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experience are currently undergoing scrutiny and revision, but the proj-
ect remains in its early stages. Changing the very foundations against
which knowledge claims are deemed legitimate or not is a fundamental
and global task that will, if successful, penetrate all areas of the discipline
and its neighbors. However, it is a project that needs to be continued if
library and information science is to progress beyond the limits of the
positivist view and develop a more sophisticated account of the modern
library experience.

Foucault’s Fantasia of the Library: Reconceptualizing the Modern
Library Experience ’

It is against this growing awareness that the work of the late French
philosopher Michel Foucault is introduced. The recourse to Foucault’s
work is not an arbitrary choice but one determined by the nature of
the problem addressed in this article. That problem is to question the
self-evidence of a still dominant acceptance of a positivist conception of
knowledge and its relationship to the modern library experience. The
thrust of Foucault’s work is to question, at the most fundamental level,
aspects of contemporary thought and behavior that are commonly per-
ceived as self-evident, natural, and unproblematic. As such, Foucault’s
perspective may have much to offer library and information science in
its attempts to deal with the nature of our underlying assumptions,
which until recently have remained largely unexamined.

Edward Said describes Foucault as “the central figure in the most
noteworthy flowering of oppositional intellectual life in the twentieth
century West” 161, p. 11. Foucault refuses to take any contemporary
practice, such as those of science [62],  institutionalized medicine [63,
641, or sexuality [65-671  at face value. His analyses suggest alternative
ways of seeing and provide the basis of reconceptualizations and, ulti-
mately, the potential for change in practices that otherwise would be
viewed as fixed and unquestionable.

Foucault’s view of scientific knowledge holds in abeyance the self-
evidence of an objective world that positivism addresses. This entails
substituting for the term hnowle@e (of the world) the term knowledge
claims (about a world). A scientific theory makes a particular kind of
claim that is considered valid only under certain conditions, such as
when it can predict other events observable under controlled conditions
or satisfy some mutually agreed upon criteria of significance. At its most
fundamental level, however, a claim to knowledge is always an appear-
ance of discourse, manifest, to use the terminology of Hubert Dreyfus
and Paul Rabinow, as a “seriotls  speech act” that is produced with re-
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spect to other claims [68,  pp. 45-561. Taken together, these claims form
particular arrangements that define the boundaries of a scientific disci-
pline. Knowlege is contingent upon the manner in which claims to objec-
tive knowledge are arranged and organized. New claims to knowledge*
are incorporated and legitimated by a prevailing system of knowledge
claims in which they subsequently fit. This view is similar to that of
Kuhn, which argues that any scientific theory makes sense with respect
to a prevailing paradigm that is essentially social in nature [9]. Knowl-
edge claims acquire their force and meaning by virtue of particular
discursive and social contexts.

For a particular proposition, theory, or statement to be considered
part of a particular scientific discipline and achieve the status of scientific
knowledge, it must conform to certain structures and rules. Foucault
argues that scientific disciplines “constitute a system of control in the
production of discourse” [69,  p. 2241. They inevitably establish con-
straints on what can and what cannot be said, the way it is said, and
where it should be said if it is to count as an instance of scientific knowl-
edge. Even one’s vocabulary, grammar, and text structures are explicitly
prescribed, by style manuals. The discourse of scientific knowledge is
defined very precisely, and, for Foucault, this precision represents a
mechanism of control. He argues that “in every society the production
of discourse is at once controlled, selected, organized, and redistributed
according to a certain number of procedures” [69,  p.  2161.

The key to understanding the production of scientific knowledge is
not the phenomena comprising the world but the prevailing systems of
speaking, of discourse, in which certain propositions about the world
can count as objective and others cannot. Foucault’s work analyzes ways
in which such systems arise and produce science, objectivity, and ulti-
mately, the nature of truth. He argues that such systems change and
mutate through historical periods and consequently change that which
is considered objective and true [70,  711. For example, the human sci-
ences of sociology and psychology are relatively recent manifestations
in the history of thought, each becoming established around the turn
of the nineteenth century. Foucault argues that this is because man as
an object of inquiry did not exist in the prevailing systems of scientilic
discourse prior to that time. Foucault’s The Order I$ Things  is an account
of the emergence of systems of discourse through which certain state-
ments about man could be counted as scientific, and how this made
possible the disciplines of psychology and sociology, which could investi-
gate man as an objective fact [62].  Foucault concludes this study with
the speculation that just as man as an object of scientific inquiry was
made possible by the emergence of a particular arrangement of dis-
course, it is possible that a similar change in the future could result in
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the disappearance of man as a valid object of scientific inquiry: “If those
arrangements [of discourse] were to disappear as they appeared, if some
event of which we can at the moment do no more than sense the possibil-
ity-without knowing either what its form will be or what it promises-
were to cause them to crumble . . . then one can certainly wager that
man would be erased, like a face drawn in sand at the edge of the sea”
[62,  p. 3871. According to Foucault, scientific knowledge is primarily
structured by the limits of what it is possible to say at a given historical
point with respect to a particular system of discourse. For Foucault,
there is nothing tangible that lies beyond discourse that can be objec-
tively described by a value-free scientific language. Foucault’s accounts
of madness [64],  medicine [63],  and the human sciences [62] are all
accounts of such changes in discourse, of what it is possible to say, and
the subsequent changes in the nature of objective facts. For Foucault,
objectivity and truth are sites of struggle among competing systems of
discourse. What is scientific at any particular historical juncture is deter-
mined by which system is dominant and not which system is true:
“There is a battle ‘for truth,’ or at least ‘around truth’-it being under-
stood once again that by truth I do not mean ‘the ensemble of truths
which are to be discovered and accepted,‘, but rather ‘the ensemble of
rules according to which the true and the false are separated and specific
effects of power attached to the true’ ” [72,  p. 1321.

At any point in history, institutions attempt to legitimate the current
version of knowledge and truth by controlling the manner in which
texts are ordered with respect to each other. A scientific knowledge
claim relies “on institutional support: it is both reinforced and accompa-
nied by whole strata  of  pract ices such as pedagogy-natural ly-the
book system, publishing, [and] libraries” [69,  p. 2191. The library, as an
institution for arranging texts, becomes a component in the legitimation
of a particular order of discourse. It enforces the “ensemble of rules

according to which the true and false are separated” [72,  p. 1321.
In Foucault’s conception of scientific knowledge, the library institu-

tionalizes the arrangement of texts that provides the appropriate spaces
in which new knowledge claims can be located and given meaning.
Truth is discovered not only in the library through the location of a
particular text, as is implied by the positivist view of the library, but it
is also made possible by their arrangements and in the “spaces” that
these arrangements make possible. I have argued that to comprehend
the nature of a discipline such as psychology, for example, it is not
enough simply to collate the finite number of facts that psychologists
claim to have discovered; rather, one must immerse oneself in the dis-
course of psychology to grasp the patterns and arrangements of its
knowledge claims, its systems of constraints and legitimation, and to
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locate one’s own discourse within it [73].  The arrangement of texts be-
comes the basis for the possibility of new texts and, hence, new knowl-
edge. The formulation of specific scientific hypotheses is always
grounded in discussions of the same or similar problems, with respect
to particular theories, with particular methods, in particular disciplines,
with particular philosophies of the nature of the worlcl.

Foucault’s view of knowledge may have the potential for providing
an alternative way of structuring the experience of the library. Following
Eco, the library can be conceptualized as a labyrinth of texts that con-
tains the possibilities for new arrangements. As Eco explains, the laby-
rinth is like a net where “every point can be connected with every other
point, and, where the connections are not yet designed, they are, how-
ever, conceivable and designable. A net is an unlimited territory” [74,
p. 811. The individual text gains its value with respect to its place in the
network, or in a multitude of networks, and not as the vessel containing
some discrete knowledge put there by its author. Similarly, Foucault
argues that “the frontiers of a book are never clear cut: beyond the title,
the first lines, and the last full stop, beyond its internal configuration
and its autonomous form, it is caught up in a system of references to
other books, other texts, other sentences: il is a node 7~1ithz a nelwork”
[71, p. 23; emphasis added]. A library user engages with the library
system, searching stacks and indexes for connections and patterns, and,
ultimately, the creation of new patterns. The library experience is much
more than locating discrete pieces of information. The activity of con-
ducting literature searches becomes the individual’s attempt to locate
his knowledge claims within an existing order of knowledge claims. Fou-
cault argues that such knowledge “derives from words spoken in the
past, exact recensions, the amassing of minute facts, monuments re-
duced to infinitesimal fragments, and the reproductions of reproduc-
tions” [75,  pp. 90-911. The production of commentaries, critiques, ar-
guments, and debate becomes the act of validating or questioning those
locations within the limits of the prevailing arrangement.

The library makes the creation of new knowledge possible at its most
fundamental level. One stands awed in the labyrinth of the library be-
cause of the knowledge that can be discovered through its potential for
new connections. One stands hushed in the presence of that which the
library makes possible, as well as that which the library contains. Fou-
cault makes this point through the image of the “fantasy” [75].  l’he
unstructured nature of the fantasy is an image that is usually regarded
as standing in opposition to the rigorous systems of organization im-
posed by the library. But within the limits of this arrangement, Foucault
posits the presence of an infinite number of spaces “in the interval bc-
tween books” [75,  p. 9OJ.  In such spaces resides the possibility of”‘impos-
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sible worlds,” worlds other than the objective world constituted in the
discursive arrangements of science: “Fantasies are carefully deployed in
the hushed library, with its columns of books, with its titles aligned on
shelves to form a tight enclosure, but within confines that also liberate
impossible worlds. . . . The imaginary is not formed in opposition to
reality as its denial or compensation; it grows among signs, from book
to book, in the interstice of repetitions and commentaries; it is born and
takes shape in the interval between books. It is a pheno?nenon  of the library”
[75,  pp. 90-91; emphasis added].

From the Foucauldian viewpoint, the fantasia of the library is the

experience of the labyrinth, of seeking connections among texts as well
as their contents. The practices of the library institutionalize particular
arrangements of texts, but Foucault argues that one can work within
this to create new labyrinths, new perspectives, and ultimately, new
worlds. The library becomes an instrument of possibility rather than a
place where possibility seems exhausted. The image of the library as an
impersonal collection of silent and dusty texts containing the sum total
of the knowledge of the world is challenged by a more dynamic image,
in which users immerse themselves within the crevices and spaces be-
tween texts, forming connections and making discoveries far more pro-
found than simply collecting specific facts.

Conclusion

To change the perceived reality of the library experience, the library
community must address and explicitly question the prevailing positivist
foundation of its field. The work of Michel Foucault offers a powerful
framework that might be employed in some of the conceptual work in
library and information science that is already taking place. Foucault
can be seen as a perspective in an ongoing research agenda and thus
stands alongside this work, rather than above it. The evolving library
environment will not be served by a dominant preconception that char-
acterizes 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. Following 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 as an account of what scientists do, so the positivist
foundations of the library experience also must be seriously reconsid-
ered. The recognition of the work of European philosophers such as
Eco and Foucault may represent a new foundation for structuring the
preconceptions of the library experience for the librarian and the user.
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