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INTRODUCTION

The article concentrates on epistemological and methodological issues. Theo-
ries of the rature of information and its users are metatheories which guide the
formation of concrete research programs in information seeking research. The
article presents the discourse analytic viewpoint, the “theory of knowledge
formations”, as an alternative to the cognitive viewpoint, “the information man
-theory”. The implications for the development of research strategies are
discussed,

Many researchers have concluded that the ceniral weakness of the cognitive
viewpoint is that it pays little artention to (he social aspects of information
processes, either in terms of the socio-cultural context of the users or the socio-
cultural context of the information system (see e.g. Capurro 1992, Frohmann
19972, Hoel 1992, Miksa 1992, Vakkari 1994), Belkin (1990) has emphasized
that we should study targe-scale social knowledge structures in order to under-
stand how and why people seek information. I s widely recognized that both
individual information needs and institutional information access are socially
conditioned. However, conducting information sceking research on a
macrosociological level has urned out to be difficult within the cognitive
yiewpoint, since it is pasically a theory of how individuals process information.
The cognitive viewpoint offers no concrete and obvicus solutions to the
guestion of how (o conceptuatize and study the socio-cultural context of
information processes.

Capurro (1992, 83) has remarked that the central conceplt in the cognitive
viewpoint is not information but man. It is a theory about the information man
_ ahout the individual as a secker and interpreter of information. Within the
cognitive viewpoint, the study ol information processes means studying the
user’s mental-cognitive processes. Information is defined as something that
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;nodzfies an individual's knowledge structures or knowledge states
pt:i:er'sien 1992, 3{?). Under these premises information science thebry :
arily concerned with the i i i i e
fesaied impact of information on the receiver {Capurro
) In! Capu.rro’s (}'992, 87) opinion, the main guestion of our field is k;éw
;mw egfge is constituted and shared, Also Wersig (1992, 213) proposes that 'ﬁﬂw
L’ eorgtlcgi framework of information science should be based on a critical
ﬁ,x;mmat‘aon of ti?ze concept of knowledge. Thus the user-centered approacﬁ.m
in o.r:.natzon seeking research should not mean - and need not solely mean —an
ffzit_vzdgaiwcentered or a “subjectivist” research approach as opposed o the
objectivism” of the classical intermediar
. y-centered approach (¢ ;
see also Dervin & Nilan 1986). pproach (¢f- froga 19?2’
, ;(I“he discourse analytic viewpoint is basically a theory about the production
ob nowledge_ thxjopgh language (sec aiso Hall 1992b, 291). The viewpoirt
abandons the individual as the basic unit of analysis, and shifts the focus to a
more general Ieve_l: to the variability of knowledge formations. The socio-
ggiclgural context of information processes is located in discourses, which provide '.
Hfferent perspectives and subject positions for knowle o ot
et owledge construction and

THE DISCOURSE ANALYTIC VIEWPOINT AS A NOVEL ORIENTATION STRATEGY
The ci'zscourse analytic viewpoint is based on the work of Michel Foucault
es;‘)ecml}y‘ his “Archaeology of Knowledge” (1972). It is both a lin uissic:
phxkosoph}cak 1hleory and a concrete research method. Discourse theory 1% based
on spec1f1_c notions about language, reality, knowledge, and the inddihvi(it;al
These m?nor;s are as valid as a metatheoretical basis for information science aé
those of .the cognitive viewpoint, In the field of info;matibn icéence th;:
Foucgulchan discourse theory provides a novel orientation siralch It d;I
the list of metatheoretical options available. B
Metatheories (like the cognitive viewpoint or discourse theory) should first
f'md .fore-most be understood as fictions, which have a number éf ractic.l
1§1piicat10ns for research (Dervin et al. 1992, 7). Metatheories providi Guida
lines and‘strategies for understanding sccial phenomena and suggest w;vs f(en_'
the theor;st. !'o approach these phenomena. They guide us in ta?king ﬁbgﬁl;t or
conceptualizing tlhe events and processes that exist in the social worla EVakkari
1994,. 5): The discourse analytic viewpoint opens up new possibilities for
consntutlpg the “user” and “Information” as research objects. h
The dJSC{_JEJrSE analytic viewpoint and the cognitive viewpoeint approach
phenomena f_mm different perspectives. The viewpoints differ primarily in thei
way of explaining differences — where the most central differences arey}{)c%.t (lir
how differences are defined, how differences are studied. Dervin (1k99%) Qir; C :
that we should always conceptualize the explanation of diffe;er;cc-:s::
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differencing, a communicating move. Differences can be conceptualized in
multiple ways, and we are always forced te choose an entry point (ibid., 50). The
discourse analytic viewpoint conceptualizes differences in a way that diverges
from many carlier explanatory models.

In order to make my argument for a research strategy that abandons the
information man as the principal unitof analysis, | will analyze some underlying
assumptions of the cognitive viewpoint. However, the analysis is both one-sided
and oversimplified, since the cognitive viewpoint is in fact comprised of many
different schools of thought!. Tt can be applied in muliiple ways and its
theoretical assumptions are continuously being developed. This means that a
critigue of the cognitive viewpoint is in fact a critique of historical forms of
thought, The dichotomy between the individual's inner world and external
reality did not originate within the cognitive viewpoint. Western thought since
Plato has emphasized the centrality and sovereignty of the individual. The
individual is understood as the center of awareness. and other subjects and the
external world are seen as extra-discursive objects of his/her observational
processes. As aresult, the individual is seen as an autonomaus and fixed entity,
distinetly different and separate from other such autonomous, fixed entities.

The modern subject/object -dichotomy forms the background for the so-
called rationalistic paradigm of information seeking research (Capurro 1992,
84.-85; Frohmann 1992, 142). Within this paradigm, the focus is on instrumental
information use. Information seeking is studied in clear-cut, most often profes-
sional probiem situations. These situations have been used as the basis for the
construction of “paradigmatic models” of information seeking. Hence research
has mainly been concerned with rational use of information (Capurre 1992, 84,
Miksa 1992, 235, 240). The focus is on the importance of information in
problem-solving and rational decision-making.

HOW REALITY GETS CAPTURED IN INFORMATION

convention in LIS-talk to emphasize that cach individual receives and
tion in his or her own way, affords ita personal meaning. The
reception of information is mediated by a person’s existing knowledge state and
knowledge struciures. Information is something that one individual has actively
generated, and something that another individual may choose to internalize.
When information is perceived and received, it affects and transforms the
recipient’s state of knowledge {e.g. Ingwersen 1992, 32-33). The focus of these
ideas is consistently on the consciousness and subjectivity of the individual.

The emphasis on the allocation of meaning by the individual was originally
intended as a rejection of the notion that information might have universal
applicability and an unambiguous relation to reality. It was necessary to
somehow incorporate the aspect of meaning into the concept of information.
But, as pointed out by David Silverman {1989, 38-3%). a research approach that

Itisa
interprets informa
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f'Gg'usgs on “subjective meanings” is in {act thoroughly wedded to the myth
abjective knolwlz:dge‘ since i is assumed that there are meanings and fundames

td]'trut.hs w%}wh are independent of language and context, When the research
object is defined as

the inner worlds of users, where most of the important acts of communicating.+

interrogating, interpreting, creating, resolving, answeri fi
) , 8 g, resolving, answering ~ are performe
{Dervin 986, 217} ¢ ’ o

1{‘35 the individual’s interpretations and “inner worlds” that are taken as fac&;..
and f‘unéameniai truths. We are still dealing with a research approach that omits -
the fundamentally social nature of all knowing (Parker 1989). Tt follows that

imowﬁied‘gti iseither an unmediated description of external reality or an unmed:ated
description of internal reality. It is assumed that we have direct and unmecﬁiated‘.
access to the mdividual's mind, Western thought since Plate and Aristotle has
assumec? unity between the individual's mind and speech (Sampson JQSQ;
Speech is understood as the unmediated expression of the individual’s ori—giﬂaé
thoughts and experiences. The individual is understood as an imegr.atedwanh

verse and a stable and distinctive whole. As a result, the individual is set

conﬂtrastiveiy against other subjects and the surrounding world. (ibid.. 13.)
The emphasis on the user’s mental-cognitive processes and subjéciivc

kn(}}»?gdgc structures has some important imp]icaténﬁs for research, It removes
the individual’s subjectivity from collective reality. Theorizing about énf(mna;
tion processes turns into theorizing about subjectivity, If weumderstand that
every individual has his/her own subjective world of meanings and knowledge
strpctures, then the individual becomes the central uncertainry factor from Lz};e
pmmvof view of information transfer. Tf the user is seen as a chaotic and
mdwz_dual‘isiic seeker and interpreter of information, then the other side of the
equation, information, must be something certain and controlizble. In Belkin's
{1990, 12) definition, information science siudies “the interaction betweer‘l
people and objective knowledge, in order to discover more about subjective
knowledge structures”. |

Following de Mey’'s {1977} classical definition, Belkin (1990, 12) states that
anyprchsséng of infarmation is mediated by concepts and {:atcg{)'ries th{)é’l for
the individual, are the model of his world. In the cognitive viewpoint, C(mcéptu
and categories are defined as “mental representations” (Ingwersen %992. 44 Ei"
we §1cc§pt Wittgenstein's (1972) staternent that privaie !af;guuges canm;i exi—xi
subjective knowledge structures and world models cannot exisi, either C‘.o;;ml
cepts and categories are material signs of language. The world and its obielcts are
not c‘cmstitu{cd and defined in individual cognition, but in mprcseéta%izwa]
practices, discourses. The focus on subjective meanings misses the critical n;Ee
played by linguistic constructions in social hife.

It is understood that language originates in and is learned through individual
acts of interpretation. The individual’s thinking is understood in Platonic terms:
as pre-linguistic, immaterial ideas which can for communication purposes, as if
in afterthought, be attached onto the signs of language. But there are no
immaterial concepts, categories or ideas. ¥f I invent a new word for an idea of
mine, I obviously cannot use it if I want 10 make myself understood to other
people. Communication would hardly be possible without a common frame of
comprehension and negotiation. No concepts, thoughts or meanings can exi8t
outside language. Language is the very stuff that consciousness, internal speech,
is made of (Volosinov 1986). Without Janguage we cannot think. Without words
there is no consciousness (Williams 1977).

Even if we must act in everyday life as if language described reality and our
thoughts in a direct and unmediated way, language is not just a tool or an
instrument to be taken up and put down at will, when we have something to
communicate (Volosinov 1986). Language constitutes the person as a subjectin
the first place. From the point of view of the individual, language is always
already there, finished: itcannot be created, it can only be used - ¢ither routinely
or reflexively. Specific sociohistorical traces contained within the language
system permeate the very key of personhood (Sampson 1989, 13). They
structure our experiences, also the very experience of consciousness and self,
sven as those traces are usually unavailable to immediate awareness (ibid., 13}.
Normally linguistic concepts and categories function rather like a pair of
glasses: what we look at, we see through them (Wittgenstein 1972).

Meanings, vaiues, and ethical principles are not construcied by individuals,
they are constructions that have been created in social interaction {Williams
1977). The study of information processes is research into social and interactional
processes of sense-making. The constantly evolving sense making -theory also
replaces the cognitive viewpoint’s focus on mental representations and subjec-
tive knowledge structures with the concept of dialogue (Dervin et al. 1992;
Dervin 1994). Its epistemological and ontological basis closely corresponds to
that of the discourse analytic viewpoint. Language is seen as the primary shaper
of observations and interpretations of the world (see Dervin 1991, 46—47:
Dervin et al. 1992, 7). Information is about what people do with language and
what language does to people.

Both theories view information as something that is formed in an episteme,
in a web of knowledge typical for a historical period. Within this web also the

individuals are shaped into subjects, at the same time as they together, by
Information is about developing models

communicating, weave the web anew.
of reality, which is something people inevitably do together with others. As

Dervin (1994, 372) puts it, reality gets captured in information. Information
holds variable and constantly changing versicns of reality, The discourse
analytic viewpoint locates the socio-cultural context of information processes
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;(n discourses, whichlprovide different perspectives and subject positicnz i
nowledge construction and systematization. b .

' EXFLAINING INFORMATION SEEKING BEHAVIOUR
Inforrx}atlon needs are often regarded as the cause of information s
bel?aV{()t: {Itogz} 1992, 341). It is understood that information needs ari;:;ﬁ"
an 1nd;v1dgal finds himself in a problem situation, when he or she n;) Eoz;ce f’
manage with the knowledge that he or she aiready possesses. In Kuh?tl;?;
E(}993, 347) formu?ation information seeking is caused by “uncértainty due to
fac:k io‘func‘iel_'standm’g, agap in meaning, or a limited construct’™. The challen :
or rcsegrch is to design information systems which enable people to movef g
unce’nam!y te understanding (ibid, 353). Information is a supplement t 7;;‘?1
user’s understanding of the surrounding world when in a state of unc ity
(Ingwersen 1992, 60). oueensy
mar\lfVI};eeI:Sc;onc‘ewed in E.i'l]S way, information is something more funciamen.t;a:
tha ssages or meanings (sec Ingwersen 1992, 23). Information must be:-
instructive about the nature of reality, it must point to what is real, and theréf e
it must reduce the uncertainty in reality (Dervin 1991, 44) I‘ﬂformzziionm?e: .'
uqdﬁ:rstood as s_omething that the indrvidual necessarily need‘;'in order to co 1&-;
with p?oblem situations. It is the prerequisite for coping in ‘d i L‘ "
for rational behavior: pine fnmodern soctety and.

R' : : B p I3 - ) .
mdg;)r;f;n%}{;havm;rj in all senses “rational”, needs knowiledge. This knowledge has
sformed into something that supports a specifi i ithi
o be a specific action within ific
situation. People cannot performm thi i e amse the
| s task appropriately by naive means 5
Stwan k ‘ F =an¢ because the
ituation of knowledge has changed. Rational behaviour in this sense has become’

very complex. Actors — whether the indivi ; L
cuftures- need heip. y are individuals, groups, organizations, ot

(Wersig 1992, 208-209)

The humanistic objective of information science is to help people to gai
E{‘now§edge, to help them solve problems and cope with the varioasp task 'g 3
suu.at:ons th'ey run into. The rationale for research has to do with the ca a;iéli'? ;
of imformation to support problem-solving and rational decieion—mpaki 13)(
Reg:archs.rs do not assume that all individual or social pmblems‘can be ‘;O;zfgecli
by improving access to information. But often information needs are im klic‘t]
understooci' to concern only the kind of information believed to he neccsi' % ty
peopie. It is fissumed that there is a consensus on what kind of inform%:goo
people need in order to cope in modern society. Often research is im li‘citln
?Jasc:zd on a universalizing notion of knowledgeabie and ratéc;naEi\' bi:t in
subjects (see also Roberts 1982, 96-97). } YR
knois;h; reduc%xon (‘)i\kuncezftamty —discours§ objectivity and autonomous expert

edge are implicitly viewed as properties of information and the mediator,
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whereas subjectivity and uncertainty, varied smotional and knowledge states,
are properties of the user (see also Frohmann 1992, 142). Between objective
knowledge structures and the individual’s subjective knowledge structures
exists the intermediary’s “zone of intervention”, which according to Kuhlthau's

(1993, 84) definition 1s

ihe distance between the actual developmental level as determined by independent
problem solving and the level of potential development as determined through
probiem solving snder adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable pecrs.

The discourse analylic viewpoint stresses that the variety in knowledge
structures is not caused by differences in individual interpretations. Novel or
alternative interpretations evolve form new kinds of social experiences, prac-
tices and relations (Williams 1977}, Knowledge and knowledge structures are
neither objective nor subjective, but intersubjective, produced within a shared
system of meanings. Knowledge consists of a mix of scientific or expert
knowledge and unconscious, selective and culture-specific background as-
sumptions. In certain cocial contexts and within certain social interests these
assumptions appear as factual or valid, whereas in other social contexts they are
seen as questionable.

Dervin (1994, 379} emphasizes that uncertainty, knowledge gaps, lack of
understanding and limited constructs are part of our information world. They
pettain to information and information systems as mucl as to users. Potnts of
incompatibility and uncertainty can be found everywhere, since knowledge is
constructed in Ysysiems of dispersion” {Foucault 1972). Novel interpretative
frameworks are developed as “corrections” to prior frameworks. Established
perspectives do not disappeat with the appearance of new ones. Each field of
knowledge consists of several competing discourses, based op incompatible and
contradictory assumptions. When the lense of the production of knowledge
changes, the facts also change.

Belkin {1990}, too, emphasizes that knowledge structures are socially and
culturally constructed. But an emphasis on the social and cultural nature of
knowledge structures might have a number of implications for research. Belkin
(ibid., 12) views the cultural nature of knowledge structures as a possibility for
attaining generalizable knowledge about the information seeking orientations
of various groups. In the attempts to take the soctal and cultural context of
information seeking into account, the notion of mutually different. bul inter-
nally coherentindividuals is often replaced by a notion of mutually different, but
internally homogenous groups. It is difficult to incorporate the contextual
nature-of information or the contextual nature of the user into theories that view
information as the reduction of unceriainty.

Differences in information seeking hehavior have been explained mainly by
the following factors: 1) differences in the cognitive skills, knowledge staies

R
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and motivation of individuals, 2) differences in the educational levels and socig:
economic circumstances of social groups, 3) differences in the problem situa:
tions or subject areas that trigger information seeking. i

Generalizations about differences bétween individuals or groups are often
problematic. Firstly, the diversity of the individual’s social roles, tasks and
identities is not taken into account. When, for instance, an essentialist notion of

“social class” is adopted, it is assumed that a person’s level of education or

$0¢10-economic state regulates his/her behaviour and possibilities in all areas of

social life. Social class is assumed to be a real and primary context of people’s -

behaviour, not just an established classification practice.

Secondly, it is impossible to get unmediated knowledge about a person’s:

cegnitive skills or even information seeking behaviour, because the ways in
which they are accounted for are always mediated by culturally constructed
interpretative repertoires. The explanations sheuld not be taken as facts about

the permanent attitudes or actual behavioural patterns of individuals or groups-
{Potter & Wetherell 1987). There is, for instance, a wide range of views on how .
an individual best manages in modern, complex society. Individuals (research- .
ers and users alike) are conscious of their views on society and of what they see...

as problems, but not of the initial conceptualizations and choices of perspective
that aflow them to formulate their views and see certain things as problems.

The sense making -theory does not explain differences in information
seeking behaviour as differences between individuals or groups (see Dervin
1989, 226). Differences are explained by contextual factors: by the situations,
subject areas, interests or problems that trigger information seeking. When
wformation seeking is examined as a context-dependent activity, it is essential
to start with the assumption that individuals are not stable and autonomous
entities. An individual is an “information seeker” only inside a particular
practical context, a particular subject area or knowledge field (Capurro 1992,
90}). The potential for various lines of action in an information seeking situation
does not primarily depend on the individual. The potential for finding the
desired information depends on the first place on the knowledge representation
and classification practices.

Discourse analysis is a subject-based approach. The unit of study is a
particutar area of information seeking, a concrete subject area or a knowledge
field, and the objective is to identify the different knowledge formations, or
discourses, inside that field. It is assumed that competing discourses approach
the subject area from different perspectives, which in turn causes systematic
variation in knowledge structures (knowledge representation and classification
practices). Hjgriand and Albrechisen’s (1995) “domain analysis” is a research
approach of a related nature, a collectivistic, knowledge formation -oriented
viewpoint as opposed to user-psychological and individual-centered approaches
(see ibid., 401-407).

KNOWLEDGE FORMATIONS .

Discourse theory emphasizes that the user has different identities Iand .s‘ubleci
positions in different social contexts {Wetherell & Pmtc.r 1988). In different
situations an individual may, for instance, be parent, child, tether, stz{d.ent,
professional, customer, buyer, seller. The person’s rights and dgtlcs, positions
and resources, competencies and knowledge states, vary aecordn‘ng 1{}‘{:‘012[(:}(1.
However, the individual cannot freely set the terms for his/her identities and
interpretations. Since language 1s what conscioysness is made .Of’ we have to use
the signs of language also when we make sense of and describe ourselves apd
our m;écrstanding‘ When we use words, we formulate ourselves from the point
of view of cur community (Volosinov 1986), . -

Interpretative resources contain residues from the whole _?n‘siory of ‘ the
societal form. But interpretative resources are variable and c.onf’hctmg, continu-
ously changing and developing — as are the subjects :%nci l‘belr ?now!edge states.
The subject is constituted and fixed in place by sr}cm-h:s.m?ical lgnguage, but
otherwise the subject is open-ended, fragmented and multidimenstonal {Pgrkei
1992, 87: Sampson 1989, 14). It follows that research ir}t{) “user perspeciives
is in fact research into more general knowledge formations. ‘ _

The potentials, boundaries, and modalities for the prpducls(m of knawledge
are set by discourses, Discourses are knowledge formations th'at d()'raot consist
of singie fragments of knowledge but of broad totalities which give form‘ to
real itvh. Adiscourse is a group of statements which provide alanguage for mlkm'g
a%mutdﬁ i.c. 0 way of representing - a particular kind of knowledge about a u")p]c
(Hall 1992b, 291). A discourse makes it possible to construct the topic in a
certain way. It also limits the other ways in which the topic can be construcied.
Discourses systematically form the objects of which they sgzgak (_Foucatz%t 1972,
49). Discourses consist of particular kinds o'é‘ conceptualizations tha‘{‘z‘llk(}w
reality to he “known’ {rom a certain angle, and tmm'that angie only. In different
discourses, different aspects of reality become the focus ofkr?nwledge pr{)dﬂf;-
tion. Discourses provide the reserve of themes and points of view tha{.we use in
sense-making. They enable us to know certain things and 1o speak in certain
ways. (Foucault 1972; Hall 1992b). '

Discourses are based on a set of implicit statements, unspoken theories about
the nature of things (Foucault 1972}. Statements about the soctal woﬂd or the
world of information are rarely ever simply true or false: they ar&iselectlve. Pwo
completely conflicting statements can be simultangousky A“true' . because .t_he}i
both bring out one side of the matter. When the smrtmg@omts and asgumpimns
inherited from historically formed discourses are consciously examined, they
always appear relative and open 0 quesli(}nmg. But they 1n9stly work as
unconscious premises and unexamined reasonings. ‘Thcy build a b_ody" of
knowledge which appears te be independent of specific interests a_nd aspirations
(Foucauh 19723, But the perspective of knowiedge production is always lm-
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ited, and excludes from the concept of knowledge some aspects of reality (Hall -

1992a).

Discourses are based upon classification procedures: on the selection,.

¥

organization and combination of concepts. Concepts that have been tied to-,

gether on the basis of certain background assumptions, are on the basis of
different assumptions detached from each other, and linked to other concepts
(Volosinov 19863, Let us, for example, think about the words “the people”,

LTS

“trash”, “postmodern”. In some discourses the words have a positive meaning, .

in others a negative ene. Very different ideologies are concentraied in the same
words. Since concepts (like information) belong to the language system, novel
discourses have to work with the concepts established by prior discourses. But
various social interests create their own accents and reference fields for the
mutual concepts {Volosinov 1986). Discourses win over the speaking subjects
by formulating a positive associative content for concepts by which they can
locate and present themselves in a meaningful and favorable way in the field of
social relations (Halt 1992a).

USERS AS CULTURAL EXPERTS
From the discourse analytic viewpoint the central problem for information
science 15 the vartability of knowledge formations.

This problem cannot be explained away by the equation objective knowl-
edge structures/subjective knowledge structures. If we assume that the bounda-
ries of social knowledge are set by discourses that categorize the social world
and bring phenomena into sight, it follows that information, information
systems and mformation needs are all constructed within existing discourses.
Information needs are linguistic and cultural constructs, as are information
systems.

The discourse analytic viewpoint views the production and use of informa-
tion as something that is connected to variable social life-worlds and interests.
From the discourse analytic viewpoint, the central problem facing information
sysiems 1s not that the individual is incapable of conceptualizing his or her
information need or does not formulate it in the same way as the information
producer or the information system. Since we share language and culture with
others, and since they have made us what we are, we have a common ground on
which te act and communicate (Dreyfus & Rabinow 1982). Both the user and the
information system function with existing concepts and categories. The central
problem facing information systems is how to incorporate multiple viewpoints
into the system.

Institutions are generally built upon fairly stable and dominant forms of
thought, which Foucauit (19807 calls “regimes of truth”. The interpretative
positions provided by dominant discourses may not be meaningful for the
description and understanding of all cultural forms and social hife-worlds. The

CONSTITUTING “INFORMATION” AND “USER" AS RESEARCH OBIECTS

language user (including the information system) does not normally reflect on
the subject position adopted in knowledge production and systematization,
because certain approaches appear as natural and inevitable in certain contexts.
It has, for instance, been natural in the context of information seeking research
10 focus on information necds arising from problem situations. But it is equally
natural to assume that information needs arise more from selected interests and
cultural expertise than from the lack of knowledge.

The theoretical arguments presented in this article.suggest two important
changes in the research perspective: 1) the conceptualization of users as
knowing subjects, as cultural experts, and 2) the conceptualization of informa-
tion systems as participation systems in the organization and systematization of
social knowledge (see also Dervin 1994, 380). It is equally important to study
the socio-cultural aspects and ideological nature of the information systems, as
it is to study the socio-cultural aspects of the users. If the focus is shifted to the
study of knowledge formations, information seeking research need not be either
user-centered or information system-centered. The knowledge formation-orien-
tation implies that we should study both the cultural production, organization
and boundaries of information needs, and the cultural production, organization
and boundaries of information systems. Information has cthical and political
dimensions, and these dimensions are unavoidably also a part of the functions
of the information system (Capurro 1992, 30-91).

The discourse analytic viewpoint emphasizes the user’s embeddedness in
culturally bound discourses. Information is not seen as that which nstructs, but
as messages produced within specific historical and cujtural contexts and
specific social interests, The cognitive viewpoint views the user as a possessor
of “anomalous knowledge states”, as a non-knower {see also Capurro 1992, 86).
Tt also fooks at knowledge as individual mental states rather than as a social and
cultural process or a cultural product (Hjorland & Albrechtsen 19935, 409), Thus
the ways in which the “user” and “information” are conceptualized have sffects
on research strategies (and also on the designing of information systems). If the
users are seen as uncertain people who need help, there is arisk thatthe objective
of helping the users is implicitly grounded on a faith in objective expert
knowledge existing outside history, social relations and contradictory interests,

The main objective of information science is peopie confused by the situation of
knowledge usage (which will become even more confusing in the emerging
nostmodern society). There 1s the need for people to be educated to behave in this
knowledge cnvironment, there is need for rules and guidance for these people, for
systems and other means of helping them find their way.

(Wersig 1992, 209)

The ohjective of helping people to cope in the modern knowledge environ-
ment is unavoidably based on a one-sided and limited vision of knowledge.
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According to Capurro (1992}, information science needs a practical and rhetori-
cal turn. This entails the conceprualization of users as knowing subjects in the
practical-discursive context of everyday life. Wersig (1992, 213--214) suggests
that information science research should he based upon the reflexive examina-
tion of such concepts as “knowledge”, “reality”, “rationality”, “mastery of life”,
“fiction”, “art” and “technology”. It should study the meanings and interpreta-
tions they receive in different social contexts and fields of knowledge, Common
sense or privileged meanings produced by dominant discourses are not enough
to grasp these concepts,-as specific interpretations set the basis for ressarch
strategies.

NOTES
1 Of the main schools of thought, cognitive psychology concentrates on the individu-
al’s cognitive, especially perceptual and judgmental processes, while cognitive
anthropology studies cultural modes of interpretation.
Kuhlthau (1993} defines uncertainty as a cognitive state which appears as affective
sympioms reflecting anxiety and a lack of self-confidence. Itoga {1992, 341
suggests that it is unnecessary to view information needs as psychological phenom-
ena. Information seeking is linked to various contexts of social action {music, travel,
work, research, etc.). Information needs and seeking are often more about living in
a particular world than about uncertainty. Psychologizing and empathy with the user
13 all for naught, if the objective is to create information systems in which the user
is built-in and which do not require an intermediary between the user and the system.
3 Asvalid as this view is within many areas of information secking rescarch, it casily
leads to a very limited notion of information needs and uses. Information seeking
motivatad by, for instance, cultoral interests, Hfe-enrichment, the creation of posi-
tive self-identities, imagination-feeding, curiosity, etc., also has a legitimate claim
10 the attention of our field (Miksa 1992, 241).

]
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