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THE CHANGING NATURE OF INTELLE CTUAL
AUTHORITY

Today | will arguetha what qudifies as intellectual authority in contemporary
sodetiesDwho and wha to bdieve Bis changing fundamentally. | will speculate asto the
reasons and | will draw out some of theimplicationsfor ingitutionsof knowledgebrokerage,

amongwhich research libraries are of course prominent.

Thethesisin anutshdl isthis. People today are much less prepared to defer to the
expets. But at thesame time, we are beng swamped with data and information Ba glut tha
cries outfor andysis and summary. So there® adilemma. Whoto tumn to? Increasingly the
answer isBWaell, to ourselves of course, asindividuds empowered by aworld wideweb tha
has rapidly evolved into asodal medium. More specificaly, itisamediumtha today
suppots massively distributed collaboration on aglobd scale tha Bwe can only hopebwill

hdp usmake sense of it al.

How does this degp soda and cultural trandormation relate to the particular conaerns
of those of usin thisroonT? | can do no better than quote from an ARL Task Force on
CCollectionsand Access I ssuesOto the effect tha tranformationin libraries mirrors the
ongoing changeof theresearch inditution, jug asthetrandormation of theingitution reflects
broader sodetal and cultural changes. Thetrandormation of theresearch library cannotbe
undestood apat from thislarger context and the cultural changes tha shapeinditutiond

growth. [1]



My purposein these remarksis to offer oneoutsider® perspective on wha seem to me
to bethe degpest and mog pervasive changes tha are shaping the trandormation notonly of

thelibrary, butof all forms of intellectud authority in today@ sodety.

Let me say at the outset that | am not particularly comfortable with thefuture | foresee.
| am, after all, a charter member of the @ld guadCGand will never really bedongto thenew.

But | an aso an optimist andarealist. Theworld has changed Band so mug we.

The Decline of Deference

| want to begin with some very general remarks on contemporary attitudes toward

hierarchical authority generally Bof which intellectud authority isbutoneingance.

As President of thenew Counal of Canadian Academies Pan organization tha
oversees expeat studies of the science undelying important public questionsbl, likeyou,am
in thebusness of brokering intellectud authority. | admit to being atraditiondist in thesense
tha | bdieveintellectud authority should have aclose correlation with expertise. Andit
should flow from thetried and true, thoughnever infallible, processes of peer review and other

forms of elite consenausbuilding.

More than tha, | am comfortable with hierarchies that are based on merit. And|l am
quite willing to defer to the well-established inditutionsin today® sodety since, onbaance, |
bdieve tha thar power is adequaely condrained by thelegd, economic and politica

structures of modern democracy.



But | dso bdieve tha thevaluestha have shgped my world view Bandtha of my
demographic peers throughouttheindugrialized world Dare being eclipsed by a new
paradigm. This new framework is shgped by technology Bprimarily information and
communicationstechnology; by globdization; and by a culture which, to an unprecedented

degree, celebrates and empowers theindividud.

Oneof themog significant symptoms of this profound shift is thewidespread Qiecline
of deferenceOto virtudly all forms of traditiond authority Bthe church, the school teacher, the
family dodor, thebusness executive, the union leader, the pditician, and notleast, the

intellectud. In short Boutthere on main street, mistrust and scepticism reign.

While all thisiswiddy recognized, the truly fundamental reasonsfor it seem notto
have been explained in sufficiently broad sodological terms. Theexplanaionswe do see
typically cite the publc revulsion tha stems from specific cases Bfor example, scanddsin the
Catholic Church; or in busnesses like Enron; or in politics DWatergae; the Gponsorship
affairOherein Canada thefailure to find WMDsin Irag; or to warn the British public of BSE.

Take your pick.

Thekey pointistha thedeclinein trug of Band therefore deference to Btraditiond
sources of authority is anearly universal feature of advanced sodeties. It transcendsevery
specific, loca ingance. And it didn®jug happen yesterday. Deference to hierarchical
authority has been declining for at least the past 50 years and was in fact foreshadowed in the

anarchist literature of the 19" century.



Clearly, therefore, we are witnessing sodo-cultural changewho<s roots runvery deep
in the nature of indugrial sodety Dessentialy aforce of nature. But theonly broad andysis
we are beng given is from the QpogmodeanQcultural theorists whose writingsare largdy

inaccessible, even to mog academics. | think we are owed a better explandion.

But for our purposestoday, | bdieve onecan simply take it to beafact that sodeties
formerly based on deference to authority, community loydty, and thestruggle for the material
basics of life have largdy given way to sodeties based on self-worth, consumer choice, and

the search for persond fulfillment.

When these objectives are combined with the empowering tools of universal eduction,
arights-oriented political culture, and the Google search engine, we should nat be surprised
tha people Band paticularly younge people Bregard ex cathedra expert authority with

scepticism, if notoutrighthodility.

Thepaadoxistha expet opinionis beng soughtand cited more than ever. But
increasingly it isindividuds themselves who weigh the variousauthorities and come to ther
own condugon. Jug ask dodors aboutther web-savvy paients. Or ask your own clients.
The ARL Task Force to which | referred earlier cited alarge survey which foundthat the
dimendon of service qudity for which users have the highest expectation is Qpersond controlO

Di.e., services and toolstha enable paronsto easily accessinformation indgoendently.



Role of the Media

Let me open an important paenthesis here ontherole played by themedia in shgping
broader public attitudes toward intellectud authority. The prevailing ethicin journdismis
that GairnessOrequires that al views on an issue be presented, often withoutregard for the
relative weight of authority of varioussources being quoted. Theobjective is smply to report
point, and counterpoint, with an emphasisincreasingly on sensationdism, official screw-ups
and conflict Bi.e. those thingsthat can attract at |east fleeting attention Band advertising

dollars Bin an information environment tha has become supe-saturated.

Thene effect isto create in the public mind an impression tha experts can never
agree; and expert authority isthereby diluted. A prominent casein pointis medical journdism
where the daly reported advice keepsflip-flopping, whereas thefull text of thejoumd
articleswould reveal theprovisond naure of findngs statistical caveats, and so forth. The
botom lineistha themass media treatment of scientific and technical issues reinforces the

prevailing scepticism as to the consstency and trusworthiness of expert authaority.

Thereisanirony hee. Itistha commercial media have themselves become caughtin
theweb of pulic mistrug and scepticism. The TV networks and major pgpers like the New
Y ork Times are now objects of intense scrutiny by an army of specialized blogge'sto whoma

sceptical public increasingly turnsfor thereal scoop.



The Dilemma of the Information Age

Coming back to themain lineof my argument, wefind tha while expert-based
authornity is bang chdlenged, thevolume of information and the economic significance of
knowledgeare exploding. Informationtechnology itself Bwhose capacity continuesits four-
decade exponential improvement Bis clearly akey part of thereason. But so tooisthehuge
globd expanson of knowledge generating capecity, themore so as Chinaand India and other
giants plug into the econonic and research neworks of theindugrialized world. These
sodeties are adding tens and soonhundeeds, of millionsof trained knowedgeworkerswho
will bring cultural andintellectud perspectives tha are quite different from those of the West.
We can therefore expect an unprecedented surge of innovdion as thetwo worlds meet, findly

onequd terms.

So it appearstha we are facing adilemma. On theonehand, thewhole world is
struggling to copewith an information explogon tha shows no sign of letting up Bquite the
contrary. We need somehow to trandorm a daatorrent into useful information and

knowledgetha can power economic progress and human fulfillment.

But, ontheothe hand, the agents we have relied upontraditiondly to filter and
manageinformation, and to broker formal knowedgebagents like research universities and
thar libraries, the seriousmedia, and highly trained experts of all kindsbare less truged as
intermediaries than they once were. And even if that conaern is perhgosoverstated and too
pessmistic, we need to ask ourselves whether these expert resources are really up to thetask
of managing theinformation glut anyway. Jug ask joumd editors and referees, or researchers

in any dynamic field, howwell they are keepingup. Ask yourselves.



Part of therespong, of course, has been to deploy the same computer technology tha
isfacilitating theinformation explosonin thefirst place to hep copewith its management. In
other words, the offence is also thedefence. And tha is hgopening on amassive scale,
nowhere more so than in your own ingitutions Thedigita library, andits expert
intermediaries Ddespite a numbe of daunting technical chdlenges, notleast being simply the
very longterm preservation of digital assets Bwill be onekey pat of the solutioninddinitely

far into thefuture.

But my contentionistha thiswill notbe nearly enough. The sheer volume of
information, its globd origins and especially the dynamic, real-time nature of information

today will smply overwhdm centralized, and fundamentally bureaucratic ingitutions

Theinfogphee, if | could use tha term, therefore needs new and decentralized
mechanisms of self-regulation and self-organization, much like a complex econony which, as

Adam Smith redlized, needsthe guidance of an invisible hand.

Massively Distributed Collaboration

| bdieve tha theoutlines of jug such amechanism are already emergingin the
multifaceted development of wha cyber-prophe, Mitch Kapor, recently dubbel Onassively
distributed collaboration O[2] Probably thesingle best example is Wikipedia, thefree, on-
ling, user-edited encyclopaediathat in jus ove five years has become oneof the mog-visited

stesontheweb. | will have more to say abouttha in amoment.



But something much broader is goingon. Theword wideweb has already evolved

into asodal mediumBbwha some are calling Web 2.0 Ba globd many-to-many meeting

place, very unlike the oneto-many connectionsof radio, TV, booksand newvspapes. The

latter media areinhaently hierarchical Ba communicator of oneto an audience of many. The

soda web, ontheother hand Blike Thomes Friedman® new world Bisflat. Itisintunewith

today®@ ethos Jug condder some of themanifestations

¥

¥

20 millionblogsband couning;

Self-expression portals like My Spa@ and Facebook, growing explosvely B
indeed a new cultural phenomenon, tellingly dubled Me Media;O

Massive multiplayer games like Ever Quest and Second Life where the players
themselves shgpethe dynamic environment;

TheLinuxopeating system, flagship of the open source software movement,
and maintained by aworldwide nework of volunteers;

eBay Bthe many-to-many modd implemented as a phenomendly successful
digital marketplace;

Amazon, and countess other Gollaborative filteringQsites tha tally and report
user satisfaction;

And Google itself, which indirectly exploits massively distributed
collaboration viaits page-rank technology to aggregae the behaviour of

millionsof usrsinto an index of relevance.

In summary Pand thisis probably my key messagePBwe are witnessing in these

examples the conwergence and mutual reinforcement of two of the great defining movements

of the past hdf-century Bonecultural, the other technologica bi.e. theascendancy of the

individud togdher with theempowering technology of the computer, now enormoudy



amplified by globd networking Dcreating essentially a @yber nervoussystemOfor theentire

pland.

Thisisan epodhd development that will notbereversed. Thejobfor al of usin this
roomisto figure out howto beacondructive pat of it. In so daing,thereisno place either
for complacency or wishful thinking. What is demanded from librariesis trandormation, not
merely thangemanagement.O And this transformation requires tha research libraries adapt
rapidly notonly to the breakneck pace of technology, but even more fundamentally to new

information seeking and usage behaviours of students and faculty alike.

Wikipedia, etc.

In theremainde of these remarks | want to take acloser look at oneimportant example
of massively distributed collaboration (or MDC) Band specifically theon-lineencyclopadia
movement, since thisilludrates mog directly howMDC is already trangorming the naure of

intellectud authorty.

The flagship example is Wikipedia, foundel only in Januay 2001,but already the site
of nearly fourmillion entriesin dmog 200languayes. There are more than 1.1 million
articlesin English, growing by about1,500a day. [3] The Encyclopaedia Britannica, by

contrast, has about65,000articlesin the print edition and 75,0000n-line [4]

What is mog amazing istha Wikipediais doing all thison an annud budgé of jug
$1.3 million, 60 per cent of which goes for the cog of computer hardware, leaving only about

$500000to cove everything else! [5]
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How can tha possibly work? Well, for starters thearticles are written, and re-written,
by volunteers. Thewebsite is equipped with so-called QuikiOsoftware tha allows anyone
with abrowser to edit virtudly any article at the push of abutton. Intheflat culture of
Wikipedians experts and dundeheadsare equdly welcome. Themain editorial prindpleis
tha articles should reflect a neutral point of view. Thisisnotasite for cranksand
propagandists. Acts of ddiberate vanddism are not tolerated and are usudly corrected very
quickly. On theother hand, decisionsas to what is deemed to be unjudified bias are taken

conenaudly, and this can be excrudatingly drawn-outin contentiousareas.

At first blush, it admittedly soundsa lot like Gnonkeys with typewriters.O But in fact
it not Inawiddy pubiicized and controversial head-to-head test with Britannica, reported
last December in thejowrnd, Nature, expert reviewers deermined tha Wikipedia articles, on
average, contained nlyOa third more inaccuracies than ther Britannica counterparts. More
to the point, only eight seriouserrors were reported in the sample of 42 topics with an equd

number, four, attributed to each source. [6]

Having read thefull text of the debae beween Nature and Britannica over the
methodobgy of the comparison, | would grant many of Britannica® objections butwould still
condudethat the essence of Nature@ findingsremainsintact. Wikipediais surprisingly good,
especidly for afive-year old; and even a source as well-researched as Britannica still contains

asignificant number of inaccuracies.

Therea botom line of coursg, istha notwithganding doubs aboutits reliability,

Wikipedia has taken off like arocket. We need to undestand why.
11



Obvioudy, bengingantly accessible and freeDnoadsat al Bisabig plus Wheher
theabsence of abusness modd is sugainable remainsto beseen. It will degpend onthe
continuing commitment of Wikipedia@® volunteer contributors. But some modeate, low-key
commercialization would not, | bdieve, kill the concept. Tha® because thereal power of
Wikipediaistha it@in perfect synch with web culture Bwhich mirrors today attitudes, and
even more so tomorrow@®. Wikipediais also in synch with globdization 200 languayes
represented with much of the content origind to each languaye notsimply trandated. And
WikipediaPlike Google, and blogs and open source software Bopeates in synch with the

rhythm of theweb, incorporating new information continuousy in real time, 24/7.

Thislast pointisimportant, andis pat of amuch larger story. | can only summarize.
The Ohdf-lifeQof adtive information has been getting shorter and shorter dueprimarily to the
sheer rate of information generation. There is more and more to process, but not more hours
in theday, and not more raw individud brain power to apply. So we graze, or we gulp, and
then we moveon. Thehdf-lifeisalso shrinking dueto thevery naure of electronic
technology which makes QverwriteOso easy and natural. We are all becoming addicted to the
QefreshObutton. Documents of every kind Dcertainly in my experience in busness and
govenment Dare being revised continuousy until the moment they become virtudly oblete.
And as the shdf-life of any particular information produd gets shorter Pwhether it@ an e-mail
or apostion pgpe Bfewer resources of time and money can beputinto itscreation. The

ubiquitousdeck of bullet pointsistheiconic example.
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Theresult is adunmbing down of written communication. We can decry it Band| dob
butit reflects a probably necessary trade-off in favour of easier and quicker absorption,

unfortunaely at the expense of nuance andrigor.

This has profoundimplicationsfor how goodis Qood enoughQvhen it comes to
authorntative information. Wherelives or fortunes depend onit, complete accuracy still
matters as much as ever. But for mog everything else, thetradeoff pointis movingtoward

faster, not deeper.

Thisisacontext in which massively distributed collaboration systems like Wikipedia

excel. Buttheadvocates of MDC claim more, and bdieve tha it can be both faster and

degper.

They may have apoint based ontheold adagetha two heads are better than oneband
thousndsor millionsof headsare incomparably better. Thisthesis has been developed in
fascinaing detail by James Surowiecki in his recent book, TheWisdomof Crowds Itisalso
thevalidaing bdief of the open source software movement, summed up in the motto BGiven

enougheyeballs, all bugsare shallow. [7]

Maybe Butin the case of specialized subjects where qudity criteriaare more
judgemental (unlike software bugg, or where relevant expertise is spread very thinly, the
QrowdOis unlikely to be sufficiently wise. So there will always be a secure nichefor
expertisein thetraditiond sense. Indeed, that conviction led Wikipedia@ co-founde, Larry
Sange, to leave wha he had created out of despar over thehodility toward expert authority

tha dominates Wikipedian corporate culture. Sange is now creating a new on-line authority,

13



Digital Universe, tha seeksto provide both expertly-created as well as collaboratively-

developeal content. [§]

We should stay tuned, because the puzzle tha theLarry Sange's of thisworld are
trying to solve goesto theheart of the chdlengefacing research libraries. Tha chdlengeisto
evaluate and integrate very different methodsof ascertaining intellectud authonty Branging
from the continuousy-flowing, collaboratively-determined QruthOof Wikipediaanditsilk, to

thetimeless records of solitary genius

The Infosphere as Ecosystem

Thisleadsto my find point. We should bethinking of theinfogphee as an ecosystem
where different GpeciesOare adapted to specific niches. Google, for example, ddivers
fantastic volume but the measure of relevance is still pretty crude Blogsgive you an up-to-
the-minute read onwha@ hot Wikipedia provides a great first cut at coheently organized
material plusagoodset of relevant links Butif reliability isacritical objective, then sources
like Britannica, or research joumds, or origind documents become progressively more

important.

1t@ horses for courses. There will never beonesite to fit all, a point that is glaringly
obviousbuttoo often overlooked by the partisansof this source or tha. So therelevant task is
to eduaate theusers of information Dand we al are users Bas to wha isrightfor what
purpos. Information, and theknowledgetha can flow fromit, is more than ever thelifeblood

of our econorny and culture, so we mug all become far more sophisticated consumers of it.
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It seems obviousto methat libraries and librariansshould naurally bein thevanguad
of this required movement. In thewordsof James O@onnel whose book, Avatars of the
Word, anticipated several of thethemes| have emphasized today: OE thevalueof the
[library] will lie in the sophistication, versatility, and power of itsindexing and searching
capabilities.O We still need Dmore than ever in fact Dthelibrary as awell-ordered inditution,
in contrast to theinfochaosontheweb. For as O@onndl wisely obsrves: GEone of themogt
valuable fundionsof thetraditiond library has notbeen itsindusgvity butits exclugvity, its

discerning judgement that keeps out as many things as it keepsin.O

S0, at theend of theday, thesodal web and thelibrary of thefuture are destined to be
complements B co-habitants in theinfogphae. But, it follows from the ecosystem metaphor
tha theinfogphere will never bestatic. The speciestha inhabit it will compete and evolve B
some colonizing more and more territory; others retreating into niches for which they are
uniqudy suited Ball adgpting in respong to the surrounding cultural and technological

environment.

It isclear that research libraries mug trangorm themselves to remain relevant and
vibrant elements of theinfogpheae. Butto thrive isnot pre-ordaned and complacency would
bethesurest pah to extinction. Because, as| have argued today, the cultural and
technological environment of theinfogpheae has changed profoundly Band with it, so too has
the nature of intellectud authority and the chdlenge facing those who would be cugodians of

it. . .. A shift in the ecology of knowledgeis uponus

Sour ce Notes
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