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                                                    - Avinash Jha

In a library we are supposed to be working with information. Information is collected, organised and disseminated. In this paper, I will attempt to articulate in bare essentials what kind of ‘information imperative’ operates in libraries, which sets up the mission, goal, vision of library work, in this age of information. 

You would be familiar with the ‘Information’ desk or section in one part of the library, which is crammed with all kinds of dictionaries, directories, encyclopedias, and the like. You ask a simple question and you get a simple answer. The question could be about the world or about the world of knowledge. Information desk represents a particular mode of information organization and dissemination. The rest of the library was for the work of knowledge – for inquiry, research, analysis, synthesis. Library provided an index to the advancement of human knowledge. 

We have swiftly moved to a situation where a library has to be understood existing within an ocean of information. Whereas information represented the end or the beginning of knowledge in the earlier framework, in the new one it came to represent the life-blood, which by its circulation keeps the engines of knowledge society pumping in a breathless rhythm.

PART 1: Fateful encounters with information 

It indeed seems like the workings of fate the way I was inserted into a world of social information and a world of information-work. I had no such ambitions, desire or interest. I wanted to be a physicist. The outgoing secretary of a self-organised library in my hostel nominated me as his successor. Those willing to add Rs. 5 to their monthly mess bill were the library members. Every 2 or 3 months I made a visit to Delhi from Kanpur, raided the bookshops and returned with a lot of interesting books. It so happened that soon afterwards I no longer wanted to be a physicist. I found work with a project on people’s technology which was about to be launched. I was given the task of documentation. The project didn’t come through. I moved to Bombay and started studying philosophy.

I became a borrowing member in a library which was part of a documentation center. This was yet another kind of inversion – Library inside Documentation, rather than documentation inside library, which was the normal practice. At some point, I needed a job and they needed a documentalist. So I started working there and worked there for next 14 years.

This was CED – the Centre for Education and Documentation, at Mumbai. I learnt the craft of documentation here before I studied the library and information science. Working in a center that saw information work itself in an activist mode, I internalized the values of what we called democratic information systems, as opposed to academic, commercial, and military systems, even while we borrowed techniques shamelessly from either of them. 

This was 1988. CED had a computerized catalogue, and incidentally, no accession register. The catalogue format had been developed collaboratively with other non-government documentation centers or documentation units situated in various organizations. We believed that each center should have its own classification system. A common cataloguing format could serve as a platform to exchange information. They had hired a professional to write the software. 

In 90s, CED also set up an email server and started providing email service to non-governmental organizations, when there was no law to prevent it and there were no other services. CED was a thriving space of 600 sq. feet right in the middle of the commercial hub in downtown Mumbai. We served, in peak months, more than 80 users in a day, which ranged from high school students, to activists, journalists and university researchers from India and abroad. We could generate almost one-third of our total running cost from services, despite the fact that private corporations were denied access.

Bulk of our work consisted of soliciting and selecting material – from newspapers, magazines, journals, newsletters, pamphlets, reports and books, including video and audio cassettes. And classifying and otherwise organizing this material (This latter was the most exacting part of our training. It had to be just so. We also kept developing our classification system in the light of emerging issues. 

Our classification did not start from the universe, coming down in steps. It started from Bombay and then went up to India, world and the universe. The categories used were not disciplines but topics or issues to which users from diverse backgrounds could all relate to directly. In all this we were of course using many standard library techniques. Our systems might have seemed messy to a standard library practioner, but it wasn’t . It was merely differently organised. It was far more complex encompassing a wider variety of forms of information and organised in an open and transparent fashion as far as possible. 

There came a time, in the mid-90s when we began to hear that we were soon going to be outdated. Internet will provide most of the information. Visions of a series of computer terminals installed in an antiseptic space flashed before us. Funding agencies said they cannot measure the impact of our information work and, moreover, it was not clear in which social sector were we to be accommodated – gender, human rights, or what? The problem was that we did not see our work as supplying information to relevant development actors and institutions (though that was a part of it) but as a part of development itself. Anyway, we were made to undergo management drills and it was suggested that task of selection and classification from newspapers can be automated, a task which required the most difficult part of training during our apprenticeship. The documentalist, as we proudly and somewhat perversely designated ourselves, was turning irrelevant. 

We could plainly see that we were relevant, our work was relevant, and we were a thriving civil society institution in Bombay. If you asked anyone in Bombay where to find some information, you were likely to be advised to make a visit to CED. When journalists wanted to write an indepth report on Africa, or when a lawyer was fighting a communal riot case in court, or when a student had to write an assignment on slums or the water supply system in Bombay, they all came to us. 

And now, in the wake of the Internet and the information age, we were becoming redundant. NOT because we were technologically backward. In fact, we were more advanced than most. NOT because the Internet could provide what we did. The level of organization coupled with diversity of sources that we had was not matched by Internet. How to understand this? 

This was when I began exploring ‘information’, this seemingly self-evident innocuous and flat term. For us, this term and this age were beginning to acquire threatening overtones. What was the power and authority that this term signified? The power and authority to organize our work, lives and institutions. 

PART 2: What is information?

So what is information? My library science texts and scores of websites yielded the following schema: data, information, knowledge, wisdom. Here information is seen as some kind of raw material for knowledge, and data as raw material for information. This is completely inadequate since ‘information’ here is superfluous. One can easily talk of data and knowledge, or facts and theories. Moreover, a finished product of knowledge can be the data in a different context. This is true of any industrial process. What is raw material and what is finished product is defined by the industrial process itself. We can call this notion of information the ‘industrial notion of information’. While the economy was becoming post-industrial and was being increasingly defined in terms of information, information itself was being defined in a classic industrial framework. 

Actually, we all know what information means. It is a bit of knowledge that circulates. Even the oxford English dictionary will tell you that information is a bit of knowledge that is separated from the knower and has the potential to circulate. I refine it a bit more: 

Information is some knowledge, which has already found a symbolic medium (creating the potential for it to circulate) and like any knowledge, is associated with some desire. It leaves one body of knowledge (and desire) and circulates and finds other bodies of knowledge (and desires). This happens through the mediations of symbols, materials (media), information organization systems, technologies, institutions, laws like IPR. This results in an overall social organization of information. Some information circulates among policy makers, some among scientists, some among activists, some among all of these. 

But this is rather neutral. To find the political import of information circulation I looked at the popular adage of information age: Information is power. It is true in the sense that the right information at the right time enhances our capacity in a given context. What about power over others? On some reflection, we find that possessing information that everyone else possesses is no source of power over others. It is the exclusive possession of certain information that gives us certain leverage or power. It is the secrecy or withholding of information, which is the source of power over others. Consider the popular film “Wall Street” where exclusive possession of key information allows the actors to play the stock exchange in a certain way. Here we are not talking of information as property. That comes later. Information is the missing piece in a puzzle or a game. It is in the very nature of information, seen in this way, that withholding it is obstructing something, or leaving something incomplete or unaccomplished. Once the information is disseminated, its power dissolves. It becomes a capacity by being integrated into a body of knowledge. Because of this we cannot say that information always wants to be free. There is an equal pull in the opposite direction. It wants to be secret as well. If I know that the most attractive girl in my class is going to be at some dance hall in the evening, this information strongly wants to be secret. 

Information can be withheld in many ways. It can be withheld because there is no information about this information, i.e., no one suspects the existence of this information. Or it can be legally withheld through Official Secrets Acts and other beauraucratic provisions. It can be withheld through particular organization of information. For example the disciplinary organization of information in libraries makes it difficult to access for a non-academic person. Information can be inaccessible because there is no appropriate technology of organization. Or, it can be withheld because one has no purchasing power to buy it – and this last is concerned with the question of intellectual property. 

It has been suggested that this modern meaning of information emerged when modern states started collecting a lot of knowledge of their own realm – population, production, agriculture, and so on – in such a way that a picture of its strengths and weakneses, potentials and pitfalls could accurately emerge. Public library movement gave a democratic meaning to information in the sense that anyone could access the information, especially the information being generated as a result of production of scientific knowledge and gathering of information from all over the world. 

So the work of library is essentially the organization of information. Organising information means bringing two pieces of information together in such a way that the knowledge represented by them illuminate each other.  Therefore, this organization of information has to be based on the organization of knowledge. Library deals with representations that are embodied. Not in a living body, but in material bodies – books, papers, cassettes. So additional constraints or organization are brought in. There is a material organization of the library and there is a knowledge organization of libraries. The organization of information develops in tandem with the development of knowledge. 

The documentation center, like the one I have described above, broke away from the liberal or scientific conception of an all-encompasssing universe of knowledge, and instead created a place of constructing and reconstructing social knowledge, that included various kinds of knowledge and knowledge interests in society. In contrast to building National libraries and attempting universal bibliographic control, the idea was that let a thousand such centers bloom and let the organization of information in each of these centers bear the stamp of their own individuality. 

Let me call this the democratic model of information, whose basic principle would be self-organisation. 

PART 3: The Cybernetic Model

But we have been talking about the commonplace meaning of information. What about the information that is in information technology - the information that is flowing through the worldwide networks and in and out of our computers. Is it the same information, or different?

This technological information can be understood within a cybernetic model. I will argue that the discourse of information society is constructed on the systematic ambiguity between these two meanings of information, which are related to each other but certainly not the same. 

So what is the cybernetic model? The basic principle of cybernetics is self-regulation and the basic interest is in building self-regulating or self-correcting machines. These are also called control mechanisms.

In 1782 James Watt patented the flyball governor for the steam engine. When properly functioning, this device would keep the engine running on a particular speed. If the speed increases, this increase of speed itself results in activation of a mechanism to bring the speed down. Similarly if the speed decreases, the speed will be brought back to the mean value which has been set. 

There are two important aspects to this mechanism:

1. a part of the output energy is redirected to the controlling apparatus further back in the causal order of the system – Feedback.

2. Feedback is such that it counteracts the action of the machine. It is corrective, not reinforcing. – Negative Feedback.

Target-seeking torpedo is a paradigmatic example of self-correcting system. A torpedo follows a moving target. This means the torpedo has to adjust its direction whenever the target changes its position or course. This is not simply a result of a force that is excercised by the target on the torpedo. Torpedo is powered by another device within it. Torpedo is not attracted but is steered toward the target – in response to an influence emanating from the target. But this influence is not a force, but of the order of a “message”. 

The dominant aspect of industrial revolution was power engineering. The pilot function of the governor was merely to ensure the steady functioning of the engine. In the middle of twentieth century (1948), certain developments in various fields came together in the context of wartime efforts to create self-correcting systems or servomechanisms. 

Let us also remember that the idea of self-regulation was central to the conception of the economy in the industrial capitalist stage. Economy was conceived as a self-regulating system of markets. Labour market, consumer market, the market for raw materials are supposed to work in a self-regulating system, which does not require outside intervention. (cf. Polanyi). Actually, some also see this idea in Hobbes’s conception of state.

Now the stage is set for Shannon’s mathematical theory of communication and the concept of information that can be computed. 

What is a computer and communication system doing? It takes sounds, shapes, colours, and breaks them into bits of information - Zeroes and ones. These are converted into signals. An ordered procession of signals is transmitted and then reconstructed into the meaningful information, sounds, shapes, etc, that we can read or understand. Shannon looks at information as the computer does.

There is no doubt that this technical concept of information employs the commonplace concept, which was and remains the dominant meaning of information in everyday discourse. The epithet information explosion was in fact used first in the context of the exponentially growing number of documents, articles and papers, preprints, reprints that were circulating among scientists, policy makers and others. Documentation (in the library sense) was a method of handling this information.

Shannon uses information as a metaphor and generates a computable formula for its measurement in terms of a probabilistic equation. As is always noted, this information is without meaning. What happens is that now there is a information in general. Some of it is carrying meaning and some not. 

How does this generalized information function? It functions in exactly the same way as the ‘message’ in a target-seeking torpedo - as negative feedback in a cybernetic system.

So the information which is not meaningful in our terms is not necessarily noise. It may be doing the job of self-relgulation or self correction. Here truly the meaning is the message itself. 

This conceptual development would have limited significance, but for the technological developments leading to convergence of media and the concurrent development of the notions of information society. When it became technologically possible to convert ‘all’ forms of communication to the single digital platform, it became possible to think of information as independent of the medium. Information from any medium - texts, sounds, images – can be separated from the original medium and converted to digital form. 

So we have a double concept of information associated with the digital revolution. The information which is pure meaning or representation, supposedly independent of any medium. And the information which is a message in a cybernetic system functioning as negative feedback, without any meaning. So now we have a world of meanings and representations which floats above, is independent of the underlying medium – the virtual world. When the cybernetic messages can generate a world of representations it is virtual reality.

PART 4: The reign of information

With the pervasiveness and connectedness of ICT, information has now become a master concept. There is complex interplay of the social meaning of information and the technical meaning of information. It is difficult to define information because it pervades all other definitions. Economics, finance, life, mind, education, health, science – everywhere information aspect is considered primary. As ICT becomes the infrastructure of governments, finance, research, and whatever, information becomes an imperative. The normative idea that governs this information, is self-regulation.

Human beings and machines can be treated together in a cybernetic system. The information of information technology is blind to the distinction between human beings and machines. The world of representations is a phantasm without reference to reality. 

It is the aspect of control, which is essential to the cybernetic conception, goes under the shadow of the shining qualities of information. Cybernetic control is not continuous control from the outside, it is self-regulation. 

When we are behind the steering wheel driving in a car, even on an empty road, we constantly steer the car to keep it on the road. Otherwise we will go out of control. The more we are embedded in the new technological forms of life, the more we find ourselves behind some steering wheel or the other. We become part of a cybernetic system. 

In a cybernetic utopia of self-regulation, freedom is a necessity, the freedom to self-regulate. There is only one necessity, the necessity to self-regulate, keep control, pursue the moving target, stick to the road. Consider stock exchange.

PART 5 : Concluding Comments

How is this imformation imperative felt in the context of a library.

Instead of self-organisation, self-regulation becomes the normative framework. The organization of information becomes secondary to ensuring flows of information. 

When knowledge by representations is superseded by representation of knowledge, the librarian or the documentalist becomes a manager and a technologist. 

Practically speaking, the strongest imperative is to digitize. To put more information in circulation on the network. The information can then be accessed from anywhere, anytime. 

In stead, in the democratic model of information, the imperative is to pick up information or pluck information and place it in relation to other information. So the idea would be to develop information systems that can accommodate a multiplicity of media and forms of information and organize them. For example, in libraries there is little emphasis or training on organizing the digital information, which is easily accessible, from the net or otherwise. Instead we are asked to digitize and digitize. 

And not only in libraries, all groups, communities, institutions should develop a self-organising mode of information. There is no question or strictures about use of technology here. Even digital library can be self-organised.

Theories of information society build on the systematic ambiguity of information, between its social meaning and use on the one hand and its cybernetic meaning and function on the other. In this way they blur the distinction between self-organisation and self-regulation.

Avinash Jha

Centre for the Study of Developing Societies

29 Rajpur Road, Delhi - 110054

Email: kalisaroj@gmail.com

[Presented at the International Colloquium on Information, Society, Politics, History titled 'Sensor-Census-Censor: Investigating Regimes of Information, Registering Changes of State' at Sarai-CSDS, New Delhi, India, 30 Nov-1 Dec, 2006.]

