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The Expansion of Social Informatics to Literature and the Arts 

Kling (1999) defined social informatics as "the interdisciplinary study of the design, uses and 
consequences of information technologies that takes into account their interaction with 
institutional and cultural contexts" (Kling, 1999). This extended abstract proposes a definition of 
literature and art informatics (LAI): the interdisciplinary study of the design, uses and 
consequences of information technologies that takes into account their role in the creative efforts 
of writers and artists. Expanding social informatics to include creative activities in literature and 
the arts will benefit the social informatics research community in several ways. First, it will 
address the paucity of empirical scholarship meant to examine the role of information technology 
in the creative efforts of writers and artists. Second, it will open another area of inquiry within 
social informatics which will provide additional opportunities for validating bodies of theory that 
can usefully inform our scholarship. This abstract will also discuss a current set of studies 
(Paling 2005; Paling & Nilan, 2006) being conducted as examples of one possible path for LAI 
research. 
 
Background in the Information Literature 

Work in the information literature that has addressed the arts and humanities has tended to 
fall into two groups: the organization and retrieval of literary works and artistic images, and 
studies of the information-seeking behavior of scholars in the humanities. For example, Beghtol 
(1994a, 1994b, 1992, 1990, 1989) has published a series of studies on the classification and 
organization of fiction for retrieval. Wiberley and Jones (2000) conducted a ten-year study of 
information technology by humanists, but the study focused on scholars rather than the original 
writers or artists. 
 
Sociology of Literature and Art 

There is an extant body of work on the sociology of literature and art. For example, Throsby 
(2001) has examined artists as a workforce, but his study did not directly address the artists' 
creative efforts. There have also been broadly philosophical examinations of literary readers and 
the act of literary reading (Fish, 1980; Iser, 1978). Bourdieu, whose work has heavily influenced 
the research agenda being proposed here, ranged broadly over questions of writing, art, and the 
consumption of both (Bourdieu, 1996). Bourdieu also discussed the role of agents, editors, and 
others, as did Chartier (2006) in arguing for the centrality of those roles. The role of empirical 
evidence in Bourdieu's and Chartier's work, however, is mainly historical. Neither conducted a 
structured examination of current information use in the creative activities of authors or artists. 
The closest study to the work being proposed here is Svensson's (1991) study of word processor 
use by literary authors. Many technological innovations have occurred, though, since Svensson's 
study, and the study was part of a proposed series of studies which appears not to have been 
completed. 
 



The Current Studies 
The studies being discussed here are part of a proposed cycle of studies. The initial study 

(Paling & Nilan, 2006) examined the use of online technology by the editors of small literary 
magazines, often referred to as little magazines. Editors of these independent, avant-garde 
publications tend to act on a set of values that emphasize innovation, autonomy, and rejection of 
a broader market where immediate financial profits might be made. The study proposed and 
tested a conceptual framework made up of four key values: 

 
! Positive Regard for Symbolic Capital. 
! Negative for Immediate Financial Gain. 
! Positive Regard for Autonomy. 
! Positive Regard for Avant-garde-ism. 

 
The key values in the framework were derived from previous research and theory, primarily in 
the work of Bourdieu (1996), and to a lesser extent Giddens (1979) and Sewell (1992). Directly 
within the study of information, work by Yates and Orlikowski (1992) also contributed to the 
framework. LAI would provide an opportunity for further validation of the bodies of theory 
developed in those works and which have already been applied within social informatics. 

Data for the study were gathered through semistructured qualitative interviews with editors 
of online little magazines, paper little magazines, and little magazines which were mirrored 
substantially both online and on paper. The study asked two basic questions: whether the values 
that make up the conceptual framework were a good fit for the values expressed by the editors, 
and whether we could see any possible incipient change in those values. A key argument made in 
the study was that technology, by allowing new approaches to literature, creates possible new 
standards of value for members of the literary community. The study found that the values were 
a good overall fit for the values expressed by the editors, and that the editors of online and mixed 
little magazines were using online technologies in ways that could create change to the key 
values. 

The second study (Paling, 2005) is a companion study to the first, and is currently nearing 
completion. The study is examining the use of information technology by literary authors rather 
than editors. The study is meant to test and refine the specific key value Positive Regard for 
Avant-garde-ism. The study is also a methodological experiment, and involves both 
semistructured, qualitative interview questions as well as quantitative questions meant, in part, to 
test the feasibility of a broad survey of literary authors. 

The remaining studies in the cycle will attempt to further refine the conceptual framework, 
and will examine the activities of other members of the literary community such as book 
publishers. 
 
Future Directions 

The studies being discussed here have focused on the literary community, which provides an 
excellent setting in which to test a conceptual framework meant to describe a set of artistic 
values. One important element in the further validation of that framework will be extension of 
this line of research to other arts, e.g., visual art or filmmaking. Because the studies described 
here address possible incipient change, a longitudinal follow-up will be necessary to develop the 
full value of the conceptual framework. However, because literary and artistic tradition develop 



over relatively long stretches of time, a longitudinal follow-up may have to wait longer than a 
longitudinal follow-up in another context where change occurs over a shorter period of time. 
 
References 
Beghtol, C. (1989). Access to fiction: a problem in classification theory and practice, part 1. 

International Classification, 16(3), 134-140. 
Beghtol, C. (1990). Access to fiction: a problem in classification theory and practice, part 2. 

International Classification, 17(1), 21-27. 
Beghtol, C. (1992). Toward a theory of fiction analysis for information storage and retrieval. In 

N.J. Williamson & M. Hudson (Eds.), Classification research for knowledge representation 
and organization (pp. 39-48). Amsterdam: Elsevier. 

Beghtol, C. (1994a). The classification of fiction: the development of a system based on 
theoretical principles. Metuchen, NJ: Scarecrow. 

Beghtol, C. (1994b). Domain analysis, literary warrant, and consensus: the case of fiction 
studies. Journal of the American Society for Information Science, 46, 30-44. 

Bourdieu, P. (1996). The rules of art: Genesis and structure of the literary field (S. Emanuel, 
Trans.). Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press. (Original work published in 1992) 

Chartier, R. (2006). Crossing borders in early modern Europe: Sociology of texts and literature. 
Book History, 8, 37-50. 

Fish, S. (1980). Is there a text in this class? : The authority of interpretive communities. 
Cambridge, MA: Harvard University.  

Giddens, A. (1979). Central problems in social theory: Action, structure, and contradiction in 
social analysis. Berkeley, CA: University of California. 

Iser, W. (1978). The act of reading : A theory of aesthetic response. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University. 

Kling, R. (1999, January). What is Social Informatics and why does it matter? D-Lib. Retrieved 
September 12, 2006, from http://www.dlib.org/dlib/january99/kling/01kling.html. 

Paling, S. (2005, October). Technology, tradition, and the individual talent: Literary authors and 
aesthetic use of information technology. Poster presented at the ASIS&T annual meeting, 
Charlotte, NC. 

Paling, S., & Nilan, M. (2006). Technology, values, and genre change: The case of little 
magazines. Journal of the American Society for Information Science and Technology, 57, 862-
872. 

Sewell, W. (1992). A theory of structure: Duality, agency, and transformation. American Journal 
of Sociology, 98(1), 1-29. 

Svensson, C. (1991). 'No horror of the blank sheet'-- The word processor in literary use. Poetics, 
20, 27-51. 

Throsby, D. (2001). Defining the artistic workforce: The Australian experience. Poetics, 28, 255-
271. 

Wiberley, S.E., & Jones, W.G. (2000, September). Time and technology: A decade-long look at 
humanists' use of information technology. College and Research Libraries, 61, 421-431. 

Yates, Y., & Orlikowski, W. (1992). Genres of organizational communication: A structural 
approach to studying communication and media. Academy of Management Review, 17(2), 
299-326. 


