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Let’s begin with Social Informatics’ founder, Rob Kling’s, central understanding: Social Informatics is the study of the disjuncture between social claims about information and information technology and their social uses and values. I will add that social informatics is also concerned with cultural forms for information and information technology (e.g., language expressing, and about, information), and I will note that these concerns extend to “knowledge” as well as to “information.”


Why should the professional be concerned with these disjunctures?

Two things distinguish professionals from other types of workers: 1) a certain amount of freedom from either piecemeal work or from a strict hourly wage, and 2) perhaps more importantly, the responsibility to rethink his or her institution and profession. “Responsibility” means to respond to something in a way that one’s own agency is understood as important, timely, and vital. The professional’s responsibility differs from that of the ordinary worker in that he or she not only responds to present needs in terms of past and present customs and habits for doing things (“practice”) and describing and analyzing things (“theory”), but the professional also institutes judgment in order to reinvent the profession and its institutions in anticipation of social, cultural, and technological conditions in the future.

This activity of judgment by the professional differs from the “practice” of prescribed acts for the non-professional worker. Both utilize traditional and customary techniques and technologies within an institution, but the former has the professional responsibility to rethink these techniques and technologies and the discourses that describe them (“theory”) in terms of wider social conditions and wider cultural forms for their expression. Indeed, it is this extra responsibility which is the core definition of the professional; it allows the professional to profess his or her profession without practicing it in a prescriptive way (for example, by uncritically repeating acts or professional association guidelines). Professional agency in this manner is an historical condition and responsibility of, and toward, professionalism.

How does graduate education contribute to this development of professional agency and responsibility?

Some believe that professional education in graduate school should be chiefly engaged in passing on prescriptive acts and professional association guidelines and values—“training,” in a certain sense. Better quality graduate education has, however, traditionally seen this as a rather minor component of its curriculum and culture, even in the professional fields. Rob Kling argued that professional education (as distinct from training) has the responsibility for preparing professionals who could see the disjunctions between the social claims for information and information technologies and their social uses and values. If we operationalize the terms “practice” to mean prescriptive activities, and “theory” to mean descriptive activities of practices, then “critical theory” might mean descriptive interventions that contrast and analyze practices with one another, theoretical discourses with one another, and practices with theories. Graduate education involves educating students toward describing and critically intervening in practices and traditional descriptions of an established institution and its practices. It is secondarily involved with training in the tools and technologies of what has traditionally been an institution and its practices (these tasks are core and are to be further learned on the job—they are assumed to be part of professional education and professional practice, but they are not what sets professional education apart from training).

Professional education in graduate schools is chiefly concerned with developing judgments for understanding and for reinventing institutions, professions, and professional agency (this is what makes graduate education different from associate degree training programs or professional workshops). Such judgments develop not simply out of a professional tradition, but more so from critically understanding the social conditions and cultural forms within which that profession and its institutions have appeared and will need to appear in the future. (Judgments, rather than prescriptive activities or skills, are chiefly needed in thinking about the future because the future is, by definition, uncertain.) Indeed, in thinking about the future of libraries one could very well discuss many things without explicitly speaking about libraries (for example, conditions of intellectual and material production, forms for publication, future social arrangements and cultural forms, structures of the state). This is because one is trying to think what the concept of “library” might mean in the future (and indeed, the various meanings it has assumed in the past, as well). In thinking about libraries in the future one has to have in the back of one’s mind such questions as not only “what is it that we call a ‘library’?” but beyond this, “what is it that we call ‘information?’” and “what is it that we call ‘knowledge’?” These questions provide a means of thinking of how these terms have been used in the past and to what they might or can refer to in the future. Thus, one seeks not answers to these questions, but rather, responses to these questions from what has been possible in the past and what is potential in the future in terms of social causes and forms for expression.

In conclusion, starting from Kling’s definition of social informatics we can see that social informatics is intrinsic to any profession and to any professional education that deals with information and information technologies. Thus, there is a direct relationship between the professional activities of librarianship and the activities of social informatics. That relationship involves rethinking libraries, library services, and information management agency in terms of what libraries and similar institutions have been, what they are said to be, and what they may be in the future. Graduate classes following this approach would discuss the social conditions and cultural forms within which “libraries”— or other information institutions and professional agencies, as well as “information” and “knowledge” more generally— may appear and evolve, so as to empower current and future professionals to distinguish between real events and purely speculative claims. Such an education focuses most of all upon institutions as effects of social forces and cultural forms, not as an essence that will remain constant for all time. It educates professionals who will construct a future, not repeat a past. This is particularly important today, as libraries and other information institutions face the challenges of new technologies and new social formations and cultural forms of expression. In the midst of these challenges the need for personal consideration of what oneself as a professional and as a human being may become and may do remains essential. Graduate study at SLIS affords students the time and opportunity for these thoughts and investigations.

