the former, including the thought of friend /enemy dichotomy that must
be the very basis of every regulatory political construction, democratic or not.

What Mouffe does with these proposals, in order to obtain legitimacy for Schmitt’s
theories, turns them against him, pointing to what will happen to a democratic soci-
ety that has declared itself beyond ideology and treats political struggle as something
obsolete. Accepting general democratic institutions and the fundamentally democratic
system as the best political construction, she is able to show that when agonistic plural-
ism, that is, legitimate political conflict, is present the system accepts “the political”—
the fundamental struggle of opposing interests acknowledging the other’s right to exist,
even though its claims are debated. If, on the contrary agonistic pluralism is not allowed,
or is neglected, as is the case in contemporary Europe and in the United States, there is
always a ground for nonlegitimate movements and political positions to grow strong—as
for instance the extreme right or the extreme left. These political positions are consid-
ered illegitimate because they do not accept the universals underlying current liberal
democracy. Here is one of the crucial points of Mouffe’s argument: since different opin-
ions, reference systems, ideologies, norms, values, and beliefs always will be present in
a variety that widely supersedes that which may be grasped by liberal consensus, this
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variety must be acknowledged and valued as the very foundation of democratic think-
ing. If not there will be a number of these opinions, and so forth, that will work outside
the borders of the legitimate and thus create a real threat to a democracy based on fun-
damentals. We have been able to see the consequences of such political neglect before,
not least in the rise of Nazism in Germany in the 1920s. She thus manages to turn the
arguments of Carl Schmitt against his own ambitions and political position, and instead
place them in the service of radical emancipatory political theory.

At the same time Mouffe turns the argument against contemporary democratic devel-
opment. Neglect of agonistic pluralism comes from a belief in politics as the administra-
tion of universals—this is true whether we speak of Nazism or social liberalism. Both of
these systems provide answers to Wittgenstein’s rhetorical question quoted above. They
know who is right in responding to orders and training—and who is not. True democracy
does not build on static universals—simply because they do not exist, but on a pragmatic
basis where negotiation is the means, not to find procedures, but to handle conflicts.
Maintaining political conflict is thus a way of securing democratic vitality. This is a role
that traditionally has been given to the political left. As social democratic parties, not
least in Northern Europe and Scandinavia, are leaning more and more towards global
capitalism and universalist liberalism in order to win votes and gain political influence,
there is a crisis for left-wing parties. Social antagonism; injustice; economic, social, sex-
ual, and ethnic segregation; and discrimination are neglected, and those who point out
the obvious fact that these issues are as real and present in society as ever before are seen
as disturbances and illegitimate voices that need not be taken into consideration. This
is a major problem. As the political left collapsed ideologically in the 1990s there was
suddenly an empty space that has yet to be filled. The critical voice that was previously
legitimate has now become illegitimate and uttered by the extreme right.

The growth of the extreme right is of course a major—and growing—problem in
contemporary politics, in Sweden and in Europe as a whole. Why? Because when there
still was a radical left there was a movement which strived for emancipation, advocat-
ing a sort of agonistic pluralism where injustice and discrimination could not only be
exposed, but formulated in an ideological terminology that could compete on the arena
of legitimate adversaries. The extreme right may formulate what it considers to be in-
justice of discrimination—but it does not have an element of emancipation. Instead fear
and jealousy are main ingredients, and from that comes nothing good, only distrust and
violence. Distrust and violence are two forces not to be neglected when defending the
democratic institutions.

Several of the democratic institutions were built up in an era where agonistic pluralism
existed—signified by a living and ever present left/right scale of politics representing
true values, and an environment for thought where politics was not reduced to proce-
dure and intellectual solutions managed by expertise managers, but instead consisted
of passion and the necessary blend of heart and mind that is the very essence of any
political movement. These facts have made some of these institutions strong and vital
and—although many have tried to displace them—relevant in the changes of the politi-
cal and social landscape. One of these institutions is the library. When we are speaking
of “democratic institutions” we perhaps primarily think of public libraries. Academic
libraries, for instance, serve their democratic purpose as part of various educational and
research institutions. When considering how the theory of agonistic pluralism may be
used in library and information science, the library as a social and democratic institution
will serve well as a point of departure.
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RELEVANCE FOR LIBRARY AND INFORMATION SCIENCE

Library and information science has traditionally been exceptionally empirical and
not very theoretically oriented in any of its subfields. Critical and emancipatory per-
spectives have rarely been seen. During the last decade however, there has been a gen-
eral development in strengthening theoretical claims, and different perspectives have
been tried out on more or less traditional empirical environments. This has also led to
not only a call for critical theory in general, as formulated by, for example, Hansson
(2004) and Benoit (2007), but also de facto effort to summarize and use existing empiri-
cal knowledge in defining emancipatory elements in both LIS as an academic field of
research and librarianship as a social practice. In the United States a number of influen-
tial monographs have been produced, such as McCabe (2001), Buschman (2003), and
Budd (2008). Anthologies have presented different social and critical perspectives and
tools, using and trying them out in different practical situations and scholarly investiga-
tions. Examples of such anthologies are Rayward (2004), Buschman and Leckie (2007),
and Lewis (2008).

There are primarily two areas in library and information science where different
versions of critical theory have come in handy: public library research and knowledge
organization. In none of these areas have theories of agonistic pluralism been used to
any real extent. The traditional understanding of critical theory is well rooted in a tradi-
tion of liberal thinking, making, for instance, Jiirgen Habermas one of the most quoted
and discussed theorists. This is not surprising. Public libraries are to a certain extent the
archetypical liberal institution.

Public Library Research

The rise of public libraries is, in whatever country we study, tightly woven into the
fabric of the institutions that establish and secure a liberal political construction. There
are of course many forms of liberalism, ranging from extreme neoliberalism to con-
temporary European social democracy, but public libraries correspond to some of the
universals underlying the liberal project—the value of culture and education. Here, the
paradox mentioned earlier between self-interest and absolute equality is clearly shown.
Education, or perhaps even more Bildung, a term that interestingly enough does not
exist in English, is seen as, on the one hand a concern for each individual, and on the
other a means to raise and secure a standard of living for the many. To various degrees,
education supported by library services is tied to economic growth or development of
social identity. The former meaning has during the last two decades become increas-
ingly important—at the expense of the latter.

The liberal character of the traditional public library might be seen in at least
two aspects of the professional practice of librarianship: striving for neutrality and
moral judging of good taste and manners. The librarian as a custodian of good taste
and cultural sophistication was one of the founding characters in the early days of
public librarianship (Garrison 1979). It is today not as predominant since users are
seen as the driving force for change in the library sector. This shift from a custodian
librarian to a service- and user-oriented role is fully taking place within the realm of
a liberal consensus model—currently changing from the universal of cultural taste
to user-driven free market thinking where the free choice of the individual is the re-
maining universal. A liberal consensus model inevitably leads us to the question of
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library neutrality. This is also perhaps the area where the theories of Mouffe most
come in handy.

The idea of the neutral library was from the outset fostered by public librarianship in
the mid-19th century, particularly when it comes to the development and occurrences
in society surrounding the library. The public library has as its basic mission to mirror
society in representing all its forms and different opinions to be exposed through collec-
tion development or various non-book-related activities, such as exhibitions or lectures.
This is accepted as long as we can keep this exposure within the realm of the liberal con-
ception of the good and what is regarded as legitimate opinion or positions in relation to
specific social issues. As is so clearly shown in the volume of essays collected from the
journal Progressive Librarian, titled Questioning Library Neutrality (Lewis 2008), there
is no such thing as a “neutral” public library. It is only neutral if we accept the liberal
standpoint that only those views that come in harmoniously into the set of universals
underlying liberal society and institutions are exposed, and others excluded. Neutrality
is a shutting of the eyes at alternative interpretations of the world, the socially good, and
the political differences that de facto exist in a multicultural society of today.

Agonistic pluralism as a theoretical point of view analyzing libraries is fruitful in
that it provides a basis for looking at neutrality in a way that is not previously tied to
liberal universals. Such a position makes way for analyses of many different kinds, pri-
marily of how various alternative conceptions of political issues and society as a whole
are exposed or excluded. This brings a strong emancipatory force. It also places a lot
of responsibility on the libraries themselves, as their role in a vital democracy based on
agonistic pluralism is not one of neutrality and kindness, but one of political activity
and proaction. The library can be analysed as a social arena for competing legitimate
struggles of ideas and political positions.

This idea is gaining significance by the day: a strong paradigmatic hold of the liberal
consensus model in Europe is getting stronger and stronger. Groups with different re-
alities and sets of references are increasingly marginalized, and as LIS researchers we
may contribute to the exposure of this movement by focussing on such marginalized
groups. In the fall of 2009, a Swedish research project based on agonistic pluralism
began and empirical analysis of the treatment of national ethnic minorities in public
libraries. Accepting the different worldviews of such groups as the Sami people and
Gypsies, a full-scale survey of all public libraries in Sweden will be undertaken and the
results of how these groups are visualized and treated in program activities and collec-
tion development analysed within the realm of agonistic pluralism. This is to the extent
of my knowledge the first major empirical library research project working explicitly
with Mouffe’s ideas on agonistic pluralism as a theoretical foundation.?

Knowledge Organization

The second major area of library and information area where critical theory has been
used is knowledge organization. It is within classification research we have seen the most
explicit analyses based on theoretical frameworks of, for instance, power theory and
feminist theory (Olson 2002). A general discussion of the potential and value of criti-
cal theory as a tool for emancipatory research within LIS was made by Hansson (2006).
More than in public library research, classification research has questioned the very basis
of the liberal consensus model. It has been done implicitly though by showing, for in-
stance, how different subjects have been prioritized in classificatory hierarchies, while
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others have been marginalized or made invisible. Conducting such analyses based on (for
instance) feminist theory, queer theory, or postcolonial theory is all well and good, but
they all focus on very specific issues and perspectives and mostly miss the broader pic-
ture: they are largely unable to present a viable alternative to the given classifications—at
least if we look at the major library classification systems we use today. “Standpoint
epistemologies” (Trosow 2002) are valuable analytical tools, but there is a need for a
development beyond them, a development that may put the whole practice of classifica-
tion and knowledge organization into question. Agonistic pluralism is the very opposite
of a regulatory practice of subject analysis where no matter what system certain values,
issues groups, or occasions are made invisible for the benefit of a harmonious whole.
In no other library practice, perhaps, is this clearer than in the subject analysis subfield
of knowledge organization. How can libraries use classification schemes and indexing
systems to promote agonistic pluralism instead of using those same tools to hide away
unwanted or inconvenient views and—as a result—documents? The tools of knowledge
organization are powerful. Not many still see them as neutral in any real sense of the
term, but not many have discussed how they can—and should—be used. They have a
potential to oppress and they have the potential to emancipate. LIS research can contrib-
ute to the choices that have to be made—the theory of agonistic pluralism can provide a
theoretical framework within which a constructive discussion can be maintained.

CONCLUSION

Chantal Mouffe’s theory of agonistic pluralism is slowly gaining significance within
critical perspectives in political science. Its fundamental questioning of the basic
universals underlying most of today’s national and international politics is radical, con-
troversial, and revealing. Libraries are part of the institutional construct necessary to
uphold a democratic society. Librarianship as a profession has an active responsibil-
ity to keep the library institution alive and relevant in times of drastic political, social,
economic, and technological change such as those we are experiencing today. Mouffe
offers an alternative reading of current politics. She offers an alternative, pluralist, non-
conforming, and emancipatory thinking at a time when these characteristics are the very
opposite of those propelling current political hegemony. As researchers in library and
information science we are able to draw from theory like this, and provide analyses that
tell us new things about the things we thought we knew so much about—Ilibraries, li-
brarians and librarianship.
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NOTES

1. Here, an important short note on the view on liberalism is needed. Both Rawls and Mouffe
are forming their arguments around a traditionally European conception of liberalism. This is
slightly different from the US meaning of the term. A liberal in the European sense is much more
in the middle of the political left-right scale, where an American liberal is considered more as a
person belonging to the left on the traditional political scale—this in relation to the general politi-
cal scale in the United States, which is considerably far more to the right than in Europe.

2. Schmitt was one of the leading political theorists of Nazi Germany during the 1930s and
1940s. After World War II he was captured by the allies and imprisoned; he was released in 1946.
Due to his commitment to the Nazi cause, he was expelled from mainstream academia for the rest
of his life. This, however, did not prevent him from working, and several contemporary scholars
now refer back to relevant parts of his work. Schmitt died in Germany in 1985, at the age of 95
(Gottfried 1990).

3. The project, called Public Libraries and National Minorities, is a collaboration between
the Swedish Library Association and the Department of Library and Information Science at the
Linnaeus University, Véxjo. Its final report will be published in May 2010. The leader and contact
person for the project is the author of this chapter.
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INTRODUCTION

What could be the relevance to librarians and information scientists of a thinker whose
intellectual starting point was the strikes and sabotage of industrial assembly-line work-
ers, who composed several books while imprisoned for terrorism, and whose recent
writings have been called a 21st-century Communist Manifesto (Zizek, 2001)? Yet de-
spite the apparent gulf between such dramatic life-circumstances and the normal context
of academic LIS studies, the work of Antonio Negri is, I suggest, a source of insight into
the conditions of information labor, conflicts over information property, and the concept
of an information commons.

BIOGRAPHY AND EARLY WORK

Negri was born in Italy in 1933 and began his intellectual career as meteoric young
professor of political science at the University of Padua. Initially a left wing Catholic
activist, he rapidly became a key member of the operaismo (“workerism”) tendency
that in the late 1960s and ’70s connected Marxist intellectuals to shop floor struggles
in industrial factories such as those of Italian automobile giant Fiat (for a selection of
early writings, see Negri 2005; for background on operaismo, Cleaver 1977; Wright
2002 and 2005). Operaismo theorists such as Negri and his comrades, Mario Tronti,
Raniero Panzieri, and Sergio Bologna, took as their premise not the power and do-
minion of capital, but the creativity and autonomy of labor. Capital attempts to control
the inventive, cooperative capacity of workers, on which it depends for profit. How-
ever, labor resists, driving capital to expand its territorial mobility and technological
intensity in successive rounds of reorganization aimed at destroying worker power.
Such restructurings only generate new forms of labor, and new strategies and tactics
of struggle, so that the composition of the working class is an incessant process of
mutation.
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Historically, operaismo discerned two major turns in this cycle of struggles, the
epochs of the artisan (sometimes called professional) and mass worker. In the late 19th
century managerial control was stymied by the power that the craft skills gave workers
over key production processes. Capital responded with the deskilling and automating
regimes of Taylorism and Fordism (see Stevenson, this volume). In doing so, however,
it generated the mass worker of the industrial assembly line with the organizational
power to shut down entire factories with strikes and sabotage—a potentially revolution-
ary force. Negri and his comrades aligned themselves with the most radical sectors of
a huge wave of industrial militancy that in the late 1960s and *70s swept the factories
of northern Italy, paralyzing business and throwing the country into protracted political
crisis that resembled the French student-worker strikes of 1968 but exceeded them in
scale and duration.

It was, however, already apparent that the peak of mass worker power might be past.
By the end of the 1970s, capital was beginning a new round of restructuring, globaliz-
ing production and using digital technology to disassemble and relocate the industrial
factory and undermine the base of worker activism. This effort was soon assisted by
right wing governments such as those of Reagan and Thatcher, throwing a neoliberal
counterpunch that all but knocked out the labor parties and trades unions that had con-
stituted the left for a century. The cycle of struggles appeared to have ended—and badly
for those who thought it up.

Negri refused this conclusion. His political involvement was moving from the
industrial militancy of operaismo to the autonomia (autonomy) movement—a percolat-
ing synthesis of marginalized sectors, including students, unemployed and precarious
workers, and feminist movements demanding “wages for housework” (Dalla Costa and
James 1972, 5), whose combined resistance to cutbacks and austerity measures contin-
ued the long crisis of the Italian state (see Lotringer and Marazzi, 1980). As he made this
shift, Negri came up with a new theoretical proposition: out of capital’s restructuring
was emerging another cycle of struggles. In the era of the artisanal worker, capital con-
centrated itself in the factory; in the era of the mass worker, the factory became central
to society. Now, in the epoch of the “socialized worker,” Negri (1980) said, the factory
disseminates out into society; labor is deterritorialized, dispersed and decentralized in
the “social factory” or “factory without walls” (Negri 1986, 89). Work (production),
education and training (reproduction), and leisure (consumption) all become points on
an increasingly integrated circuit of capitalist activity so that “the whole of society is
placed at the disposal of profit” (1986, 89).

In a world where capital has insinuated itself everywhere, the industrial shop floor is
no longer a central locus of antagonism. Rather than dying away, however, conflict over
exploitation fractally replicates, manifesting in myriad new movements that contest
the logic of capital not only in new kinds of workplaces, but also in homes, schools,
universities, hospitals, and media. From autonomia came the term that thenceforward
would characterize Negri, who is often called the leading theorist of “autonomist Marx-
ism” (for the complexities behind this designation see Wright 2008).

Meanwhile, the Italian political situation was heading towards an appalling crisis.
In a context of increasingly violent confrontations between autonomia and other social
movements on one side, and Italian security forces and fascist counter-movements on
the other, clandestine, armed-struggle cells sprung up on the left. The most notorious,
the Red Brigades, started to kidnap and assassinate corporate executives and political
leaders; in 1978 they abducted, and then executed, the president of the Christian
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Democratic Party, Aldo Moro. The massive state-security clampdown that followed
destroyed autonomia. Thousands of activists were detained and held for long periods
without trial; hundreds fled abroad. Many were imprisoned on the slimmest of evidence
(see Balestrini 1989).

Negri, accused of masterminding the Red Brigades, was one of these. He was
exonerated from Aldo Moro’s kidnapping; no links with the Red Brigades were proven;
the majority of charges against Negri were dropped shortly after his arrest. He was,
however, eventually found guilty of instigating violence and planning the overthrow of
the state, although objections raised by organizations such as Amnesty International to
the many irregularities in the trials of autonomia activists throw doubt on these findings.
During his trial he was incarcerated in Italy’s infamous Rebibbia high security prison,
where he passed time working on a book on Spinoza (Negri 1991); he was there when
bona fide Red Brigade militants seized control of a cell block that was then recaptured
in a rooftop helicopter landing by the Italian army. In 1984, still in prison awaiting
sentencing, Negri was elected to the Italian legislature from a constituency in Rome.
Under an obscure statute, Italian parliamentarians were exempt from imprisonment:
the authorities had to release him. Knowing that the law that had rescued him would be
immediately rescinded, he fled to France, where he lived in exile for the next 14 years.

He supported himself by teaching at Paris universities, and worked with a group of
radicals gathered around Futur Antérieur, a journal that bought autonomia veterans such
as Negri and Paolo Virno together with French and American left intellectuals like Jean
Marie Vincent, Michael Hardt, and Maurizio Lazzarato (see Virno and Hardt 1996). He
continued to work on the socialized worker thesis. Even some of his former comrades
thought he was so entranced by the a priori logic of the cycle of struggle concept as to
create a mirage of renewed resistance where none existed. However, as opposition to
neoliberalism began to revive in the late 1980s, Negri found fresh vindication. Looking
over new French and Italian movements of students, nurses, and environmentalists he
discerned a wave of struggles completely different from those of the mass worker, char-
acterized by “radically democratic form of organization...the rediscovery of a social
perspective by the old sectors of the class struggle, the emergence of the feminist com-
ponent, of workers from the tertiary sector and of ‘intellectual” labor’” (Negri 1992, 18).
It is at this point that Negri’s thought begins to intersect with LIS concerns.

COMMUNICATION AGAINST INFORMATION

In discussing what he termed the “socialized worker,” Negri (1980) began to give
ever-increasing importance to the intellectual qualities of a post-Fordist proletariat
enmeshed in the computers and communication networks of high technology capi-
talism. The “factory without walls” is also the “information factory,” a system whose
operation depends on “the growing identity between productive processes and forms of
communication” (1989, 239):

Capital has penetrated the entire society by means of technological and political instruments...not
only to follow and to be kept informed about, but to anticipate, organize and subsume each of the
forms of laboring cooperation...to generate a higher level of productivity...[It] must appropriate
the communicative capacity of the labor force, making it flow within the stipulated technological
and administrative channels. This is the form which expropriation takes in advanced capitalism—or
rather, in the world economy of the socialized worker (1989, 116).
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While the mass worker labored on a factory assembly-line, the socialized worker’s pro-
ductivity emerges at the terminal of fiber optic lines, as a nurse monitoring cardiograms,
a bank clerk handling on-line transactions, a teacher in a computer lab, a programmer
or a video technician, or, indeed, as a digital librarian. Her productivity depends on an
elaborated network of informatic systems.

However, this technological envelopment does not merely result in intensified sub-
jugation. As the system of machines becomes all encompassing and familiar, Negri
argues, the socialized worker enjoys an increasingly “organic” relation to technoscience
(1989, 93). Although initiated by capital for purposes of control and command, as the
system grows it becomes for the socialized worker something else entirely, an “ecology
of machines”—an everyday ambience of potentials to be tapped and explored (93). The
elaboration and alteration of this techno-habitat becomes so pervasively socialized that
it can no longer be exclusively dictated by capital. Other theorists had suggested that a
new working class, based in the skilled cadres of advanced industry, was in the process
of creation (Mallet 1975). Negri, however, did not posit a select intelligentsia of techni-
cal workers but a generalized form of labor power needed by a system now suffused in
every pore with technoscience; the new communicative and technological competencies
were manifesting even among the contingent and unemployed labor force, not so much
the products of a particular training or specific work environment as the prerequisite of
everyday life in a system permeated by machines and media.

In a rich, if cryptic, passage Negri claims that “communication is to the socialized
worker what the wage relationship was to the mass worker” (1989, 118). This does not
mean that YouTube videos replace wages. Rather, Negri is suggesting that communi-
cational resources now constitute part of the bundle of goods and services capital must
deliver to workers to ensure its own continuing development. Just as in the era of the mass
worker, Keynesian capital institutionalized wage increases as the motor of economic
growth and generalized the norms of mass consumption, so today, neoliberal capital in-
stitutionalizes the information infrastructure into which it plugs its socialized workforce
into, familiarizing labor with the networks through which instructions can be streamed
and feedback channeled. The analogy, however, suggests more. In the Keynesian era,
attempts to domesticate pay demands as part of capitalist growth plans ultimately failed
and became a focus for struggle. Similarly, Negri sees the control of communication
resources as an emergent arena of tension. By informationalizing production, capital
seems to augment its powers of control, but simultaneously stimulates capacities that
threaten to escape its command.

Although characteristically abstract, The Politics of Subversion (1989), Negri’s most
sustained statement of the socialized worker thesis, gives a sense of the concrete events
fuelling this optimism. It opens with a lyrical invocation to the French student strikes
of 1986, a movement that not only highlighted the centrality of education to high-
technology capitalism, but was also one of the first social movements organized via
computer networks, using the French predecessor to the Internet, Minitel (see Marchand
1988). In the context of this early experiment in hacktivism, Negri writes of the conflict
between communication and information as central to the struggles of the socialized
worker. Communicative activity is “current,” distributed, transverse, dialogic; informa-
tion is centralized, vertical, hierarchic, and inert. Capital tries to capture the intellectual
capacity of the labor force the forms of information “like a flat, glass screen on which
is projected, fixed in black and white, the mystified cooperative potentialities of social
labor—deprived of life, just like in a replay of Metropolis,” while the direct current of
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communication takes transverse “polychromatic forms” (1989, 117-18). In the era of
the socialized worker “science, communication and the communication of knowledge”
is the raw material from which management must extract productivity—and from which
subversion can blossom (1989, 116). Vivid as Negri’s formulations on this topic are,
however, they would probably have remained obscure but for some unexpected devel-
opments both in his own life and in political events at the very closing years of the 20th
century.

EMPIRE AND MULTITUDE

In 1997, Negri returned to Italy to voluntarily serve the remainder of his sentence
(which had been reduced on appeal from 30 to 17 years), in the hope that this would
raise awareness of the predicament of other autonomia exiles and prisoners and help
heal rifts within the remnants of the movement. Released in the spring of 2003, he
emerged as a political and intellectual celebrity. For while in prison he had been at work
on a book coauthored with Michael Hardt, which had been greeted as a manifesto for
a new wave of anticapitalist activism that was unexpectedly erupting around the world.
That book was Empire (2000).

Empire’s topic of is nothing less than “globalization”—the world order created since
1989 by the apparently total victory of capitalism over all other social formations. This,
Hardt and Negri claimed, is a new planetary regime in which economic, administrative,
military, and communicative components combine to create a system of power “with no
outside” (2000, xii). Earlier imperialisms, such as those of ancient Rome, 16th-century
Spain or 19th-century Britain were rooted in specific nations that dominated the world
map. What distinguishes Hardt and Negri’s Empire (upper case) from these empires
is that it is not directed by any single state. Rather, it is a system of rule crystallized
by what Marx called the “world market.” This domination is, Hardt and Negri (2000,
167) say, a “network power.” Its decentered, multilayered institutional agencies include
nation-states, but extend to include multinational corporations, like Microsoft and Sony,
world economic bodies, like the World Trade Organization and the International Mone-
tary Fund, international organizations like the United Nations, and even nongovernmen-
tal organizations, like Red Cross. What results from the interaction of these nodes is an
imperium more comprehensive than any that preceded it.

Empire is, however, not just, or even primarily, an analysis of international relations.
Rather, Hardt and Negri offer an ambitious account of conditions of work, forms of sub-
jectivity, and types of struggle in contemporary capital. Empire is, they say, global not
only in terms of its geographic reach but also of its social scope. Capital now siphons
off its subjects’ energies at multiple points: not just at work (as labor-power), but also as
consumers (the mindshare targeted by marketers), in education and training (university
degrees as vocational preparation), and even as a source of raw materials (the biovalue
extracted for genetic engineering). Empire is thus a regime of “biopower”—a concept
borrowed from the philosopher Michel Foucault (1990, 135-45)—exploiting social life
in its entirety.

Yet if this picture of a world swallowed by capital was all there was to Empire, it
would be just another left account of corporate domination of a very familiar sort. What
made people take notice was that it spoke about opposition to capitalism—even of alter-
natives to it. That touched a contemporary nerve. The book came out at the high-water
mark of the struggles against corporate globalization that were racing around the planet
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from the jungles of Chiapas to the streets of Seattle, variegated revolts all declaring
“another world is possible” (see News from Nowhere 2003; Mertes 2004). Hardt and
Negri (2000, 393-414) declared that this wave of activism signaled a new revolutionary
power—"“the multitude.”

Precisely because capital is increasingly everywhere, and has subsumed everything,
rebellion against it upsurges at many points, from work to school to leisure, and from
many agencies, including workers and unions, but also indigenous communities strug-
gling over land rights, students opposing the corporate campus, antipoverty groups
fighting for a living wage, migrants contesting the oppression of borders, environmen-
talists demanding ecological conservation, open-source advocates promoting knowledge
sharing ... The multitude is thus a force made up of many protagonists, many distinct
“singularities,” but all pushing for a more democratic deployment of global resources
(2000, 103). Transnational connections, cultural hybridities, and new technologies are
seen by Hardt and Negri as containing immense potential for the multitude. Crucially,
they spoke not of antiglobalization, but of a movement for another, different globaliza-
tion, an alter-globalization, and an “exodus” from capital (2000, 210). Compared with
characteristic left gloom, their book was a breath of hope.

Empire attracted wide attention, not only from academics, but also from activists
and journalists (see Eakin 2001). This was extraordinary, since it was written both in
a highly philosophic style and from an openly radical, anticapitalist position. Its suc-
cess was due to timeliness: the reek of tear gas from the streets of Genoa, Seoul, or
Washington seemed to rise off the page. But Empire also had intellectual and political
credentials. Behind it lay not only Negri’s extraordinary personal political history, but
also a novel engagement with the work of philosophers such as Gilles Deleuze, Félix
Guattari, and Michel Foucault. Empire was an experimental fusion of Marxist mili-
tancy and poststructuralist theory. It circulated novel concepts—biopower, multitude,
exodus—amongst students of globalization and its discontents, and, in the process, cata-
lyzed considerable excitement.

It also, however, drew fierce criticism, much of it coming from the left (see Balakrish-
nan 2003; Passavant and Dean 2004; Boron, 2005). There was, for example, intense
debate between theorists of Empire as set out by Hardt and Negri and analysts of impe-
rialism; for many Marxists, the concept of a decentered transnational Empire seriously
underestimated the continuing importance of the nation-state for capitalist power (Wood
2003). In particular, it fatally downplayed the importance of US hegemony as a force
driving globalization, and, along with this, the continued subordination of the global
South to Northern capital (Arrighi 2003; Seth 2003). Thus the idea of multitude, which
Hardt and Negri (2000, 60) seemed to propose as a replacement for that of the working-
class, was charged with being nebulous and romantic, resting on a rosy confidence in a
revolt that would spontaneously self-organize itself from wildly disparate sources (see
Laclau, 2004).

Criticisms gained force from the dramatic turn of global politics in 2001. Only a year
after the publication of Empire, the attack on the World Trade Center and Pentagon,
and the subsequent war on terror, appeared to end the very project of corporate global-
ization of which Empire was in many ways an interpretation. The supernationalism of
the Bush regime, the Iraq war, and the associated rift between the United States and its
European allies, all made the idea of a unified international capitalist regime dubious.
The times suddenly seemed more conducive to analyses such as David Harvey’s (2005)
account of a new imperialism—essentially, a continuation of old imperialisms based on
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resource-grabs by nationally, and particularly US-based, corporations (see also Chom-
sky 2003; Lens 2003). The chill of post-9/11 wartime politics also subdued the Seattle-
era oppositional optimism to which Hardt and Negri gave voice.

Nonetheless, Hardit and Negri’s follow-up to Empire, Multitude (2004), more or less
reiterated and enlarged on its argument, emphasizing the role of military force in main-
taining capitalist order, citing global mobilizations against the Iraq war as an example
of the multitude in action, and arguing that the protracted fiasco of the occupation dem-
onstrated “go-it-alone” US unilateralism was, in fact, unsustainable. Five years later,
when the third volume of the trilogy, Commonwealth appeared, Hardt and Negri’s rather
defensive tone had changed to a triumphant “I told you so”: the ignominious collapse of
the Bush administration, Wall Street’s financial crisis, the manifest decline of US eco-
nomic power all suggested that their analysis of Empire had proven correct, while the
election of the Obama regime also made it seem possible that the politics of the multi-
tude, in however a refracted and reformist mode, was on the rise again.

THE IMMATERIAL LABOR DEBATE

Within their account of Empire, Hardt and Negri ascribe an especially important
place to “immaterial labor” (2000, 289-94). This concept was originally developed
within the Futur Antérieur group (see Lazzarato 1996; Virno and Hardt 1996), which
used the terminology immaterial labor to replace Negri’s socialized worker formula-
tion but continued many of its themes. Immaterial labor is work involving information
and communication, “the labor that produces the informational, cultural, or affective
element of the commodity” (Virno and Hardt 1996, 262). As commodities come to be
“less material,” and “more defined by cultural, informational, or knowledge components
or by qualities of service and care,” so the labor that produces them undergoes a “cor-
responding” change (Virno and Hardt 1996, 262). Such work is immaterial because it
is not primarily about making an object, like the work that makes a car roll off an as-
sembly line, or extracts coal from a mine. Rather, it involves the less tangible symbolic
and social dimensions of commodities. Immaterial labor is less about producing things
and more about the production of subjectivity, or, better, about the way the production
of subjectivity and things are in contemporary capitalism deeply intertwined. It is the
“distinctive quality and mark” of work in “the epoch in which information and commu-
nication play an essential role in each stage of the process of production” (Lazzarato
and Negri 1994, 86).

In Empire (2000), Hardt and Negri divide immaterial labor into three subcategories.
The first is industrial production “informationalized” by computer and communication
technologies; the second is “symbolic analytic” work, involving social coordination and
communication; and the third category is work involving the “production and manipu-
lation of affect,” the generation of a sense of ease, well-being, satisfaction, excitement
or passion: here they stress the importance of female labor, with its traditional burden
of “caring” work, as a component of immaterial labor. Immaterial labor is, Hardt and
Negri say, the leading or hegemonic form of work in the global capitalism of Empire
(2000, 290-94).

In one sense the idea of immaterial labor isn’t very original: it is a Marxian mirror
image of the knowledge work celebrated by managerial savants, from Peter Drucker
through Daniel Bell to Alvin Toffler and Robert Reich, all of whom share a belief that
the critical form of labor power in high-technology capital labor is communicational
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and intellectual. What distinguishes Hardt and Negri’s version is that while business
futurists see in such immaterial work the salvation of capitalism from its history of class
conflict, find a new agent of subversion.

Immaterial labor is, they claim, very difficult for capital to measure and control:
much of it depends on aptitudes and skills acquired and exercised outside the formal
workplace. It depends on high levels of cooperation amongst workers, cooperation that
is often self-organized without much direct managerial supervision. In many cases, it
gives workers a do-it-yourself production capability—for example, to make their own
media or digital applications. Futur Antérieur had suggested that the growing impor-
tance of immaterial labor pointed towards the emergence of “general intellect” the
socialized, collective intelligence prophesied by Marx in a famous passage known as
the “fragment on machines” (1973, 699-743). Hardt and Negri continued in this vein:
“In the expression of its own creative energies, immaterial labor...seems provide the
potential for a kind of spontaneous and elementary communism” (2000, 294).

Their thesis was inspired by, and struck a chord with, digital activists. The same anti-
or alter-globalization movement that was on the streets in Seattle and Genoa was also
on the Net, generating indie media centers—examples of autonomous production whose
slogan was “Don’t hate the media, become the media.” Struggles over intellectual prop-
erty by open-source programmers, creative commons groups, and daily downloaders
of digital music also seemed to exemplify capital’s problem in containing immaterial
labor. The mobilization of a high-technology workforce had called into a being a resis-
tant shadow-world of piracy, free-software and peer-to-peer networks that corroborated
Hardt and Negri’s assertions about the subversive power of immaterial labor.

If the idea of immaterial labor roused excitement, it also, however, provoked skepti-
cism: indeed, it was probably the single most fiercely criticized element in Empire (see
Wright 2005; Camfield 2007; Dowling et al. 2007). There were a number of reasons for
this. First, immateriality could easily be read as occluding some very corporeal com-
ponents of high-tech work—digital palsy, repetitive strain injury and carpal tunnel syn-
drome, eyestrain and radiation hazards, ruptured circadian rhythms, terminal isolation,
and workplace epidemics of hyperstress—all of which should surely be included in cri-
tique of information capital.

Second, the priority Negri and his collaborators gave immaterial labor seemed
to diminish the continued importance in the post-Fordist economy of a vast mass of
all-too-physical and material work—domestically, in the service sector, and internation-
ally, in everything from maquiladora manufacturing to coffee plantations to the trade in
body organs. These omissions could be pointedly related to the fact that the authors of
the idea were men located in Europe or North America. The new circuits of capital, it
could be argued, look a lot less “immaterial” to the female and Southern workers who
do so much of the grueling physical toil demanded by a capitalist “general intellect”
whose metropolitan headquarters remain preponderantly male and Northern. George
Caffentzis (1998), another autonomist Marxist, accused Negri and his colleagues of
celebrating immaterial labor while ignoring the “renaissance of slavery” in the facto-
ries, agribusinesses and brothels of the global South; Negri, Caffentzis said, needed to
“expand his revolutionary geography.”

Third, immaterial labor overlooked differences between the types of labor it treated
together. By including information, communication, and affective labor Hardt and Negri
conflated within a single category the very different work of say, a network system ad-
ministrator, a latte-serving barista and a sex-worker—Ilaborers for whom conditions
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and rewards are manifestly different. Again, many of these divisions run along gender
lines, with women doing a lot of the low-end affective work in situations very differ-
ent from that of well paid symbolic analysts (see Dowling 2007; Weeks 2007); while
Hardt and Negri cite the abundant feminist work on such emotional labor, it often seem
that they’ve not entirely absorbed the implications in terms of the workforce stratifi-
cation. This neglect also throws in question the optimistic estimate of emancipatory
possibilities of immaterial labor. Even if one looks at digital, online work—arguably
the paradigm case of immaterial labor—we can see huge differences between the cre-
ative freedom exercised by say, video game designers and the controlled, routinized,
and Taylorized conditions of workers in call centers: looking at the latter group, rather
than the former, is likely to produce a bleaker analysis of the prospects for digitally self-
organized anticapitalist revolt.

Hardt and Negri replied to these criticisms in Multitude (2004, 107—-15). Im-material
labor, they said doesn’t mean non-material; it is, they emphasize, no less corporeal than
intellectual, involving both bodies and brains. To critics such as Caffentzis they replied
that the ascendancy of immaterial labor is not quantitative—of course not everyone
works with computers or in a creative industry—but qualitative: immaterial labor is the
activity advanced capital depends on its most dynamic and strategic sectors. When Marx
claimed a lead historical role for the industrial proletariat it, too, was a tiny minority of
the global workforce that numbered only a few thousands, mostly in Manchester. They
acknowledge the segmentations or stratifications in immaterial workers created by the
capitalist division of labor, but continue to suggest that it is a new modality of work that
has the potential to overflow these stratifications. Multitude and Commonwealth go to
some lengths to show that their analysis covers the struggles of the global poor, not just
high-tech dissidents. It is, however, also notable that these works, while not abandoning
the idea of immateriality give it less preeminence than it had in Empire. In contrast, an
idea that was present in Empire but that comes to the fore in the later works is that of
“the common.”

FROM COMMONS TO COMMONWEALTH

Talk of commons has become, well, common on the left in recent years. The concept
is old, going back to the common lands of feudal Europe enclosed in primitive accu-
mulation from the 15th to the 18th centuries, a process then exported around the planet
by colonialism, but its revived usage dates back about a decade. Faced by the onrush of
privatizing, deregulating, and expropriating neoliberalism, activists and theoreticians in
an array of struggles found in image of the common a point of intellectual and affec-
tive inspiration. From land wars in Mexico or India to creative commons initiatives of
digital culture to attempts to avert ecological calamity resistance to the “second enclo-
sures” of globalized capitalism spoke of itself as a defense of the commons (see Bollier
2002; Nonini 2007). This rediscovery of the commons was important to activists
because it provided a way of speaking about collective ownership without invoking a
bad history—that is, without immediately conjuring up, and then explaining (away)
communism, conventionally understood as command economy plus a repressive state.
The term commons instead suggested the possibility of thinking about new forms of
democratic and participatory control of social and environmental resources.

In Empire (2000, 300-302), Hardt and Negri remark that struggles over ownership
of commons have been a long-term feature of the rise of capitalism, starting with the
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enclosure of common lands by early agribusinesses, going on the recreation of new
forms of social collective provisions in the welfare state, which are then in turn priva-
tized by neoliberal capital. The latest turn in this spiral is, they say, the conflict between
private and collective ownership of information and energy resources:

we participate in a productive world made up of communication and social networks, interactive
services and common languages. Our economic and social reality is defined less by the material
objects that are made and consumed than by co-produced services and relationships. Producing
increasingly means constructing cooperation and communicative commonalities (2000, 302).

The inescapably common basis of communication comes into increasing conflict with
the attempt to impose private ownership over these resources, whose actual conditions
of production, circulation, and consumption make such efforts “increasingly nonsensi-
cal” (2000, 302).

At first, commons were a minor component in Hardt and Negri’s work, but it became
increasingly important. In 2008 Negri and another colleague, Cesare Casarino, published
a book of essays and conversations entitled In Praise of the Common. In Commonwealth
(2009) the common becomes the centerpiece of Hardt and Negri’s argument for “the
need to institute and manage a world of commonwealth, focusing on and expanding
our capacities for collective production and self-government” (xiii) Philosophically, the
common as a category grasps “a certain social generality,” as conveyed by terms such as
“common sense” or “common knowledge” (2009, 121). This is, however, a sociability
that is naturally given but is, rather, always produced in collective practice, so that one
is dealing not with a natural state of “being in common” but with an ongoing process of
“making the common” (123). Institutionally, the common signals participative, demo-
cratic, distributed governance, an alternative to both the capitalist concept of private
ownership and the state ownership that has defined “socialism’:

The political project of instituting the common...cuts diagonally across these false alterna-
tives—neither private nor public, neither capitalist nor socialist—and opens a new space for
politics (ix).

The “collective production of the common” is, Hardt and Negri say, both “an interven-
tion in the current relations of force aimed at subverting the dominant powers,” and an
“alternative production of subjectivity” (2009, 126-27).

Commons struggles involve both “natural common”—“embedded in the material
elements of land, minerals, water and gas”—and “artificial common” that “resides in
languages, images, knowledges, affects, codes, habits and practices” (250). A key site of
the “artificial commons” is the city, the metropolis, with all the many struggles around
private property, gentrification, public space and activities (249-60); such struggles
have, it might be added, reached an exceptional intensity with the burst of the US hous-
ing bubble and the wave of foreclosures and evictions, and resistance to these events.

A central place in Hardt and Negri’s idea of a new society based on commons con-
tinues, however, to be allotted to issues of communication. As they put it in one of their
most lucid formulations, “People don’t need bosses at work. They need an expanding
web of others with whom to communicate and collaborate; the boss is increasingly an
obstacle to getting work done” (Hardt and Negri 2009, 353). It is in the development of
new means of communication—and, crucially, in all the social and subjective aptitudes
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that come with this—that they see the possibility for the development of highly partici-
patory and democratic forms of governance. They acknowledge that these hopes may
seem utopian, and that early writings on the topic sometimes generate hopeful myths—
such as “that the transparency of networks is always good, and that the cybernetic swarm
is always intelligent” (357). Nonetheless, they say, “experience with network technolo-
gies has...led to the development of novel decision-making processes characterized by
multiplicity and interactivity;

Whereas the old socialist elites used to dream of a “decision-making machine,” the experience of
networkers and net users have configured an institutional decision-making composed of a myriad
of micropolitical paths (2009, 358).

Already in Empire (Hardi and Negri 2000), they had sketched out some of the elements
they thought would constitute a society beyond capital—including the abolition of
border restrictions on the mobility of labor, a “social wage,” and the democratic control,
or “reappropriation” of science and technology (Hardi and Negri 2000, 396—407). Now
they suggest three “platforms” for a “commonwealth” (Hardi and Negri 2009, 380-82).
The first is “[a] global guaranteed income and basic health care.” The second is plan-
etary provision of “[b]asic education, and a series of basic social and technical knowl-
edges and skills” to ensure “equality against hierarchy, allowing everyone to become
capable of participating in the constitution of society . ..something like a global citizen-
ship...which provides both the means and the opportunity to participate equally in the
government of global society” (Hardi and Negri 2009, 380—82). The third component is
“access to commons”—in particular, to various forms of information commons:

Governments must support, in particular, the accumulation of knowledge, scientific knowledges
and codes, of course, which are increasingly central in production, but also social knowledges and
skills, the means of avoiding social conflicts and facilitating felicitous encounters, the means of
promoting productive encounters and exchange (Hardi and Negri 2009, 381-82).

These three platforms are, they suggest, the building blocks for a society that avoids
the catastrophes of both capitalism and socialism, and for “instituting happiness”
(2009, 376).

NEGRI AND LIBRARY AND INFORMATION SCIENCE

Negri’s work has attracted attention not only from political and sociological theorists
but from media activists and scholars. A decade ago, I suggested that his discussions of
communication could be seen as a counter to concepts both of an information society
that that transcended class divisions, and also of left pessimism about inevitable corpo-
rate media dominance (Dyer-Witheford 1999). Other authors have developed this argu-
ment; for example, Jason Soderberg (2008), in his recent examination of the Free and
Open Source Movement, says that the history of hacking and the computer underground
validates Negri’s idea that struggle and dissent drive innovation—making capital depen-
dent on the resistances it provokes—and generate new forms of class struggle focused
around control of information.

The use of Negri’s ideas within LIS scholarship, in a strict sense, has, however, been
limited. Ronald Day (2002) invokes Negri’s work to argue that the rise of the discipline
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of Knowledge Management as a “prescriptive management and consulting discourse”
aimed at “‘mining,” ‘tapping,” or ‘capturing’ of socially produced skills and affects”
(2002, 1075) is symptomatic of the subsumption or envelopment of life by capital, and
the growing corporate need to capture the dimensions of productivity that arise out-
side the formal workplace, as properties of “general intellect.” More recently, I have
attempted to analyze librarians increasing interest in virtual worlds such as Second Life
by using the operaismo concept of cycles of struggle to describe the various phases
of subversion and commodification in the short, fast history of the Internet (Dyer-
Witheford 2008). These are, however, rare exceptions.

There are reasons for this neglect: Negri’s work is politically militant, suffers in
translation, and is extravagantly abstract in a way that infuriates empiricists. Nonethe-
less, there are three interlinked aspects of Negri’s thought that should be of interest to
LIS scholars.

The first is his rethinking of the conditions of labor in a capitalist order saturated
by information technologies and communicative practice. The idea of immaterial labor
(along with its predecessors, the socialized worker) is an account of changing conditions
of labor that speaks directly to librarians and informational professionals. Despite its
sometimes hyperbolic formulation (see Dyer-Witheford 2001; 2005), Hardt and Negri’s
account of immaterial work as a new mode of cooperative practice with both technologi-
cal and affective dimensions is significant. One has only to think of the situation of, say,
a reference librarian helping a patron with a query while using search engines and data
banks, or a Web design consultant trying to help a client publicize her enterprise, to see
a convincing example immaterial labor at work.

Second, Negri offers an analysis both of the positive, emancipatory possibilities of-
fered by these developments and the obstacles that often block their realization. Unlike
many left academics, he does not see in new information technologies only instruments
of domination, but rather opportunities for human self-development that, however, con-
stantly come into conflict with commodification, managerial control, and, particularly,
capitalism’s infatuation with intellectual property. His work thus speaks to activist
scholars engaged in movements such as free and open-source software, creative com-
mons licenses and other forms of “copyleft,” open-access publication and democratic
and participatory media.

Third, by placing these issues in the context of a larger conflict between Empire and
multitude, and linking the idea of an information commons to other experiments in other
types of ecological and social commons, Negri provides an audacious and hopeful hori-
zon for thinking about how work in librarianship and information science can contribute
to wider, systemic initiatives for a more equalitarian and secure world, perhaps even a
world beyond capital.
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Ferdinand de Saussure: Duality
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University of South Carolina, USA

INTRODUCTION

I was first inspired by Saussure’s work in the mid-1980s as I began graduate study in
library and information science (LIS). I was challenged to wonder how the various tools
of the information field (e.g., indexes, thesauruses, classifications systems) helped or
hindered people as they negotiated the tangle of information systems, databases, and
the like to extract the “stuff” maintained by these systems and databases. I happened
across the fundamental distinction made by Saussure between langue and parole. While
my sense of this distinction, which involved the difference or separation between the
abstraction of the formal structure of language and richness of language in use, was
somewhat naive and probably off from that intended by Saussure, this was a crystal-
lizing distinction for me. At the time I was struggling with the “gaps” (Dervin 2003)
between the formalizations or structures provided by LIS and the understandings pro-
vided by people as they move through life and work.

I offer this background because Saussure’s contributions are likely to influence
those who encounter and use them in different ways in the course of their intellectual
development. In my case the langue and parole distinction provided a springboard for
considering the value and utility of linguistic formalizations and tools for understand-
ing the pragmatic and discourse aspects of conversations in information seeking con-
texts (Solomon 1997). Yet, my use of Saussure simply involved the contrast suggested
by these two terms (i.e., langue and parole) and was not based on a deep and extensive
analysis of the work attributed to Saussure. (In fact, Saussure [1959] paid only minor
attention to parole in comparison to langue.) Thus, in this case my intellectual debt
was less about understanding and comprehension than interpretation and application.
It seems to me that this approach of contrasting understanding, comprehension, inter-
pretation, and application provides a point of departure for approaching, in general, the
role of language in library and information science, and more specifically, Saussure’s
contributions to such.
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Beyond the information field, I have been struck by the wide variance in viewpoint
and interpretation of what has been presented as Saussure’s ideas related particularly to
linguistics and semiotics/sémiologie. I find much of the commentary puzzling in that it
seems to judge Saussure’s ideas without consideration of such facts as Saussure him-
self has not directly contributed to the development of linguistics and semiotics since
at least 1913, when he died at the age of 55, and that these contributions were not put
into publishable form by Saussure, himself. Beaugrande, for example, suggests that
Saussure’s work, along with other structuralists, was “seriously misguided in their proj-
ects to make linguistics into a formal science by disconnecting language from its discur-
sive, cognitive, and social functions” (1997, 89). As Beaugrande has made noteworthy
contributions to text linguistics and the study of discourse, I take his comments in a
positive sense of seeing Saussure’s elaborations on general linguistics, written or deliv-
ered before 1913, as not necessarily fitting with Beaugrande’s contemporary views on
linguistics. Ricoeur (1976) sees Saussure as focusing on langue to the relative exclu-
sion of parole. While parole is hardly mentioned in the Cours de linguistique générale
(CLG) (Gordon 2004), I wonder if this lack of development is less about interest and
importance in Saussure’s mind than Saussure’s early death as he clearly saw langue and
parole in the context of langage/language. From another point of view, Thibault (1997)
suggests that parole may be an instantiation of langue and not in opposition to it. My
own view is that Saussure’s contributions provide a foundation for consideration of
the duality (or complementarity) (Gordon 2004) between langue and parole, similar to
Giddens’ (1984) duality of structure and action.

Given this backdrop regarding my discovery and continued use of Saussure’s dual-
ity, the rest of the paper provides further background for interpretation of Saussure’s
contributions through a biographical note, an outline of those of Saussure’s intellectual
contributions that are in my view of most significance for LIS, and a summary of the use
of Saussure’s ideas in information science.

BIOGRAPHICAL NOTE

Saussure was born in Geneva, Switzerland, on November 26, 1857 and died on Feb-
ruary 22, 1913. He was something of a prodigy as he became interested in comparative
Indo-European linguistics in his early teen years and produced an essay that has been
characterized as both naive and lacking in sound conclusions (Davies 2004). Yet, this
work showed a “clarity of argumentation and...professional” writing style (Davies
2004). Saussure continued to learn various languages and began to produce short ar-
ticles following this initial contribution. During 1878, his 21st year, Saussure produced
his only book-length work. This was titled in English, Memoir on the Original System of
Vowels in the Indo-European Languages. This work received general acclaim and pro-
vided a foundation and impetus for the method of comparative linguistics. The Mémoire
and his doctoral dissertation, which focused on the use of the genitive absolute in
Sanskrit—completed in 1880 and published in 1881—established his reputation among
his contemporaries as a linguist of the first rank, which carried over during the remainder
of his life, though these are not the works for which he is typically remembered today.

The work for which Saussure is most known today is the Course in General
Linguistics (1959). This work was originally published in 1916 as the Cours de linguis-
tique générale and is often referred to by its initials CLG. It is important to note that the
CLG in any of its forms—there are several versions complied by various people—does
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not necessarily contain Saussure’s actual words. Rather, the CLG is an amalgam of the
lecture notes of students in a series of three courses that he offered at the University
of Geneva, with an apparently minimal contribution of lecture notes from Saussure,
which were reportedly largely incomprehensible (Davies 2004), as input. It is also
reported that Saussure undertook these lectures on general linguistics as part of his con-
tract as professor of linguistics at the University of Geneva—the implication being that
his assignment to lecture on general linguistics led him to bring together the ideas of
his contemporaries on general linguistics as he developed his own ideas and approach
to their expression.

Ultimately, two contemporaries of Saussure, C. Bally and A. Sechehaye, undertook
the task of bringing together these lecture notes from students and Saussure to create the
first edition of the CLG. Bally and Sechehaye were well regarded linguists in their own
right and it is said that, particularly in the case of Sechehaye, who was also a student of
Saussure’s, that there was likely an interchange of ideas with Saussure prior to his pass-
ing. Engler (2004) notes the likelihood that some of the ideas presented by Saussure in
the three courses actually came from Sechehaye, possibly as clarifications or elabora-
tions, either as contributions to Saussure’s thinking prior to his death, or as a means of
bridging the scant expression of ideas in the various lecture notes of students and in Saus-
sure’s own pieces of writing. There were at least two other attempts to bring together the
evidence of Saussure’s ideas on general linguistics, which did not occur until the late
1960s and early 1970s, by R. Engler and T. de Mauro. Davies (2004), Sanders (2004),
and Engler (2004) provide additional details and interpretation of Saussure’s intellectual
development and place in relation to the linguists who were his contemporaries. It is
worth noting that additional pieces of Saussure’s work were found in 1996 at the Saus-
sure family home in Geneva, including “the substantial outline of a book on general lin-
guistics” (Saussure 2006, xvi). These newly found contributions appear in Writings in
General Linguistics (Saussure 2006). Scholars are still making sense of these belated
contributions and their influence on library and information science remains to be seen.

THEORETICAL CONTRIBUTIONS
Epistemology, Philosophy, and Social Science of Language

Saussure engaged in a critique of the necessary conditions of the study of comparative
grammar, particularly historical phonetics (or the development and evolution of sound
patterns) across (Indo-European) languages. Saussure’s efforts to bring attention to the
development or evolution of language, particularly with his attention to comparisons
across various languages, is a significant contribution to social science methodology
that led to important theoretical developments in diachronic linguistics, while continu-
ing to mine structures in synchronic linguistics. Thus, his contributions to understanding
human meaning systems involved both a philosophical vein in the tradition of the times,
but also introduced a social science approach to the study of language. It is perhaps from
this line that Saussure earned the name of Father of Linguistics.

Sémiologie (Semiotics)

Both epistemology and the combined philosophical/social science approach to the
study of language seem to have provided a foundation for Saussure’s contributions to-
wards the development of a social science of signs, which he labeled sémiologie.
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Saussure, along with Charles Sanders Peirce, is frequently mentioned as laying the
foundation for the development of semiotics as a domain of study. Saussure never pub-
lished any work on sémiologie and the kernels of his ideas were presented in his lectures
and correspondence (Bouissac 2004). Thus, he provided a foundation upon which
others built. Saussure and Peirce seem to have followed somewhat parallel paths, which
converged in the years following their deaths—Peirce in 1914. While Saussure offered
the term semiology (sémiologie), Peirce preferred the term semiotics and his choice of
terminology seems to have passed the test of time (Pankow 1995).

Sign: Signifier and Signified

In focusing on semiotics, Peirce, taking a philosophical approach, began with con-
sideration of the cooperation between three subjects: a sign, its objects, and its interpre-
tant as a means of studying the action or influence of signs or symbols of various sorts.
While Peirce’s ideas regarding the nature of signs and symbols evolved over many years
beyond his ideas surrounding this initial triadic relation, Saussure’s notions underlying
his call for a science of semes—sémiologie—are largely confined to those reported in
CLG and other materials, which were not found and published until long after his death
(Saussure 2006).

Saussure contributed a dualistic notion of signs by relating the signifier, as the form
of the word or phrase uttered, to the signified as the mental concept (Joseph 2004). It is
important to note that, according to Saussure, the sign is completely arbitrary: that is,
there was no necessary connection between the sign and its meaning, except through the
arbitrary mapping of a particular language at a particular time. Words stand as expres-
sions of content. The borrowing of words across languages seems to support Saussure’s
observation of the signifier/signified relationship.

The arbitrariness of the sign seems fundamental to Saussure’s distinction between
langue and parole. Beyond Saussure’s structural view, he also recognized and studied
language change. Thus, his interest in the sign recognized historical and social change
as dimensions of the study of language as a whole (Joseph 2004). Further, his structural-
ist description of language through components of various sorts was done with the over-
riding view of language as a system, which formally recognized its arbitrariness, values,
and differences (Alasuutari 1995; Normand 2004).

Syntagmatic and Paradigmatic (Associative) Meaning Relationships

Another of Saussure’s contributions of interest in LIS involves his distinction be-
tween syntagmatic, which involves positioning that is internal to a text (intratextuality),
and paradigmatic (Saussure called these associative relationships), which involves sub-
stitution that is external to the text (intertextuality). Together they provide a structural
context for signs creating meaning through interactions and associations. Green (1995)
explicates the importance of the syntagmatic/paradigmatic distinction with particular
attention to the syntagmatic for library and information science.

USES RELATED TO INFORMATION SCIENCE

It is intriguing that Saussure’s influence has continued on long after his death as
the influence of many of the greats—Jesse Shera, Patrick Wilson, Lester Asheim, and
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Lawrence Heilprin, among others—of the information field seems to have waned. This
section highlights the ways in which Saussure continues to influence or at least cause
pause in the thinking of scholars of the information field.

With regard to causing pause, Saussure’s ideas as expressed in the CLG have provided
a foil for considering related ideas. Most recently, Campbell (2009) considers language
versus discourse as vehicles for supporting advances in knowledge organization. He builds
his argument on a consideration of Ricoeur’s (1976) critique of Saussure’s emphasis on
langue and the impact of that emphasis in blinding linguistic theorists to the important
role of parole. Campbell highlights Ricoeur’s emphasis on semantics over semiotics in
focusing on acts of organization over standards and tools (among other contributions).

Mai (1997; 2001) considers Saussure’ s ideas related to semiology in relation to those
of Pierce’s semiotics as a means of understanding subject indexing or, more generally,
the subject matter of digital documents as an interpretative process. While Mai empha-
sizes Pierce’s triadic view of signs (sign, referent, meaning derived from the sign) over
Saussure’s two-sided view (expression and content), he suggests that Pierce’s theory
may be supplemented by Saussure’s.

Hjgrland (2000; 2002) too mentions Saussure’s ideas as both influential in consider-
ing meaning and as blocking, along with other structuralist approaches, consideration of
domain-based approaches such as Language for Special Purposes (LSP).

Chalmers (1999) charts a course in the development of linguistics from positivism to
the structuralist influences of and promotion of semiotics by Saussure and on to poststruc-
turalist influences of the development of such views as hermeneutics. He uses this founda-
tion as a means of conceptually comparing different approaches to information access.

In some sense, Campbell, Mai, and Hjgrland’s use of Saussure is to point out apparent
deficiencies in his ideas or approach as expressed in the CLG or in their interpretation
and use of others with respect to the problems of knowledge organization that they are
interested in. Chalmers’ exposition seems to take a more matter of fact approach by rec-
ognizing Saussure’s contributions as a link in a chain of intellectual development. Bour-
dieu (1973) indicates that his ideas with regard to habitus are based in the contributions
of a number of scholars including Saussure, especially commenting on the importance of
Saussure’s languelparole distinction in language as structure and language as practice.

Whatever the point of view, Saussure’s work continues to have the power of influenc-
ing contemporary thinking about the role of discourse, subject analysis, indexing, access,
and other such concerns with respect to addressing problems of identifying meaning,
which are fundamental in the information field. This statement seems to capture the spirit
of Derrida’s ideas regarding deconstruction or différance, which allow picking and choos-
ing the resulting pieces of the puzzle to create new approaches (Bennington 2004).

Beniger’s (1988) citation analysis, from several points of view, suggests that, at least
through the mid-1980s, Saussure, along with other structuralists, have had a major im-
pact on the development of the communication and information fields. Pettigrew and
McKechnie (2001) also mention Saussure (semiotics) as one of the humanities theorists
who have been used in library and information science research.

STRUCTURALISM

Radford and Radford (2005) focus on Saussure’s contributions from a structuralist
point of view (by way of the CLG), and Michel Foucault’s contributions, from a post-
structuralist point of view. Through their consideration of the contributions of these
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two theorists, the authors focus on ways of conceptualizing the role of the library. The
authors view Saussure’s contribution as involving the identification of a variety of
elements that together comprise the whole of language. These elements create a sys-
tem, where the value of any one element depends on the others. They note that meaning
through language is created by patterns and not by a correspondence between a thing
and its label. Radford and Radford see Foucault’s poststructuralist view of language as
continuing the consideration of the organizing principles of language with a shift from
an objective scientific view of language to one that takes note of the place of context in
the creation of meaning. Meanings become contingent on the arbitrary configurations of
signs in contrast to some independent reference point.

Radford and Radford meld Saussaure’s structuralist view with Foucault’s poststructu-
alist views to create something new that highlights the evolution of thinking on language
as a vehicle for helping people make sense of their worlds. While Saussure focused on
signs, Foucault emphasized discursive formations, which highlight configurations or
regularities in concrete items present as humans communicate. This view embraces the
cumulative nature of science as it recognizes that seemingly disparate contributions may
offer a deeper understanding of the social phenomena related to language in theory and
in use. Thus, Saussure propelled us forward in our understanding of language by high-
lighting structural elements (e.g., sign), while others (e.g., Foucault) have been enabled
to move beyond abstract structure per se to concrete understandings of language in use
as a generator for communication and the creation of meaning in context. Building on
this basis, Radford and Radford lead us to an understanding that libraries (and other
information institutions) are not mere storehouses, but generators of knowledge through
the connections in support of communication and meaning generation that they enable.

DISCOURSE ANALYSIS, SEMIOTICS, AND INFORMATION SCIENCE

Budd and Raber (1996) and Raber and Budd (2003) are works rich in the integration
of Saussure’s ideas into the fabric of LIS. Saussure is something of a tipping point in
these articles as his distinctions—Iangue/parole, synchrony/diachrony, syntagm/para-
digm, and semiotics/the sign—all shape the views of communication, information, and
their interactions into the beginnings of a system for viewing the challenges and solu-
tions of library and information science.

Saussure, for the most part, has been criticized for neglecting the pragmatic/discourse
aspects of language. In contrast, Budd and Raber develop Saussure’s ideas regarding
parole to show the applicability of his work to the pragmatic aspects of library and
information science. Budd and Raber (1996) suggest that: “Probably the most notable
pioneer is de Saussure..., who posited a distinction between language (langue) as a
collective and abstract entity, and speaking (parole) as an individual use of language for
communication purposes” (219). Speakers seldom possess the full range of knowledge
of the structure of language implied by use of the term langue. The authors suggest that
the important contribution of Saussure is stimulation of the difference between language
and speech. The challenge for LIS is bridging the gap between the formalities of struc-
tured information storage and retrieval languages (e.g., index languages, subject head-
ings, metadata elements) and the ways people use discourse to communicate among
themselves and with information systems.

Raber and Budd (2001) consider information as sign as a means of considering
“information” as a thing versus information as culturally contextualized. In particular,
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they point out that: “Both semiotics and information science are concerned with the
nature of the relations between content and its representation, between signifier and
signified, between reference and referent, and between information objects and their
meaning” (507). These pairings begin to elucidate the challenges that we face when-
ever we construct something of an idealized nature (i.e., an information system) for use
within the context of the everyday discourse of work and life. The term information
muddles our understanding as it is a word, which takes on new shapes as it is consid-
ered from different points of view: speech/thought, text/content, and so forth. Yet, in-
formation also unites speech with thought, text with content, and so on. They suggest
that Saussure’s idea of a sign with its signified/signifier distinction may lead to a clearer
understanding of what information may be.

Ultimately, information is made up of signs. Recognizing that the sign and its element
language are carriers of information, Raber and Budd build an argument for applying
Saussure’s work to information and its use, noting the importance of contextualization in
supporting the creation of meaning that is fundamental to informing. In part, context is
syntagmatically shaped at the moment of creation of something that has the potential of
being informing. Context is also paradigmatically shaped by relations of intertextuality.

Bouquet’s (2004) comments on the unfinished aspects of Saussure’s work seem
to round out Raber and Budd’s exposition. In particular, Bouquet provides numerous
examples of Saussure’s concern for the discursive element in language as he notes how
the compilers of the first CLG (Bally and Sechehaye) chose to substitute their words
for Saussure’s in response, for example, to a student’s question on the languelparole
distinction. Overall, Bouquet makes a compelling argument for Saussure’s interest
in the interplay of langue and parole with regard to the intentionality of a speaker in
discourse.

CONCLUSION

There is a subtle thread underlying the presentation above related to Ferdinand de
Saussure that needs to be highlighted as part of his contribution, in particular, to LIS.
This has to do with the challenges that his work, taken as a case of interest to library and
information science, presents through the information life cycle—from creation through
representation, storage, and retrieval. While all of Saussure’s work is related to linguis-
tics, his contributions are varied: from comparative linguistics and phonology to general
linguistics and sémiologie. His work, though connected by his attention to the sign, var-
ies from the detail of vowels to other aspects of language that connect an utterance to
meaning. There is the variety of types of publications containing his ideas, from those
written by his own hand in his own words to those that were in some sense given life by
his (several) interpreters. There is the existence of incomplete papers and manuscripts
as well as student class notes and fragmentary class notes. There is the hermeneutic
problem of interpreting what are presented as Saussure’s writings without the benefit of
an understanding of the context in which they were written. This also suggests issues
related to changes in the social, technical, and physical world that surrounds us as time
marches on. It is difficult to make sense the mass of his work as it is available today
without imposing some relatively arbitrary context or point of view. The case of Ferdi-
nand de Saussure seems a challenge that information science has not faced, though in a
digital world with many more pieces of people’s lives seemingly being preserved in dig-
ital repositories of various sorts, this challenge of contextualization will only intensify.
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At this point in time, Saussure seems more of a symbol—a sign?—than a man, whose
distinctions, methods, and the substance that holds them together, are clearly represented
and understood. In the way of the world, there are those who praise him and those who
do not. Yet, through either of these extremes of praise or criticism (or in between), the
fundamental distinctions that he has left us as his legacy (e.g., langue/parole, synchrony/
diachrony, synatagmatic/paradigmatic, the sign and the signifier/signified) are bedrocks
among the sands of time, providing a foundation for dualities related to semiotics, lan-
guage, and information science that are yet to come (Koerner 1971).
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Investigating the Textually Mediated
Work of Institutions: Dorothy E. Smith’s
Sociology for People

Rosamund K. Stooke
University of Western Ontario, Canada

INTRODUCTION

The Canadian sociologist, Dorothy E. Smith is best known as the creator of institutional
ethnography, an alternate sociology (DeVault and McCoy, 2002, 751) that she first con-
ceptualized as a mode of inquiry from the standpoint of women and later developed as
a “sociology for people” (Smith, 2005). An activist and leading theorist in the feminist
movement since the 1960s, Smith was awarded the American Sociological Association’s
Career of Distinguished Scholarship Award in 1999. The chair of the award committee,
Sarah Fenstermaker, wrote:

As few before her, Dorothy Smith engages us in a debate with ourselves over the ideas to which
we are most devoted: the relationship of the researcher to the researched; the nature of text and
language as social form; the role of historical and political context in fundamentally linking indi-
vidual agency and social structure and the power of staring from margin rather then [sic] center.
Smith’s...argument for a focus on the everyday, concrete social relations that constitute lived
experience, and the conceptual nature of power have directed sociology and shaped scholarship
across the discipline (Fenstermaker 1999).

In an autobiographical essay (Smith n.d.), Smith tells of her early career. Born in the
north of England in 1926, she began her working life as a secretary in a publishing firm
and only applied to the London School of Economics to study social anthropology at
the age of 25 because she thought an undergraduate degree might increase her chances
of finding a better secretarial job. At the London School of Economics she discovered
a passion for sociology and went on to graduate studies at the University of Califor-
nia at Berkeley, working with Erving Goffman and earning a PhD in 1963. The aca-
demic world of the 1960s was inhospitable to the idea that women could be scholars
and researchers and Smith, who was by that time a single mother of two young chil-
dren, struggled at first to find a full-time academic appointment. She taught courses at
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Berkeley and at the University of Essex before joining the Department of Sociology at
the University of British Columbia in 1967 where, together with three other feminist
scholars she developed and taught one of the first women’s studies courses in Canada.
In 1977 she accepted an appointment at the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education
(OISE), now part of the University of Toronto. Currently she holds the titles of professor
emerita in the Department of Sociology and Equity Studies at the University of Toronto
and adjunct professor in the Department of Sociology at the University of Victoria,
British Columbia.

Smith has published numerous scholarly articles and books in sociology, wom-
en’s studies, and education, most notably The Everyday World as Problematic: A
Feminist Sociology (1987), which was translated into Spanish and for which she
was awarded the Canadian Sociology and Anthropology Association’s John Porter
Award, The Conceptual Practices of Power: A Feminist Sociology of Knowledge
(1990a), Texts, Facts, and Femininity: Exploring the Relations of Ruling (1990b),
Writing the Social: Critique, Theory and Investigations (1999a), Institutional Eth-
nography: A Sociology for People (2005), Mothering for Schooling (Griffith and
Smith 2005) and an edited collection of papers focused on Institutional Ethnography
as Practice (2006).

Smith’s work presents a peculiar challenge for a collection of chapters devoted
to critical theory. On the one hand, she shares with critical theorists a longstanding
commitment to social justice and democratic process. On the other, she is deeply suspi-
cious of practices that fit the actualities of people’s lives into theoretical frameworks.
“Sociology’s stylistic conventions constitute subject positions that locate the reader-
inquirer outside the social world in which the text is read and written and where the
positioned subject does her work, lives her life, and cares or does not care about the
people she investigates” (Smith, 1999b, 67). The practice of nominalization is one such
convention. Smith writes that “[a]ll you had to do was find a verb, dress it up a bit,
leave the subjects out...convert it into a noun and you had a new social phenome-
non: aggression, violence, interaction, motivation, alienation” (Smith 1986, 2-3). The
postmodern-poststructural notion of a subject constituted in discourse is another con-
vention. Smith argues that the idea of a subject constituted in discourse parallels the
earlier sociological notion of role because it too “establishes the knower’s discursive
position as transcending the everyday worlds of people’s experience” (Smith, 2005, 50).
It would be a mistake, however, to conclude that Smith eschews theory. Her ideas are
“fully original yet deeply resonant with sociology’s foundations” (Fenstermaker 1999).
Marx and Engels, Alfred Schutz, George Herbert Mead, Harold Garfinkel, and Rus-
sian language theorists A. R. Luria, Valentin Volosinov, and Mikhail Bakhtin have all
informed her work (Smith 2005).

I could not imagine beginning all over again, and I learned, quite unscrupulously, from anyone
whose work was of use to me in discovering an alternative to the methods of thinking I had been
stuck with. But I am not a symbolic interactionist, nor a phenomenal sociologist, nor a Marx-
ist sociologist, nor an ethnomethodologist. The sociological strategy I have developed does not
belong to or subject itself to the interpretive procedures of any particular school of sociology
(Smith 1987, 9).

Smith goes on to explain that the strategy she developed “is constrained by the project
of creating a way of seeing, from where we actually live, into the powers, processes, and
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relations that organize and determine the everyday context of that seeing” (Smith 1987,
9). For more than thirty years, now, she has been teaching that strategy to others, not as
theory, but as political practice. This chapter will first introduce readers to Smith’s early
theoretical writing in the sociology of knowledge; it then describes institutional ethnog-
raphy and discusses the potential of institutional ethnography to support a critical proj-
ect for LIS research and practice.

EARLY WORK: THE SOCIAL ORGANIZATION
OF KNOWLEDGE

At the heart of Smith’s early theoretical writing is a critique of a phenomenon she
calls “the gender subtext of the rational and impersonal” (Smith 1987, 4). Smith at-
tributed the feelings of alienation she experienced as a woman academic during the
1960s and 1970s in part to the obligation to “work in a discourse that describes and
provides the working concepts and vocabulary for a landscape in which women are
strangers” (Smith 1987, 51). She says, “When I looked for where I was in my disci-
pline, I discovered that I was not there” (Smith 2007, 410). Her frustration with socio-
logical language was only exacerbated by misgivings about sociological practices that
tended to objectify the people it studied, even when its goals included emancipation.
She writes, “It seemed not possible to take up a topic sociologically without transform-
ing people and people’s doings into objects” (Smith 2005, 28). Smith theorized her
experience of alienation as a disjuncture between the conceptually organized world of
the academic sociologist and the embodied world in which she as a wife and mother
lived outside of her professional world. She was drawn into the second-wave feminist
movement, but her activism extended beyond securing for women better access to the
professions and other positions of power in public life. She theorized a standpoint for
women and developed the widely acclaimed critique of the “the conceptual practices
of power” (Smith 1990a) that later provided the theoretical grounding for institutional
ethnography.

The consciousness raising groups formed by feminists during the 1960s and 1970s
motivated several feminist scholars to theorize a women’s standpoint. “Consciousness-
raising was a foundational organizing device, assembling women as women to explore,
discover and recognize a community of experience” (Smith, 2002, 49). Through con-
sciousness raising, it became clear to many feminists that the overt sexism of men was
not the only challenge facing women. Rather “the struggle was as much within our-
selves, with what we knew how to do and think and feel, as with that [masculinist]
regime as an enemy outside us”’ (Smith, 2005, 7). Standpoint theories have nevertheless
been roundly criticized. Campbell (2006, 91-92) notes three common critiques: argu-
ments “against the notion of a ‘unitary subject’ and against white, heterosexual, middle-
class feminists’ appropriation of women’s experience, arguments that refute a perceived
essentialist belief in the authority of women’s voices,” and questions about the “status of
experiential accounts produced by people whose knowledge is discursively organized.”
In response to such critiques, Campbell notes that Smith uses experiential accounts not
as windows on reality, but only as entry points into inquiries. Smith herself concedes
that early standpoint theorizing “became at once a basis on which women came together
for what we discovered we had in common and on which women found difference and
questioned nascent hegemonies within the movement itself” (Smith 2002, 49), but later
points out that “standpoint” can be used politically as well as referentially. When used
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politically, women’s standpoint coordinates “struggle against the masculinist forms of
oppressing women that those forms themselves explicitly or implicitly universalize”
(Smith 2005, 9). Standpoint, then, can open for women, “a subject position in the pub-
lic sphere and more generally, one in the political, intellectual and cultural life of the
society” (Smith 2005, 9).

A salient characteristic of Smith’s notion of standpoint is that it is always located
in the actualities of people’s lives, their everyday worlds. Smith proposes that a di-
vide between the public and domestic spheres was produced in the same historical
trajectory as the rise of capitalism and the market process in Europe during the mod-
ern period. By the beginning of the 18th century the domestic sphere had emerged in
Europe as separate from commerce, governance, and the professions; by the end of
the 19th century an analogous division was discernable in the institutional structures
themselves.

The bureaucratization of the state and the advancing organization of corporate management
created a demand for workers who...would be in charge of the material side of texts and docu-
ments, transforming words into texts, texts into documents and records, filing, finding files, doing
the work of producing and organizing the memory of the firm, and so on (Smith 2002, 50).

People who participate in the public sphere, but not as agents within the discourses
of ruling are required to suppress embodied forms of knowledge when accounting for
their work although they are also required to draw upon such knowledge in order to
competently fulfill their work roles. The work of practitioners in the human services,
for example, must be made accountable in terms of the concepts and categories that
frequently render the most salient aspects of the work invisible. A standpoint in the
everyday world affords opportunities for people to speak about what they know as em-
bodied subjects and to critically interrogate the discourses of ruling that are organizing
their experiences as workers or as recipients of services.

The discourses of ruling are not easily discerned from within. People may experience
vague feelings of alienation. They might come to suspect that their well-intentioned ac-
tions are being harnessed to promote the interests of privileged groups or to maintain
the status quo. More often than not, however, the processes by which their actions are
supporting projects not of their own choosing remain hidden from view. As noted in the
previous section, Smith’s project has been to create a way of seeing “into the powers,
processes, and relations that organize and determine the everyday context of that see-
ing” (Smith 1987, 9). Maintaining a standpoint “at the level of the embodied subject”
allows individuals to ask: “Just how do we encounter the ‘expanding’ social relations,
whether of capital or of ruling, in which we are active” (Smith 1999b, 73). “Know-
ing how things work...is invaluable for those who often have to struggle in the dark”
(Smith 2005, 32).

INSTITUTIONAL ETHNOGRAPHY

Having established a place from which to look at the workings of power, Smith
theorized an ontology that conceptualizes the workings of power as a “complex field
of coordination and control (DeVault and McCoy 2002, 751). Institutional ethnogra-
phy is the strategy she developed for bringing into view the processes of coordination.
Its ontology is that of a social world constituted by the concerting and coordinating of
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individuals’ activities and its unit of analysis is “work,” a term that gathers whatever
people do that requires effort and a degree of acquired competence (McCoy, 2006). This
generous view of work “directs us to its anchorage in material conditions” and to the
fact that work gets done “in real time” (Smith 1987, 165).

Liza McCoy explains that work is a helpful analytic concept for keeping the work-
ings of power in view because it “directs the researcher’s attention toward precisely
that interface between embodied individuals and institutional relations” (McCoy 2006,
110). A generous definition of work makes available for analysis activities usually not
present in workplace documents, some of them not recognized as work, even by the
people who do the work. McCoy (2006, 110) explains that work is an “empirically
empty term” whose value lies not in distinguishing work from other activities. Rather it
directs “analytic attention to the practical activities of everyday life in a way that begins
to make visible how those activities gear into, are called out by, shape and are shaped
by, extended translocal relations of large-scale coordination” (110-11). Finally, a gen-
erous definition of work allows for language and thought to be incorporated into “the
scope of institutional ethnography’s ontology” (Smith, 2005, 69). Campbell (2006, 93),
for example, documented ““a creeping colonization of minds and hearts of the caregivers
with the goals and values of the market” in the wake of a “Total Quality Management”
exercise in a Canadian long-term care home. Campbell’s research illustrates well the
idea that consciousness itself is a social accomplishment, a product of the coordination
of ideas and of doing things in and with language.

The concerting and coordinating of people’s activities is carried out within sequences
of actions called social relations. Smith proposes that the social order of any setting is
produced by people interacting with one another in the local setting and by people in
the local setting interacting with others elsewhere and at other times—which is to say
that social relations connect the actions of individuals working in diverse sites who may
not be known to one another. Individual actions are thus organized by “translocal social
relations that pass through local settings” and in so doing “carry and accomplish orga-
nization and control as ‘relations of ruling’” (DeVault and McCoy 2002, 752). Mapping
social relations is the goal of institutional ethnography inquiry. It is a political prac-
tice aimed at “expanding people’s own knowledge” of how their everyday/everynight
activities are being hooked into “the ruling relations” and also a collective political proj-
ect. No single study can map a large area of institutional terrain, but individual maps
overlap or interlock with one another to open up larger areas of institutional landscape
ethnographically.

It is helpful when reading accounts of institutional ethnography inquiries to keep in
mind that the terms “relations of ruling” and “institutional relations” may be used in-
terchangeably. The term “institution” refers not to an organization or agency such as an
academic library or information service, but to a “cluster of text-mediated relations or-
ganized around specific ruling functions, such as education or health care” (DeVault and
McCoy 2002, 753). The Market is an institution, but the New York Stock Exchange is a
local site of market activities. Health care is an institution, but a hospital is a local site
of health care activity. Smith’s definition of a text is less inclusive than her definition of
work. Visual and media texts as well as print texts in paper and electronic formats are
of interest to the institutional ethnographer as long as they can be replicated. Replicable
texts are important because each person who interacts with the text is interacting with
the same material artifact. Researchers therefore pay close attention to ways in which
people produce and interact with replicable texts because they can be “read, seen, heard,
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watched, and so on in particular local and observable settings” (Smith 2006, 66), and
yet, at the same time draw people’s actions into the “relations of ruling.” Smith’s defini-
tion of a discourse originates with Foucault’s (1972, 49) characterization of discourse as
“practices that systematically form the objects of which they speak.” For example, the
frequently cited “mothering discourse” (Griffith and Smith 1987, 2005) systematically
forms the relations that coordinate the work of mothers and teachers in relation to chil-
dren’s schooling. The power of a discourse to coordinate and concert people’s actions in
local settings derives in part from its ability to communicate at a tacit level. Discourse
eschews critique because members of a discourse community draw on mutually com-
prehensible practices that obviate the need for explanations. It is worth noting that texts
are always discursively organized. Discourse is a powerful organizer of text production.
Discourse can also mediate activities in the absence of replicable texts. Recently insti-
tutional ethnographers have paid particular attention to textually-mediated work pro-
cesses in which people’s actions are entered into translocal relations associated with the
New Economy (DeVault 2008). Globalization and the blurring of boundaries between
the public and domestic spheres of activity in the wake of unprecedented technological
change ensure that the concerting and coordinating of people’s everyday/everynight ac-
tivities are increasingly organized by New Economy discourse (DeVault 2008, 11).

CONDUCTING AN INSTITUTIONAL ETHNOGRAPHY INQUIRY

The first three sections of the chapter aimed to contextualize institutional ethnography,
to sketch its ontological grounding, and to define key terms such as work, social relation,
ruling relations, institution, text, and discourse. Stated simply, institutional ethnography
is a strategy for empirically investigating the ruling relations from the standpoint of an
individual or group of individuals whose actions are caught up in the ruling relations, but
who are, themselves, positioned outside them. Institutional ethnography is both a routine
way of looking at social life and a highly systematic mode of inquiry.

Discovering how activities are being coordinated to produce or maintain institu-
tional processes is “an analytic project that can be realized in diverse ways, ...rather
like grabbing a ball of string, finding a thread, and then pulling it out” (DeVault and
McCoy 2002, 755). Moreover, there is often no recognizable planning phase for the in-
quiry. Rather, the process of discovery proceeds in a recursive manner, a characteristic
of institutional ethnography that sometimes creates difficulties for researchers who are
expected to document plans for data collection and analysis when they apply to funding
agencies and complete ethical review protocols. The following sequence provided by
DeVault and McCoy (2002, 755) is a guide rather than a prescription:

e The researcher and informants identify the experience that constitutes the point of
entry for the inquiry;

e The researcher identifies some of the institutional processes that are shaping the
experience;

¢ The researcher investigates the processes in order to describe analytically how they
operate as grounds of the experience.

Accounts of experience(s) that constitute(s) the entry point for an inquiry direct the
researcher to a problematic, that is “a possible set of questions that are ‘latent’ in the
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actualities of the experienced world” although they “may not have been posed” yet and
may not yet exist as puzzles (Smith 1987, 91). In many settings, but especially in human
services settings, it is not uncommon for a study to be developed in response to a vague
but nagging and persistent concern about a situation whose determinants seem to elude
those people most affected by the situation. Institutional ethnographers have investi-
gated a broad range of problematics (DeVault and McCoy 2002, 751). The experiences
of people living with HIV in relation to treatment options (McCoy 2006), of community
activists in relation to planning policies (Turner 1995), police responses to domestic
violence against women (Pence 1997), the regulation of sexuality (G. Smith 1998), the
discursive organization of ecotourism (Grahame and Grahame 2000), job training for
immigrant women (Grahame 1999), and the organization of mothers’” work in relation
to schooling (Griffith and Smith 1987), which Smith (1987) employs as an exemplar
of early institutional ethnography, have all been topics of investigation. Campbell and
Manicom’s (1995) Knowledge, Experience and Ruling Relations, DeVault and McCoy’s
(2002) essay on interviewing in institutional ethnography, Smith’s (2006) Institutional
Ethnography as Practice, and DeVault’s (2008) People at Work contain numerous and
diverse examples of institutional ethnography problematics.

In order to identify the institutional processes shaping the experiences at the in-
quiry’s point of entry, researchers often begin by documenting what people are doing,
or what people can tell the researcher about what they and others are doing in relation
to the situation (DeVault and McCoy 2002, 751). Together the researcher and infor-
mants explore how the activities are being coordinated to produce “institutional pro-
cesses as they actually work” (Smith 2005, 60). Fieldwork techniques are the most
common approaches to data collection for institutional ethnography inquiries. These
include individual and focus group interviews, participant observation and reflections
on one’s own experiences, but can be as informal as “just talking to people” (DeVault
and McCoy 2002, 757). Copious amounts of data may be gathered as the researcher
learns about the work carried out in a setting, but relatively small amounts of data may
prove relevant to the identified problematic. For example, an examination of data
may lead to the exploration of sequences of action in which specific texts are impli-
cated. Sometimes the inquiry moves directly to examining an administrative or pro-
fessional work process.

Data collected in institutional ethnography inquiries are analyzed in two ways: first
to learn concretely about the issue or situation being investigated and second to identify
institutional processes active in the coordinating and concerting of work. The second
approach requires that the researcher’s knowledge of the context for the inquiry go be-
yond what informants within the setting can tell them. Policy texts can help orient the
inquiry to ways in which informants’ work is being coordinated. So can background
literature, since it too can be approached in two distinct ways: first for “conventional
reasons, to discover the scope of research knowledge in the area” (Campbell and Gregor
2002, 51), and second to explore the discursive organization of the literature. Stooke’s
(2003) analysis of the Early Years Study (McCain and Mustard 1999) demonstrates these
two approaches to reading background literature. Stooke examined the text in order to
learn about the research base for Ontario’s new social policies for families with young
children, but she also critiqued the report to show how it functioned as a rhetorical de-
vice to justify policies already being implemented and how it was shaped by neoliberal
principles of efficiency and competition.

289



290

CRITICAL THEORY FOR LIBRARY AND INFORMATION SCIENCE

Another way to learn about the context is to interview people who work outside the
local setting. Campbell and Gregor explain: “To understand the workings of any setting
involves learning how people, seemingly positioned outside the setting, are nevertheless
active inside it” (2002, 60). DeVault and McCoy note in this regard that the accounts
of agency staff are important sources of data for institutional ethnography inquiry be-
cause agency staff are often the people who are charged with making the “messiness of
everyday circumstance” fit into “the categories and protocols of a professional regime”
(2002, 760). In seeking external accounts, however, it is important to avoid describing
people’s activities in relation to existing theories and categories as, for example, the
ALA’s Every Child Ready to Read @ Your Library (ECRR) does when it represents social
class as a determinant of parents’ behaviour and children’s future literacy achievements.

Institutional ethnography does not subscribe to the epistemological warrants em-
bedded in outputs or outcomes-based measurement practices. Hence, exploring a prob-
lematic does not involve strategies typically employed in evaluation research, even
qualitative evaluations (e.g., Patton 2001). Neither are institutional ethnography studies
of one kind. An analysis might examine regimes of accountability in the public sector
(e.g., Griffith and André-Bechely 2008), how work in local sites can be coordinated in
the absence of overt regulation (Stooke, 2004; Stooke and McKenzie, 2009), or how
one work process could be reorganized through a rewriting of texts (e.g., Pence, 1997).
What the above analyses share is summed up by Smith herself. In an article written for
The Handbook of Feminist Research, Smith (2007, 413) lists five key components for
institutional ethnography. First, institutional ethnography starts from the experience(s)
of people in their everyday lives; second, it takes a standpoint “in their experience”
and aims to learn from them; third it stays with people’s experiences as it explores the
institutional relations that coordinate the experiences; fourth, it pays attention to texts
and discourses as they are activated by people; and fifth, it aims to produce maps
that people can use to expand their knowledge of how their daily activities are being
coordinated.

WHAT CAN SMITH’S IDEAS CONTRIBUTE TO LIS?

Smith brings to her writing and her teaching a respect for work that is often not
recognized as work, even by those who do the work, and a nuanced understanding of
organizational life. It is not surprising that human service professions such as nursing,
teaching, and social work have provided particularly fertile settings for institutional
ethnography inquiries (Campbell and Gregor 2002). As intermediaries between systems
and people, human services practitioners negotiate the disjuncture between the rational,
impersonal, and embodied “ways with words” many times during a work shift. It is sur-
prising that Smith’s ideas have not been widely employed in LIS. However, LIS studies
often display at least one institutional ethnography characteristic. For example, as did
Pence, Harris, and Dewdney (1991) identified ways in which texts mediated access to
safety and support for victims of domestic violence. Moreover, Harris’s (1992) critique
of professionalization movements in librarianship echoed Smith’s critique of the rational
and impersonal when she called for a revaluing of caring work in librarianship. Another
feminist researcher, Suzanne Hildenbrand (1996), proposed that understanding librari-
ans’ absence from policy discussions could be found by examining their work rather
than their personality traits, while classification theorists, Bowker and Star (2000), dis-
cussed the challenges of bringing visibility to relational work in the creation of a work
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classification scheme for nursing. More recently McKenzie (2006) mapped textually
mediated information practices in midwifery care; McKenzie and Stooke (2007) iden-
tified the work carried out by adult and child participants and librarians to produce a
library storyhour and Stooke and McKenzie (2009) identified textually and discursively
mediated educational work processes carried out in library-based recreational programs
for very young children.

Three doctoral dissertations at the University of Western Ontario drew directly on
Smith’s theoretical writing. Lundberg (1991) investigated the social organization of
birth control information in public libraries and classification theorists. More recently
Carey (2003) examined the discursive organization of information practices in a lupus
support group from the standpoint of the group members, while Stooke (2004) analyzed
children’s librarians’ work as gendered work and uncovered mechanisms by which their
work was being coordinated with the American educational reforms and OECD policies
for early child development.

One purpose for this chapter has been to show that Smith’s ideas have much to offer a
critical project in LIS. Librarianship shares with human services such as nursing, social
work, and teaching an ethical imperative to promote social justice and care for people
(Harris, 1992), and LIS professionals routinely act as mediators of systems for users.
They understand the value of navigational tools and well appreciate that while the work
of making navigational tools sometimes demands highly technical skills, the tools them-
selves must be intelligible to users.

LIS researchers and practitioners are also used to thinking about the organization of
texts and the ways in which knowledge and power come together in practice to orga-
nize what happens to people (Campbell and Gregor 2002, 12). And yet librarians are
vulnerable to the “creeping colonization of minds and hearts. .. with the goals and val-
ues of the market” that Campbell (2006, 93) recognized among health care practitio-
ners. Library workplaces are sites of numerous and diverse forms of institutional work
processes that too easily draw actions into “the ruling relations.” Libraries are organized
as hierarchies and bureaucracies whose smooth running depends on routines that can
easily subordinate the interests of users to those of the organization. As agencies that
depend on public funding they are regulated by regimes of accountability that are firmly
hooked into the relations of the New Economy.

In closing I would draw readers’ attention to a comment made by Marjorie DeVault.
DeVault (2008, 295) writes, “It is the distinctive capacity of institutional ethnography to
underscore the sometimes startling power of text-based management, which organizes
activity in ways that may not be obvious.” I contend that institutional ethnography offers
LIS practitioners and researchers strategies with which to interrupt their involvement in
processes that privilege the interests of powerful groups and reinforce hegemonic dis-
courses of competition and the principles of the market. Pence’s groundbreaking work
serves as one exemplar. By working with agency staff, Pence reorganized the reporting
process to promote safety for victims rather than bureaucratic efficiency. LIS research-
ers and practitioners might also revise routine work processes to promote equity and
social justice goals. They might, for example, employ Smith’s generous view of work to
open up topics such as “barriers to access” as socially organized accomplishments that
people can “do” differently. Most important, institutional ethnography’s commitment
to maintain a standpoint with the people who actually experience the situations being
investigated and to produce accessible maps that people can use for their own purposes
are important ingredients for a critical project in LIS.
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INTRODUCTION

Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak purposely eludes categorization. Nevertheless, she most
commonly is categorized as a feminist, Marxist, deconstructionist, and/or postcolo-
nialist. Her complex viewpoints, nominally in literary criticism but in practice across
the board, fit into sociology, history, women’s studies, and now, into library and infor-
mation science (LIS). Initially, her works seem tangled and impenetrable, but famil-
iarity reveals recurring themes. Her international perspective challenges conventional
Western thinking and accessibility of intellectual work. Themes spill across essays; she
revises her views within the same essay in postscripts that refocus what was just writ-
ten. The relationships between her “-isms” are purposefully complicated and some-
times conflicting. This inability to be pigeonholed is intentional; any definition of her
stance is constantly deferred. Spivak views her own work as a method of reading that
is “sensitive to gender, race, and class” (1985a, 81), but resists the essentialism that
could lead to a generalization about gender, race, or class. In LIS, her work pushes us
to recognize our complicity as “custodians of culture” and provides methods of ana-
lyzing our praxis.

Previous LIS research using Spivak’s work appears to be limited to Olson (2001,
2002, 2003, 2007). However, wider use of her theoretical perspectives in LIS can be
readily imagined by exploring the concepts she develops, such as: the subaltern, ideol-
ogy, strategic essentialism, translation and representation, and the “telematic society of
information command” (Spivak 1999, 393). In this chapter we introduce Spivak and her
context, offer an overview of her theoretical foundations, and examine her interpreta-
tions of the sample of five conceptual constructs listed above. We include examples of
potential LIS applications throughout.
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Biography

Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak’s biographical and scholarly background is an integral
part of her work. She was born in 1942 in Calcutta, India, and earned a degree there
in English (meaning British) literature from Presidency College at the University of
Calcutta in 1959. She earned her MA from Cornell in 1962 and continued to work with
Paul de Man on her dissertation while teaching at the University of lowa, completing
her doctorate in 1967. She completed a fellowship at Cambridge and has earned honor-
ary doctorates from the Universities of Toronto and London. Spivak currently holds the
Avalon Foundation Professorship of the Humanities and directs the Institute for Com-
parative Literature and Society at Columbia University. She is known as a literary critic,
yet her work and reputation cross disciplinary and international boundaries. She sees the
role of the humanities ““as the arena of cultural explanations that question the explana-
tions of culture” (1979, 117). She often parallels the marginalization of the humanities
within the academy to the marginalization of women or the oppressed. Well aware of
her status as an elite Indian-born female, she avoids playing “native informant” to the
academy, instead questioning all explanations of culture regardless of origin.

A prolific writer and translator, her authored books include Myself Must I Remake:
The Life and Poetry of W. B. Yeats (1974), In Other Worlds: Essays in Cultural Politics
(1987), The Post-Colonial Critic: Interviews, Strategies, Dialogues (1990), Think-
ing Academic Freedom in Gendered Post-Coloniality (1993), Outside in the Teach-
ing Machine (1993), The Spivak Reader (1995), Imperatives to Re-Imagine the Planet
(1999), A Critique of Postcolonial Reason: Towards a History of the Vanishing Present
(1999), Death of a Discipline (2003), Other Asias (2005), Who Sings the Nation-State?
Language, Politics, Belonging (2007, with Judith Butler), and Red Thread (forthcom-
ing). Additionally, she has translated, most famously, Derrida’s Of Grammatology and
the works of the Indian writer Mahasweta Devi. She has published multiple collections
of interviews and is the subject of many books and countless articles.

THEORETICAL OVERVIEW

To understand Spivak’s work and then apply it, one must understand her relationships
with the four critical perspectives from which she draws and to which she contributes:
(1) poststructuralism in the form of deconstruction, (2) Marxism, (3) feminism, and
(4) postcoloniality. Spivak interprets and employs these perspectives in distinctive ways
that result in a unique theoretical basis for her surprisingly pragmatic approach.

Deconstruction

Those slightly familiar with Spivak are likely to know that she translated Jacques
Derrida’s opus Of Grammatology, which introduces the process of deconstruction.
She has continued to apply deconstruction in her work, but not always in a classically
Derridean form. Before looking at Spivak’s interpretation, we will summarize decon-
struction basics (something that Spivak notes Derrida never does). Deconstruction is a
critical practice that is applied to texts, interpreting the concept of text broadly. In LIS,
texts can include foundational works, but also policies, pathfinders, circulation statis-
tics, informetric data, classification schemes, Web portals, signage, Machine-Readable
Cataloging (MARC) coding, metadata schemata, survey data, databases, reference in-
terviews, and social tagging.
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Deconstruction can be described as having three steps: identify a binary opposition,
reverse the binary by reading the text(s) focusing on the subordinate, and the binary
dissolves. Identifying the binary opposition requires first singling out a key concept (say,
the public sphere) and its implied opposite (the private sphere). The two elements in a
binary opposition are in a hierarchical relationship with each other. One is dominant
(public) and is sometimes referred to as the one; the other is subordinate (private) and is
referred to as the other. The one requires the presence of the other for its own existence.
The difference between the two defines the one. In the second step, reversing the binary,
the texts selected for analysis are read closely with a focus on the subordinate member
of the binary and its expression in the texts. This reading can take many forms, but the
purpose is to highlight the traces of what is obscured: the other. For example, the pri-
vate sphere is traditionally associated with women and “women’s work,” so mentions
of women’s work in a text may be placeholders for the private sphere even if they occur
in the public sphere (teaching and librarianship come to mind). The third step just hap-
pens. As the reading progresses, it becomes apparent that the difference between the one
and the other is not innate, it is constructed (some women’s professions only became
defined as such in the last century and a half, as when Melvil Dewey recruited “college-
bred women” into librarianship; into the 19th century teachers and librarians were men).
Further, the difference is not conclusively defined; rather, its definition is constantly de-
ferred. That is, the boundary between the two concepts in the binary opposition is con-
structed which means that it is mutable. So there is never any final, permanent definition.
This becomes apparent during the second stage of deconstruction and constitutes the
third stage. In the example, it becomes apparent as one reads relevant texts that the issue
is not who does the cleaning or the laundry. The issue is a constructed boundary between
the public and private spheres that has stifled women’s opportunities and enhanced men’s
opportunities, but a close look suggests that the abilities of women to be active in the
public sphere are not negligible or even inferior to men’s abilities. So the definition of
the difference between the two can never be solidified. The gendered nature of the pub-
lic/private binary will continue to shift. We can never pin it down. From this deferral of
difference comes Derrida’s notion of differdnce, a concatenation of the French words for
difference and defer. It is with the concept of differdnce that the unstable nature of the
limit between the one and the other becomes apparent and finally falls apart.

Derrida did not see deconstruction as a methodology, but rather as a critical approach
to text. Spivak is not satisfied with leaving it at that.

I am still moved by the reversal-displacement morphology of deconstruction, crediting the asym-
metry of the “interest” of the historical moment. Investigating the hidden ethico-political agenda
of differentiation constitutive of knowledge and judgment interests me even more (1985a, 84).

She combines deconstruction with political programs, notably feminism and postcolo-
niality, which include an ethical demand for action. In that sense Spivak values decon-
struction because rather than denying truth, “[i]t is constantly and persistently looking
into how truths are produced” (1994, 27). Deconstruction, because it reveals definition
as an always-deferred process, maintains a constant questioning. In the case of the pub-
lic/private binary opposition, Spivak recognizes that feminists apply deconstruction by
working to reverse the hierarchy of the binary to value the private over the public:

The shifting limit that prevents this feminist reversal of the public-private hierarchy from
freezing into a dogma or, indeed, from succeeding fully is the displacement of the opposition
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itself. For if the fabric of the public sector is woven of the so-called private, the definition of
the private is marked by a public potential, since it is the weave, or texture, of public activ-
ity. The opposition is thus not merely reversed; it is displaced. It is according to this practi-
cal structure of deconstruction as reversal-displacement, then, that I write: the deconstruction
of the opposition between private and public is implicit in all, and explicit in some, feminist
activity. The peculiarity of deconstructive practice must be reiterated here. Displacing the op-
position that it initially apparently questions, it is always different from itself, always defers
itself (1979, 103).

Spivak goes beyond Derrida in this addition of agency to deconstruction, instead of
abandoning deconstruction due to its shortcomings. She sees deconstruction as

a method of analysis that would fix its glance upon the itinerary of the ethico-political in au-
thoritarian fictions; call into question the complacent apathy of self-centralization; undermine
the bigoted elitism (theoretical or practical) conversely possible in collective practice; while
disclosing in such gestures the condition of possibility of the positive (Spivak 1980b, 101).

That is, deconstruction can identify the constructed nature of conceptual difference
relative to ethico-political movements, can call our attention to the other; and can help
us make our practices open to the voice of the other. It can do this not by relying on
negative critique, but by an honest effort to understand how questionable some of our
underlying presumptions are.

As part of exploring the ethico-political, Spivak values deconstruction for its poten-
tial for reflecting back to a political movement what it is actually doing. In the context of
feminism, she writes, “[i]t is not just that deconstruction cannot found a politics, while
other ways of thinking can. It is that deconstruction can make founded political pro-
grams more useful by making their in-built problems more visible” (1993a, 121). Her
A Critique of Postcolonial Reason includes “[o]ne task of deconstruction [that] might
be a persistent attempt to displace the reversal, to show the complicity between native
hegemony and the axiomatic of imperialism” (1999, 37). That is, Spivak invokes de-
construction to keep the political movement, in this case postcoloniality, conceptually
honest.

Traces of deconstruction can be seen throughout Spivak’s work as she reverses
and then displaces concepts that we presumed had stable boundaries. She goes
further to apply it to herself, questioning her own previous writings, as will be
seen in the discussion of essentialism later in this chapter. LIS is rich with binary
oppositions that would benefit from deconstruction with agency. Some are obvi-
ous, such as: free text/controlled vocabularies; print/digital; librarianship/informa-
tion science (“L-word”/“I-word”). Other binaries are more subtle in that the one is
obvious, but the other needs some thought to deduce: service/neglect?economy?;
sharing/inefficiency?contextualization?; neutrality/bias?sensitivity?; intellectual
freedom/censorship ?sensitivity? Any topic will have an implied opposite apropos
of different situations.

Marxism

Classical Marxism forms the foundation of Spivak’s work but is refracted through the
prism of feminism, deconstruction, and postcoloniality. She spends much time working
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through Marx’s historical and economic works, applying and adapting his theories to
postcolonial or feminist contexts. Unlike Marx’s nationalist, desexualized Western
European labor force, her context is the diverse, gender- and class-bound Third World,
which provides much opportunity to emend his works. A rudimentary understanding of
Marxism greatly enriches the reading of Spivak’s work, so a few basic concepts will be
introduced here in simplified form. In Marxism, a powerful, central capitalist nation-
state exploits a peripheral margin of workers—the proletariat or peasants. The prole-
tariat contributes labor to the capitalist system, yet the workers are alienated from their
product, since they only exist as a cog of a large industrial complex and do not see the
end product. In Spivak’s postcolonial interpretation, the First World represents a colo-
nizing nation-state that exploits the subaltern class, or “those removed from the lines
of social mobility” with no political voice (2004, 531). Marxism analyzes the unjust
relationships between power and the exploited in order to effect social change by
empowering the proletariat or subaltern. Spivak also critiques imbalanced power struc-
tures begotten by capitalism, but identifies them as imperial or gendered.

Marxism’s economic theories correspond to power relationships evident in several
areas of LIS. Classification and thesauruses are hierarchical structures that award posi-
tion based on conceptualization by a central power (bibliographic utility, classification
system, or cataloger) whose worldview purports to reflect the values of the population.
In Spivak’s interpretation the population exists without a self-definition; they are de-
fined by the discourse of the imperial power. Moreover, as purveyors of culture, libraries
are instrumental in forming the ideology of the community. The community’s ideology,
in part formed by the library, is the source from which the alleged values are drawn. The
circular “consistency loop” omits feedback from the user and “fence[s] out” difference
(Spivak 1979, 114).

Spivak also draws from Marx’s concepts of self-sameness and difference, by which
she means how individuals identify themselves as opposed to how they are identified by
others, particularly by imperialist forces. In other words, a system of self-representation
“establish[es] self-identity through access to a self-determination that will annul the dif-
ference established by history” (Spivak 1999, 78). History may impose an identity, but
self-determination can minimize it. Such user-centered technologies as social tagging
may exist as a means for singular users to identify with multiple realms, creating a
dynamic and user-organized social classification system.

Feminism

Much of Spivak’s work on feminism originally appeared as critiques or commentary
on French feminists such as Luce Irigaray, Hélene Cixous, and Simone de Beauvoir. Her
work can frustrate feminists because she resists any hint of essentialism that underpins
some feminist thought, calling it “a trap” (Spivak 1985a, 89). Like most of her work,
Spivak’s feminism is informed by Marxism, but she recognizes that “[h]ardcore Marx-
ism at best dismisses and at worst patronizes the importance of women’s struggle” (82).
Marx imagined a nonsexed labor force, but as a feminist, Spivak recognizes the capital-
ist system to be the domain of men. Spivak often points out the shortcomings of Marx’s
views by discussing the structural importance of women in society, the tendency for
women to be treated as property, and their unacknowledged contributions to labor. She
expands and “corrects” Marx’s definition of labor to include women’s unpaid work, and
considers the womb as a place of production.
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Spivak avoids defining “woman” in order to avoid setting up the binary of man/
woman, since the opposition assumes a dominant and an other, believing “the ideo-
logical construction of gender keeps the male dominant. If, in the context of colonial
production, the subaltern has no history and cannot speak, the subaltern as female is
even more deeply in shadow” (Spivak 1998, 287). She challenges any practice or in-
stitution so that it can be recognized as a masculine structure, including the discourses
that make up society. She advocates for women to “infiltrate the male academy and redo
the terms of our understanding of the context and substance of literature as part of the
human enterprise” (Spivak 1985a, 81). Women’s materials already infiltrate the library
collection by living “in the master-text as well as in the pores” (92). That women’s
materials have no classificatory home mirrors the unappreciated structural importance
women hold in society.

Canonical, male-centric texts do not “deconstruct themselves” (Spivak 1980a, 18),
and Spivak proposes rewriting rather than revising the male-dominated history:

Part of the feminist enterprise might well be to provide “evidence” so that these great male texts
do not become great adversaries, or models from whom we take our ideas and then revise or re-
assess them (1985a, 81).

The great male texts of American librarianship are, of course, the Dewey Decimal Clas-
sification (DDC), the Library of Congress Classification (LCC), and the Library of Con-
gress Subject Headings (LCSH). What Spivak suggests could mean a radical reworking
of classificatory systems, constituting a violent event that displaces one system with
another. The upheaval of a powerful “sign-system is a violent event. Even when it is
perceived as ‘gradual,’ or ‘failed,” or yet ‘reversing itself,” the change itself can only be
operated by the force of a crisis” (Spivak 1985b, 197). The “violence” resulting from
Sandy Berman’s Prejudices and Antipathies or Joan Marshall’s On Equal Terms spurred
needed change to LCSH, although Spivak would rather build a user-designed new sys-
tem that allows all stakeholders to have a voice.

Spivak sees feminist compatibility in Marx’s concept of value. Because women con-
tinually produce more than they get back through unpaid labor, reproduction, or low
wages, they are highly profitable for the “man who owns her” or the “capitalist who
owns his labor power” (Spivak 1985a, 79; emphasis Spivak’s). Women produce more
surplus value, or profit, making them valuable but exploitable employees. Although a
woman produces a child (or commodity), property rights belong to the man or company,
so he maintains possession of the woman’s product. A parallel could be drawn to bib-
liographic utilities that assume ownership of surrogate records or professional organiza-
tions that benefit from unpaid work contributed for the betterment of the profession (or
collective). Catalogers who upload original records or committee volunteers add surplus
value in excess, beyond the exchange-value of the product or service produced.

As a female-intensive profession with a disproportionate number of men in charge,
one suspects that an economic strategy is in place, given the surplus value that women
add. The male-dominated “putative center” of management in large public and aca-
demic libraries “welcomes selective inhabitants of the margin in order to better exclude
the margin” (Spivak 1979, 107). So by celebrating and tokenizing a few women, who
“can only be tolerated if [they behave] ‘like men’” (109), the center is excused from
displacing the margin. Furthermore, the male/female ratio in LIS education risks a mas-
culine authority attempting to speak for a female-dominated profession, or as Spivak
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notes, “Feminism in its academic inceptions is accessible and subject to correction by
authoritative men” (Spivak 1982, 133).

Postcoloniality

Linking her feminism to postcoloniality Spivak writes: “the name ‘woman’...has
shifted for me into the subaltern of contemporary colonization” (1993a, 140). Spivak’s
subaltern (discussed later in this chapter) is a result of her postcolonial critique. To put
it in context, Spivak locates three periods:

colonialism—in the European formation stretching from the mid-18th to the mid-20th centuries—
neocolonialism—dominant, economic, political, and culturalist maneuvers emerging in our [20th]
century after the dissolution of the territorial empires—and postcoloniality—the contemporary
global condition (1999, 172).

Postcoloniality examines the inheritances from colonialism and the effects of neocolo-
nialism that have resulted in and continue to shape the contemporary condition. Spivak
uses the term “postcoloniality” rather than “postcolonialism,” associating the latter with
elitist academic activity that benefits the scholars, not the subaltern from whom it main-
tains a distance (1999, 358).

In exploring postcoloniality, Spivak employs several themes, including diaspora and
the legacies of imperialism/colonialism. The concept of postcolonial diaspora is the
scattering of people around the globe as the result of colonialism and its aftermath.
Colonists moved to colonies, but, more significant to Spivak, the colonized migrated
away from their colonized and decolonized homes. Diaspora places people like Spivak
in the role of “assimilated-colonial-ethnic-minority” who are without a home—Iliving in
a metaphorical hotel (1991b, 175-77). Most notably, women migrate, as observed and
lived by Spivak, to avoid conflict and oppression, to leave poverty for opportunity, and
to find justice—all for themselves and their children (Spivak 1999, 398).

The concepts valued in decolonization are “coded with the legacy of imperialism:
nationhood, constitutionality, citizenship, democracy, socialism, even culturalism”
(1990, 60). Spivak notes that these concepts based largely in Eurocentric liberal individ-
ualism are the goals of teleological change, a Eurocentric approach. They have no his-
torical antecedents in decolonized states. A different sort of legacy is that of language.
She notes that academics and readers from different former colonies can interact with
each other because they share the language of their colonizers (Spivak 1990, 60). Con-
versely, Spivak compares the use of English in India to a child of rape:

It’s an act of violence. On the other hand, if there is a child, that child cannot be ostracized because
it’s a child of rape. To an extent, the postcolonial is that. We see there a certain kind of innate
historic enablement which one mustn’t celebrate, but toward which one has a deconstructive posi-
tion, as it were. In order for there to be an all-India voice, we have had to dehegemonize English
as one of the Indian languages (1994, 19).

Spivak takes a postcolonial critical stance in interpreting the contemporary condition.
For example, she uses her critical approaches to identify skewing of culture, as in ersatz
ethnicity in clothing and architecture (1999, 319n), and homogenization of people, as in
the naming of “third world women” or “women of color” (165). Further, she employs
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literary texts, especially but not exclusively Indian classics and texts by contemporary
Indian authors, to demonstrate her points, as in her interpretation of Hegel’s interpre-
tation of the Srimadbhagavadgita with the Gita itself to uncover the use of Time to
manipulate history (37 ff).

In her characterization of the new female immigrant from the decolonized South,
Spivak takes her postcolonial interpretation to the diaspora. In the United States in
particular the immigrant, escaping from the political and economic oppression of her
home, encounters white supremacist culture and liberal multiculturalism (as well as
racist white supremacists). White supremacist culture wants to spread the superior
(Western) values of individual freedom, democracy, and human rights through cap-
italism. While claiming a sort of resistance, “liberal multiculturalism is determined
by the demands of contemporary transnational capitalism” (Spivak 1999, 397). How-
ever, “[l]iberal multiculturalism without global socialist awareness simply expands the
U.S. base, corporate or communitarian” (402). “The obstinate among us might want a
broader perspective that does not merely refer to the international division of labor, but
also takes the trouble to acquire transnational literacy in the New World Order that has
come and is coming into being in the last decade of the second millennium: command,
if you like, of a diversified historical and geographic information system” (398). That is,
some, “the obstinate,” will work to learn the historical and economic context of decolo-
nized nation-states and, ideally, also subaltern languages to be able to comprehend the
post-Soviet New World Order that is being spread via an electronic global communica-
tion system. Transnational literacy means learning to examine the universalization that
this system spreads (Spivak 2001, 15). These facets of postcoloniality as well as decon-
struction, Marxism, and feminism play out in a range of concepts that Spivak develops
in her work, some of which we elaborate in the following.

POTENTIAL APPLICATIONS OF SPIVAK’S
THEORETICAL WORK

Spivak’s theoretical background sets the stage for understanding her work, its sub-
tleties, and its potential application in LIS research. We have chosen five conceptual
constructs—the subaltern, ideology, strategic essentialism, translation and representa-
tion, and the “telematic society of information command”—to demonstrate how themes
from Spivak can reveal LIS issues and enhance their interpretation, but other researchers
will undoubtedly find other concepts in Spivak equally fruitful.

Subalternity

Spivak builds on Marx’s proletariat and the subaltern classes of Antonio Gramsci’s
Prison Notebooks in her work on the subaltern. As discussed above, by subaltern, she
means “the margins (one can just as well say the silent, silenced center) of the circuit
marked out by this epistemic violence, men and women among the illiterate peasantry,
the tribals, the lowest strata of the urban subproletariat” (Spivak 1998, 283), who library
users might recognize as the homeless, economically disadvantaged, or those in ethnic,
racial, or religious minorities. Her most well-known and controversial essay, “Can the
Subaltern Speak?” originates from a critique of the Subaltern Group Studies collective,
a group of historians ostensibly writing to give a voice to the marginalized in South
Asia. Along with “Subaltern Studies: Deconstructing Historiography,” it contends that
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providing a voice from the privileged perch of academia objectifies the very group that
academics are attempting to liberate. If the subaltern classes are being “given” a voice,
they still lack any real sort of agency, and thus maintain their subalternate status. Those
in power also have responsibility to what Spivak calls “unlearning one’s privilege” or
to become “able to listen to that other constituency” and “speak in such a way that one
will be taken seriously by that other constituency...[and] recognize that the position
of the speaking subject within theory can be an historically powerful position when it
wants the other actually to be able to answer back™ (Spivak 1986, 42). By asserting her
own voice to a willing audience, the subaltern transforms into a subject with agency, and
consequently the subaltern will no longer exist. Spivak believes that the act of studying
the subaltern as a group requires the essentialist assumption that a collective conscious-
ness exists, that the group thinks and acts as one. She objects that “‘[c]lass’ is not, after
all, an inalienable description of human reality” (Spivak 1985b, 205), but rather an
artificial construct created by colonial or intellectual authority.

Imposing a collective consciousness on a group, marginalized or not, is what is
done daily in LIS when creating standards and services based on a collective user. As
far back as Charles Ammi Cutter, the “convenience of the public” has driven classifi-
cation decisions, yet the singular public was meant to embody a multitude of ethnic,
racial, and gender differences, not to mention characteristics influenced by socioeco-
nomic status, education level, occupation, or a host of other variables. Standards such
as classification and subject headings have the capability to colonize by impressing
upon a diversity of users the essentialized definitions, explanations, and preferred vo-
cabulary that reflect the values of the bibliographic utility. Furthermore, standards and
the institutions that maintain them can be monolithic and powerful. When the margin-
alized themselves challenge the authority, “the reason for failure most often given is
the much greater scope, organization, and strength of the colonial authorities” (Spivak
1985b, 199). Catalogers can attempt to correct misrepresentations by formally suggest-
ing changes to DDC, LCC, or LCSH; however, Spivak would object that as intermedi-
aries, catalogers are attempting to speak for a marginalized group, thus continuing the
subalterns’ status. The librarian, similarly to the Western intellectual, “is either caught
in a deliberate choice of subalternity, granting to the oppressed either that very expres-
sive subjectivity which s/he criticizes or, instead, a total unrepresentability” (209).
Without input from groups as users or formal advisors, the subaltern in the library will
be unable to speak.

How can librarians allow subalterns to speak without speaking for them? Collection
development, programming, outreach, and the reference interview all hold potential to
predict and impose what the user supposedly wants or needs, and information retrieval
systems and subject access estimate the presumptive lexicon of the user. Creative meth-
ods of collecting feedback from individual users and user groups are worth exploring
to empower voices that are rarely heard. On the technological side, Web 2.0 techniques
may provide a means to achieve a voice for users by allowing design, tagging, and
networking all centered on the user rather than a central authority.

Ideology

To Spivak, ideology is comprised partly of the product of intellectuals: explanations.
Intellectuals must be aware of their own responsibility and complicity in the creation
of ideology because under the capitalist system, too often their labor is subverted into
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producing official explanations that make up state ideology. As she uses it, the concept
of ideology relates closely to the work of the library:

Our assigned role is, seemingly, the custodianship of culture....Our role is to produce and
be produced by the official explanations in terms of the powers that police the entire society,
emphasizing a continuity or a discontinuity with past explanations....As we produce the official
explanations, we reproduce the official ideology (Spivak 1979, 108).

Just as intellectuals do, librarians serve as “custodians of culture” and have the power
through collection development, cataloging, and programming not just to mirror, but to
unintentionally or intentionally shape culture in the communities in which the library
exists. Also, those ideologies that reflect a masculine-focused, mainstream-reinforcing
voice should be identified for what they are, rather than as a representation of the norm.
She cautions that “[t]he first mistake of ideology is that a ‘popular prejudice’ mistakes
itself for ‘human nature’” (Spivak 1985b, 211), and warns of the fallacy of believing
that “structural explanations can indeed be ideology-free” (Spivak 1979, 111). The mes-
sages put forth by the library or other cultural institutions must be conscious of “hid-
den agendas [that] might pass themselves off as the goes-without-saying-ness of truth”
(Spivak 1993a, 131). Ideology is not inherently bad; it merely reflects how society sees
itself. However, the society’s self-image should not intentionally marginalize its mem-
bers on the basis of gender, ethnic origin, religion, or socioeconomic status, the danger
being that they become fenced out of society’s center without a voice.

The tools of librarianship reinforce the cultural agenda or ideology. Consulting
selection lists, purchasing works that have already been filtered through the publishing
process, organizing, displaying and eventually weeding them constitute value judgments
that reveal the agenda of the library. The subject representation work of catalogers,
standards developers, and bibliographic utilities shape ideology by naming topics and
placing them in a hierarchy, thus asserting value and adding connotative baggage. The
collection, cataloging standards, LCSH, scope notes, reading recommendation lists,
bibliographies, programming, pathfinders, Web portals, and any other texts that carry
the discourses of the library are the literature that results in the formation of cultural
ideology. Engels’s view of the illusory quality of ideology suggests how the ideologies
formed by the discourses in the library can influence society’s ideas of itself. Inten-
tional censorship or inadvertent omission also can shape values. Spivak recommends
awareness of this self-fulfilling influence in order to avoid harm from ideology and
work toward change. “One cannot of course, ‘choose’ to step out of ideology. The most
responsible ‘choice’ seems to be to know it as best one can, recognize it as best one can,
and, through one’s necessarily inadequate interpretation, to work to change it” (Spivak
1982, 120).

Strategic Essentialism

Essentialism is “the assumption that groups, categories or classes of objects have
one or several defining features exclusive to all members of that category” (Ashcroft,
Griffiths, and Tiffin 1999, 77). In critical theory, essentialism is viewed as a reduction-
ist oversimplification leading to stereotyping. However, there has been some suggestion
that strategic essentialism, the employment of essentialized categories to gain certain
desirable ends, may be an acceptable practice. If you search “strategic essentialism”



Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak

on the Web you will retrieve several sites beginning with Wikipedia that attribute the
term, accurately, to Spivak. However, most of these resources do not include the infor-
mation that Spivak changed her mind on this topic.

Interviewed in 1989, Spivak says, “I have, then, reconsidered my cry for a strategic
use of essentialism” (1993d, 5). She describes the use of a “mobilizing slogan or mas-
terword like woman or worker” as an “impossible risk of a lasting strategy” (3). That
is, once essentialism is used in a strategic way to gain a particular point, it may already
have become entrenched. Essentialism glosses over differences and must, in Spivak’s
view, be constantly questioned, critiqued, and contextualized—for Spivak, by using de-
construction. She points out that strategies are tricks for specific instances, not theories
that can be applied regardless of context. This questioning of essentialism is necessary
as “an acknowledgement of the dangerousness of something one cannot not use” (5).
According to Spivak, an essence is what remains, ce qui reste, after differences are
stripped away—it is minimalizable. However, within essential categories, are various
diversities. Spivak notes that as an essence is diversified it “oozes away” (18), so there
is no stable minimalizable essence.

Spivak also raises the question of the audience of a text. When we write, who do
we think is reading our writing? Or, in LIS, who are our users? “The audience is not
an essence, the audience is a blank. An audience can be constituted by people I cannot
even imagine, ... Yet, in the narrow sense, when an audience is responsible, responding,
invited, in other words, to coinvestigate, then positionality is shared with it” (Spivak
1993d, 22). Inviting the audience to be a partner is what Derrida called “responsibility
to the trace of the other” (Spivak 1993d, 22). It deconstructs the investigator/audience
binary opposition by acknowledging the differences within the audience and the com-
monalities between the audience and the investigator.

As an alternative to essentialism Spivak suggests identity. “We ‘write’ a running
biography with life-language rather than only word-language in order to ‘be’”” (1993d, 4).
Yet in the identity that we write for ourselves as individuals we are also “instantiations
of historical and psychosexual narratives” (6). That is, we have been inserted into a
particular history. Our running biography has a context. Identity is both individual and
culturally linked.

The idea of the essence of the audience being deconstructed is the most obviously ap-
plicable to LIS. Our audience consists of our users, and therefore we need to deconstruct
the professional/user binary opposition. Our users are most at risk of being essentialized
by us as we develop policies, services, and standards for them. Even if we think we are
helping, we may be forming an ideology harmful to a marginalized group or culture. In-
stead Spivak proposes that groups and cultures be allowed to speak for themselves and
those of us with privilege unlearn it and learn to listen. Other research that could apply
Spivak’s thinking about essentialism relates to the image and role of librarians and to
the “L-word” versus “I-word” debate. The stereotypical librarian can readily see her
perceived essence ooze away under close examination and librarianship and informa-
tion science can be revealed not to be opposites except as they have been constructed
as such. If the stereotype of the librarian is an essentialized category then the same
might be said of both librarianship and information science. Another area to consider
is whether or not controlled vocabularies, perhaps especially classifications, are essen-
tializing in their quest for mutually exclusive categories. Finally, Spivak’s suggestion of
identity puts us in a position to understand ourselves as professionals who come from
specific contexts and have been influenced by specific narratives or discourses. Issues
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such as how to recruit a more diverse student body into LIS education require that we
understand our identity and our privilege as individual professionals and academics and
that we recognize that each student has her or his own identity as well.

Translation and Representation

Spivak’s observation “that the politics of translation takes on a massive life of its own
if you see language as the process of meaning-construction” (1993c, 179) is of inter-
est to us as a field that often translates, in a loose sense of the word. We translate from
texts to descriptive cataloging, subject headings, classifications, index entries, metadata,
abstracts, bibliographies, and so forth. We translate information needs into searches.
We translate our collections into pathfinders. We translate Web sites into links in Web
portals. In that process of translation, something is always changed. Typically, in LIS,
the text with which we begin is larger than the text that results from our translation. We
are creating representations of these texts to function as surrogates for them. We seek
neutrality, which Spivak endorses as a goal but recognizes to be futile: “The desire for
neutrality and dialogue, even as it should not be repressed, must always mark its own
failure....The idea of a neutral dialogue is an idea which denies history, denies struc-
ture, denies the positioning of subjects” (1987, 72). Spivak offers a Marxist distinction
that is potentially useful in this regard.

Drawing on Marx, Spivak identifies two senses of representation: first, vertreten, the
notion of a representative representing, as legislators represent their constituencies; and,
second, darstellen, a re-presentation depicting something (1999, 257-59). To be repre-
sented politically means not only that the group cannot speak for itself, but also that one
essentialist voice is substituted for the voices of many. Representation in the “portrait”
sense implies a more accurate reflection of the will of the people and empowers them
by eliminating intermediaries. A surrogate created for the purpose of organizing infor-
mation seems clearly the portrait type of representation, but something like a reference
interview in which a librarian represents a user’s needs in the form of a search is fuzz-
ier, since the search terms serve as a proxy for the information need. In that instance,
it is helpful to look at Spivak’s views on translation, in particular the role of rhetoric:
“[Jogic allows us to jump from word to word by means of clearly indicated connec-
tions. Rhetoric must work in the silence between and around words in order to see what
works and how much” (1993c, 181). To reflect the rhetorical as well as the logical as-
pects of texts, Spivak says that “the translator must surrender to the text” (183). Thus,
“the translator must be able to discriminate on the terrain of the original” (189). Surren-
dering to the text is a giving over of oneself to the feel of the text. It is an emotional
response to the text—an empathy. Being able to inhabit the terrain of the original re-
quires empathy, but also logic in analyzing and understanding its context and relating
it to something comprehensible to the translator. An in-depth application of Spivak’s
ideas regarding representation and translation could address topics such as objectivity
and neutrality in various aspects of LIS practice; whether or not objectivity and neu-
trality should ultimately be our ideals; and how it all affects our relationship to texts
whether written or oral. Perhaps those catalog records are not only re-presentations—
perhaps they are also texts created by professionals acting as representatives of the
originals just as reference librarians may be the representatives of users. Most of these
representations are disseminated via information systems that are part of what Spivak
calls the “telematic society of information command.”
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The Telematic Society of Information Command

Spivak identifies a dimension of the contemporary postcolonial condition in writing
that:

The actual postcolonial [decolonized] areas have a class-specific and internationally controlled
limited access to a telematic society of information command, which is often also the indigenous
contact-point or source of the discourse of cultural specificity and difference.” (1999, 361)

This telematic control is, in Spivak’s view, a part of the apparatus for “worlding” the “Third
World”/“South.” (1999, 114)

Worlding is a term that Spivak borrows from Heidegger and uses to describe the process
of the First World defining the Third. She includes in the “telematic society of informa-
tion command” the “computerized and videographic” popular culture that fails to con-
sider cultural identity and the voices of migrants in a postcolonial world (Spivak 1991a,
239). She also includes the electronic capitalism that allows business to be done without
face-to-face contact and the exploitation of biodiversity via database. Spivak observes
that “[f]rom the infinite care and passion of learning [e.g., about ecology] we have by-
passed knowledge (which is obsolete now) into the telematic postmodern culture of in-
formation command” (1999, 391-92).

To counter, Spivak offers transnational literacy as a means of discerning “the uneven
relationship of different nation-states with the agencies of universalization” (2001, 15).
Transnational literacy asks the questions: “Who needs and leads the movement for uni-
versalization? Who celebrates it? In what interest? Why? There’s never a satisfactory
answer to these questions, but learning to ask them is required” (15). It is in that way that
we can understand and unlearn our (unwitting) complicity and our level of privilege.

How does this relate to LIS research? Clearly libraries and other information enti-
ties are a part of the telematic society of information command. We play a role either
intentionally or unintentionally in the worlding of the Third World/the South. Topics
that might benefit from scrutiny in this light include issues such as: the role of the
International Federation of Library Associations and Institutions (IFLA) as a United
Nations-like body fostering library services and developing library standards; library
cooperation with digital dissemination of resources such as Google Books; the de facto
international dissemination and impact of standards designed for the dominant culture,
such as our cataloging standards and tools; the global marketing of our practice as
through WorldCat and its potentially universalizing effect; LIS education of students
from the South and the practices they take home or the brain drain of professionals if
they do not return; and the impact of electronic capitalism on the publishing industry.

CONCLUSION

Spivak is ultimately pragmatic in the application of her theoretical frameworks. For
example, her article “Righting Wrongs” (2004) is almost entirely about the need for
and pedagogy required to educate subaltern children—the children of the rural poor—
beyond basic literacy and numeracy if global human rights are to be approached, much
less achieved. She is familiar with the rote learning of subaltern children compared to
the critical thinking taught to their wealthier counterparts and the disadvantage that
creates. This ability to bridge theory and practice makes her work particularly appli-
cable in a professional field like LIS that requires both. Spivak can also help us to look
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at ourselves—to constantly question our presumptions and institutions and to unlearn
our privilege. LIS is benefited by our willingness to adopt theoretical perspectives from
a range of disciplines. In recent decades such theory has come mainly from the social
sciences and sciences. It is time for us to look to the humanities. LIS research has largely
avoided humanistic approaches, perhaps largely because we are an applied field. How-
ever, Spivak makes cogent arguments for applying text-based humanities analysis to
concrete everyday issues. Given that so many of us in LIS are grounded in the humani-
ties, looking to Spivak as a humanities scholar who applies her theoretical understand-
ing to real life issues seems, nay, not seems, ’tis, an obvious approach.
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Marxism, Autonomist. See Marxism

Mass worker. See Worker

Mauro, Tullio de, 275

McKechnie, Lynne, 277

Meaning production, 16, 20, 26. See also
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Paradigmatic relations, 276-80

Parole, 273-74, 276-80

Participation: active, 4; civic, 3; democratic,
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131; libertarian 90-92; library, 90-93, 96

Peirce, Charles Sanders, 27677

Perceived space. See Space

Performativity, 26

Perruque, la, 56

Person, 183

Pettigrew, Karen E., 277

Phaedrus (Plato), 81

Phenomenology, 15, 21

Phonocentrism, 77, 79-80

Physical space. See Space

Picture indexing, 16, 24-25

Plato, 81

Poaching, 55, 58

Poetry, 181-83

Political economy, critical, 3

Politics, 90, 92-93, 95-96, 110-11, 117n1,
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132

Transformative learning spaces, 134

Transformative libraries. See Libraries

Translation, 306. See also Representation;
Multiculturalism

Translocal relations. See Relations

Transnational literacy, 302, 307. See also
Multiculturalism

Unconscious (psychoanalysis), 103—6, 113,
116

Underrepresented groups, 93, 96

Universal classification system, 26

Urban youth. See Youth

User-driven innovation, 26

Users, 303, 305

Utopia, 240, 241

Value (Marxism). See Marxism
Via, Barbara, 126
Violence: symbolic, 47, 50

War of position, 148-49, 155
Web 2.0, 111, 114
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Wenger, Etienne, 206, 219, 220 Working class. See Class
Wiegand, Wayne, 57-58 Worlding, 307. See also “Telematic society of
Winch, Peter, 34 information command”
Wittgenstein, Ludwig, 207-8, 251-53
Women, 297, 300-301. See also Youth: African-American, 133;
Subaltern disadvantaged, 136; Latino, 133;
Work classification scheme, 290-91 urban, 133, 136

Worker: mass, 260; socialized, 260—-63 Youth participation. See Participation
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