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for the iField. Characteristics of the iSchools organization are compared to those delineated by Duffy and Cunningham (1996), and conclu-
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Received and accepted 1 September 2013

1.0 Introduction

dents in 2006 was “to articulate the essence of an ‘infor-
mation school’ and the ‘information field.”” Seven years

Abbott (2001) describes the emergence and evolution of a later, this goal remains elusive. Dillon (2012, 267) writes:
discipline as a gradual process, usually taking three or more

decades to crystalize. According to Bruce (2010, 39) “for Most descriptions of iSchools reference intellectual
more than forty years, the information field has attempted focus on the dynamic interaction of people, infor-
to articulate clear statements of identity, core values, and mation and technology (see e.g, Larsen, 2009 [sic.
distinctive qualities.” At the beginning of the 215t century, a 2010]) with particular emphasis on leveraging the
small group of 14 North American academic information power of technology and information to enhance
programs banded together to form an organization (the human and organizational potential. While there are
iSchools) to promote the information field (iField). The limitations with this operational representation, it is

goal of the first open meeting of iSchool faculty and stu- both sufficiently satisfactory for most people who
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recognize the major impact of IT on all our lives,
and sufficiently open to allow for variation in appli-
cation to any one school .... More importantly, by
placing emphasis on human activities mediated by in-
formation and technology, this articulation shifts the
field’s focus from agencies of collection such as li-
braries or archives, which more typically are invoked
when describing subject coverage in schools of li-
brary and information science, to the contexts in
which people, information and technology interact.

As of July 2013, the iSchools roster included 46 members.
Today, nearly half of the members (21 iSchools) are lo-
cated outside North America. Of the 25 in North Amer-
ica, 18 include mastet’s programs accredited by the Ameri-
can Library Association (ALA). The purpose, subsequent
growth, and internationalization of the iSchool movement
might be described as thizomorphic. This article deploys
Deleuze and Guattari’s metaphor of the rhizome to de-
scribe and analyze recent trends in the development in-
formation education. Characteristics of the iSchools or-
ganization are compared to those delineated by Duffy and
Cunningham (1996), and conclusions are drawn regarding
the applicability of this metaphor to the description of the
future of the iSchools and the advancement of the iField.

1.1 The Rhizome Metaphor

Deleuze and Guattari first introduced the metaphor of
the rhizome in 1976, but it is their use of this concept to
frame the readers’ experiences of Milles Plateans (1980,
English translation: A Thousand Plateans, 1987) that is most
often referenced. This unusual book forefronts multiplic-
ities and allows for non-hierarchical entry and exit points.
“Writing,” Deleuze and Guattari (1987, 4-5) claim, “has
nothing to do with signifying, It has to do with surveying,
mapping, even realms that are yet to come.” They distin-
guish the rhizome from two types of ‘arborescent’” knowl-
edge representation: the root-book and the radicle-system,
which support an essentially monolithic conception of
knowledge transfer. In the case of the root-book, knowl-
edge is unitary and stable; while in the case of the radicle-
system, fragmentation and multifariousness emerge. Nei-
ther was satisfactory for the postmodern project that
Deleuze and Guattari undertook in A Thousand Plateans.
For this purpose they proposed a third system: the rhi-
zome. Deleuze and Guattari (1987, 6-7) write:

A system of this kind could be called a rhizome. A
rhizome as a subterranean stem is absolutely differ-
ent from roots and radicles. Bulbs and tubers are rhi-
zomes. Plants with roots or radicles may be rhizo-
morphic in other respects altogether... . Burrows are

too, in all their functions of shelter, supply, move-
ment, evasion, and breakout. The rhizome itself as-
sumes very diverse forms, from ramified surface ex-
tension in all directions to concretion into bulbs and
tubers... . The rhizome includes the best and the
worst: potato and couchgrass, or the weed.

2.0 Rhizomes in the iField

In this article, we extend the application of the rhizome
metaphor beyond the boundaries of the technical (Moul-
throp 1992; Burnett 1993a and 1993b; Lemke 1993), situ-
ating the analysis in the sociotechnical dimensions of the
vision of the iSchools—in the relationships between peo-
ple, information, and technology. As previous analyses us-
ing the metaphor have demonstrated, Deleuze and Guat-
tari’s rthizome is multi-dimensional: it is multilingual, meta-
political, and sociotechnical. It is therefore an appropriate
analytic tool to use to examine the characteristics of an
organization that explicitly emphasizes “leveraging the
power of technology and information to enhance human
and organizational potential” (Dillon 2012, 267).

2.1 Principles of the Rhizome

A rhizome ceaselessly establishes connections be-
tween semiotic chains, organizations of power, and
circumstances relative to the arts, sciences, and social
struggles. A semiotic chain is like a tuber agglomerat-
ing very diverse acts, not only linguistic, but also per-
ceptive, mimetic, gestural, and cognitive; there is no
language in itself, nor are there any linguistic univer-
sals, only a throng of dialects, patois, slangs, and spe-
cialized languages (Deleuze and Guattari 1987, 7.)

Deleuze and Guattari discuss the rhizome in terms of
principles (connection and heterogeneity, multiplicity, asi-
enifying rupture, cartography, and decalcomania), which
have been explicated by Burnett (1993a and 1993b), Duffy
and Cunningham (1996), and Schuh and Cunningham
(2004), among others. Duffy and Cunningham (1996)
provide accessible descriptions of the characteristics of
the rhizome, which we adopt here to examine whether the
character, growth, and trajectories of the iSchools are rhi-
zomorphic, and if so, what this says about the unfolding
nature of the iField. These characteristics, according to
Duffy and Cunningham (1996, 177) include:

1) Every point can and must be connected with
every other point, raising the possibility of an infi-
nite juxtaposition.

2) There are no fixed points or positions, only con-
nections (relationships).
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3) The structure is dynamic, constantly changing,
such that if a portion of the rhizome is broken off
at any point it could be reconnected at another point,
leaving the original potential for juxtaposition in
place.

4) There is no hierarchy or genealogy contained as
where some points are inevitably superordinate or
prior to others.

5) The rhizome whole has no outside or inside but
is rather an open network that can be connected
with something else in all of its dimensions.

Since in many ways the discussion of the first of these
characteristics—“every point can and must be connected
with every other point, raising the possibility of an infinite
juxtaposition”—is dependent upon (or subsumes) the re-
maining characteristics, we will discuss it last.

2.2 Are there fixed points or positions?

While the iSchools together “share a fundamental interest
in the relationships between information, people, and
technology,” individually “each has its own strengths and
specializations” (http://ischools.org). The nature and di-
rection of the relationships are diverse, often reflecting
the origins of the individual school.

In an article published in the official journal of the As-
sociation for Library and Information Science Education
(ALISE), Journal of Education for Library and Information Sci-
ence, Dillon (2012) suggests that three points distinguish
iSchools from other units with ALLA-accredited master’s
programs: 1) information beyond agencies is the primary
orientation of study; 2) a commitment to multidisciplinar-
ity; and 3) an emphasis on research productivity. While it
is tempting to see these as fixed points or positions, they
are in fact articulated in a particular context and addressed
to those whose primary concern is library and informa-
tion studies (LIS) education, and are therefore relative. As
the origins and emphases of the membership has diversi-
fied from its largely LIS, AL A-accredited roots to include
programs that approach the information field from quite
different disciplinary backgrounds, perspectives, and loca-
tions. Sixteen institutional members come from outside
North America. Seven do not include graduate programs
that prepare students to work in libraries, and most in-
clude programs in one or more area, including: informa-
tion technology, information systems, networks and tele-
communications, and related areas. Although it is reason-
able to assume that none would find Dillon’s three points
antithetical to their missions or goals, their commitment
to each may, and in fact, does vary. The implied juxtaposi-
tion in the Dillon’s first point would most likely not reso-
nate with many that do not include LIS programs.

The otganization’s website (http://ischools.org) de-
scribes it as “a collection of Information Schools dedicated
to advancing the information field,” which “share a fun-
damental interest in the relationships between information,
people, and technology.” Recent research examining co-
citation patterns, thematic maps, and curriculum indicates,
however, that the methods and approaches to the study of
information, people and technology are increasingly diver-
gent (Bonnici et al. 2009; Chen 2009; Chu 2012; Wedge-
worth, 2013). As of July 2013, the 46 iSchools do not ap-
pear to share fixed points or positions common to all; in-
stead they might be said to share a fundamental interest.
This interest enables connections and relationships within
the organization, but does not exclude similar connections
and relationships outside of the organization.

2.3 Is the structure dynamic and constantly changing?

While the fundamental interest in the relationships be-
tween information, people and technology has been con-
stant throughout the history (and pre-history) of the
iSchools organization, criteria for membership (reflected
in Dillon’s (2012) second and third points of distinction)
have become increasingly inclusive over time. As of April
‘not rigid” (http://ischools.
org/about/apply-to-join/). It is expected that applicants

<

2013, the criteria are explicitly

demonstrate substantial sponsored research activity, en-
gagement in the training of future researchers, and com-
mitment to progress in the information field, but how ap-
plicants demonstrate these baseline characteristics is left
undefined. Particularly in the case of international applica-
tions, judgments are to include consideration of norms
and circumstances local to the applicant. Over time the
iSchools’ membership has become increasingly diverse. Its
member programs now span the academic disciplines of
LIS, computer and information science, and information
systems management. While most of the membership
continues to be concentrated in North America, Euro-
pean and Asian membership has grown significantly in re-
cent years. The membership of the iSchool organization is
dynamic and constantly changing.

There have been several accounts of the history of the
iSchools that indicate that the organization grew from in-
formal meetings of a small group of deans of LIS pro-
grams (Larsen 2010). Synergy with other types of infor-
mation programs occurred as this group expanded and
began attending meetings of a group organized by the
Computer Research Association (CRA), now known as
the CRA Deans. The institutional membership of the
iSchools and the CRA Deans continues to ovetlap. A joint
meeting of the deans of the two groups was held at the
2013 iConference.
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During the eatly phase of its development, the iSchool
organization was charged with elitism and exclusivity by
LIS programs that did not meet the membership criteria
(Wallace 2009), but over time the evolution of member-
ship criteria has been accompanied by expansion in the
geographic reach and disciplinary affiliations of a dynamic
and constantly changing membership.

2.4 I there any hierarchy or genealogy that results in some points
being inevitably superordinate or prior to others?

It is important to note at the outset of this discussion of
hierarchy and genealogy, that Deleuze and Guattari (1987)
do not exclude hierarchy or genealogy from the rhizome
metaphor, but instead reject them as structural or generative
models of the rhizome itself. Hierarchy and genealogy can,
and probably always will, exist within the rhizome, where
they function like islands in a sea of infinite connection.

As noted above, the iSchools organization was initially a
relatively small collective of fourteen schools united by the
desire to “establish broad recognition of the iField and its
importance to society” (http://ischools.otg/), and a will-
ingness to make a long-term financial commitment to carry
this forward. According to Bruce (2010), it was first re-
ferred to as the iSchool movement, then the iSchool Pro-
ject. As this rhetorical positioning implies, the organiza-
tional structure was relatively flat and grassroots in its orien-
tation. Officers elected for limited terms on a rotating basis,
with the expectation that everyone would take their turn.

As the iSchool movement gained momentum, the or-
ganization adapted its membership requirements and or-
ganizational structure to include a wider and more diverse
range of programs. For those who wished to be engaged
and involved without a long-term commitment, an annual
membership fee was made available (currently $500 per
year).

The current organizational structure is at once egalitar-
ian and quasi-hierarchical. It combines the collectivist ide-
ology of its founding members with a two-tiered mem-
bership. The inner-circle consists of programs that are
willing to make long-term commitment and contribute fi-
nancially at the higher level. These programs comprise the
governing board, known as the iCaucus. Any qualifying
annual member willing to commit to the higher financial
obligation may apply for standing membership in the
iCaucus. A small number of programs holding annual
memberships are elected by the iCaucus membership to
represent the outer-circle of annual members. These latter
are not required to increase their financial commitment
while they serve on the iCaucus.

In the previous section, we referred to published histo-
ries of the iSchool organization, which document its ge-
nealogy from individual perspectives. Deleuze and Guat-

tari would classify these as potential genealogies, since
they shift and change from individual to individual and
over space and time. It is not surprising that the published
accounts of the genealogy of the iSchools (Bruce 2010;
Larsen 2010; Dillon 2012, etc.) diverge from one anothet,
from the research to date, and from individual partici-
pants’ experience in several respects. While each geneal-
ogy is valid from its own perspective, each differs to some
degree from the others. No one genealogy is inevitably
superordinate or prior to the others. The challenge for the
iSchools is that, while activating potential genealogies and
lines of deterritorialization is essential to engaging interest
and promoting understanding in and about the iField, to
do so is to perpetually risk demolishing the field itself.

2.5 Is there an open network that can be connected with
something else in all of its dimensions?

Cronin (2005), Wallace (2009), Bruce (2010) and Dillon
(2012) frame the iSchools in such a way to distinguish
them from other LIS schools, which would seem to imply
that the organization has an inside and outside, ie., that
those who are not members for whatever reason are exter-
nal to the iSchools and therefore not connected to them.
On the contrary, one might argue that all ALLA-accredited
master’s programs, for example, are related because they
share a set of accreditation standards, whether or not they
share an interest in the relationships between people, in-
formation and technology, are committed to multidiscipli-
narity, or emphasize research productivity. Because 18 of
the iSchools are ALLA-accredited, these are not exclusive
categories—they overlap. Some iSchools do not count an
ALA-accredited master’s program among their offerings;
some ALA-accredited master’s programs are not repre-
sented among the iSchool membership. A third overlap-
ping category extends the size of the rhizome even fur-
ther: as Dillon (2012) suggests, iSchools share a commit-
ment to multidisciplinary work. This commitment con-
nects each iSchool to other units across their campuses
(and potentially, across institutions) that may or may not
share their interest in the relationships between people, in-
formation and technology. Deleuze and Guattari (1987)
call these connections lines of deterritorialization because
they deconstruct the simulation of inside/outside. Given
the ever-expanding nature of these lines of deterritorializa-
tion, the iSchools clearly comprise an open network that
can be connected with something else in all of its dimen-
sions. Everything is not an iSchool, but the open network
structure and collectivist ideology of the iSchools organi-
zation facilitates the potential for its members to be con-
nected in a myriad of ways to things that are not iSchools.
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2.6 Can every point be connected with every other point and must it?

In an open network, every point has the potential to con-
nect to every other point, but as described, this characteris-
tic requires more than the potential for connection; it re-
quires that every point ‘must’ connect to every other point.
To understand the nature of this requirement, it is impor-
tant to clarify Deleuze and Guattari’s principle of asignify-
ing rupture.

Botanical rhizomes, such as crabgrass and kudzu, are
very difficult to kill because their root systems are exten-
sive, invasive, and difficult to terminate. When a root is cut,
new roots sprout behind the cut and extend to fill the
space. At a given moment, a dead patch or gap may appear,
but this will rapidly fill with new growth. Deleuze and
Guattari (1987) name this characteristic the principle of
asignifying rupture. Ruptures can and must occur, but they
are not significant to the rhizome-as-rhizome. The iSchools
organization has already weathered asignifying ruptures in
the form of changes in leadership brought on by promo-
tion, reassignment, retirement, and death. Mergers of
member institutions with other units on campus are an-
other form of asignifying rupture that the organization has
experienced. Other potential ruptures, such as the merger
of two members (e.g, the pending merger of the Univer-
sity of Indiana’s School of Library and Information Sci-
ence with the School of Informatics), withdrawal of a
member institution, closure of a member program, and
changes in curricular orientation or research direction are
also likely to be asignifying so long as the space opened by
these events is filled and the organization continues to
thrive.

At any given moment, a rupture may appear to be sig-
nificant, even though in the long term it will not be. Simi-
latly, the trajectory of growth may be difficult to analyze
based on observation of a moment, since the configura-
tion of the rhizome at that moment may be asignifying,
Bonnici et al. (2009) analyzed a variety of data sources to
determine whether the formation of the iSchools repre-
sented a deliberate split from the discipline of LIS, a con-
flict in approach to traditional LIS education, or an inges-
tion of traditional disciplinary content into a new iField.
While there was some evidence to support a deliberate split
or conflict in approach, most of the evidence pointed to
an ingestion of traditional disciplinary content through the
mechanism Abbott (2001) calls “fractal cycle.” What puz-
zled Bonnici et al. (2009), was that their initial data, repre-
senting the first five years of the iSchools, indicated in-
creased broadening, while Abbott’s fractal cycle operates
through increased specialization. It is important to note
here that that they operationalized the emerging concept
of the iField as a discipline that would merge two prior ar-
eas of study: information science (IS) as constituted in the

discipline of computer science and information science
(CIS), and IS as constituted in LIS. Accordingly, the co-
citation data used in their study was drawn across two indi-
ces: the Web of Science and the Web of Social Science. When
these results were placed in the context of multiple compa-
rable slices of time from 1967 on, it became clear that the
overall trend in the development of the discipline has been
toward specialization. Abbott’s distinction between ‘fractal
distinction’ and ‘fractal distinction in time’ is useful in the
analysis of the appearance of rupture brought forth by the
founding of the iSchools, because it accounts for the dif-
ference between the human experience of time and the a-
chronicity of the rhizome, which in turn makes it possible
to state that in the case of the iSchools-as-rhizome, every
point is connected to every other point and must be.

It is important to note, that the iField as operational-
ized by Bonnici et al. (2009) may not be consistent with
the characteristics of the iField as it emerges. It may ingest
other disciplines that were not included in the study (e.g,
information systems); the two IS disciplines may merge
and then split into different configurations rather than
merging and specializing along a common trajectory; or ir-
reconcilable conflict may develop between the two IS dis-
ciplines and the historical split be reinforced.

One question that emerges is whether the effects of the
rupture surrounding the emergence of the iSchools will
continue along the lines of deterritorialization established
in the discipline(s) of IS (e.g, toward specialization), or if
the rupture signifies a change in direction. If the rupture is
asignifying, the long-term trajectory of the iField will con-
tinue toward increased specialization even as it ingests
other disciplinary content. If the rupture is signifying, the
content of all of the participating disciplines will be pro-
foundly altered, and a unified iField will not emerge.

3.0 Conclusions

As Bruce (2010) suggests, the information field has strug-
gled to define its identity for morte than forty years. This
struggle has manifested itself in a number of polarizations
over time, including content focus (information science v
library science), orientation (discipline v. profession), and
purpose (theory v. practice). Most recently, the struggle has
crystalized around the formation of the iSchools organiza-
tion, and the anticipated consequences of that formation
for adjacent academic units, particularly library and infor-
mation science (LIS) and computer and information sci-
ence (CIS) programs. The founders of the iSchools or-
ganization initiated this most recent phase in the struggle
with the expressed intention of creating a marketable iden-
tity to raise their academic and research profiles nationally
and internationally. The growth of the organization indi-
cates that they have had considerable success in drawing at-
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tention to themselves, but has this brought them any closer
to “articulat[ing] the essence of an ‘information school’
and the “information field” (Bruce 2010, 39)?

Chen (2009) found that, between 2000 and 2007, sev-
eral thematic research topic bursts (e.g.,, peer-to-peer net-
works, routing protocols, web search engines, biomedical
literature) co-existed alongside more traditional library and
information science topic areas, validating Bruce’s assess-
ment that the goal of the first gathering of iSchool faculty
and students in 2006 was ambitious and unattainable, be-
cause it “risks the exclusion of voices, the alienation of
important partners, and the creation of barriers that can
threaten future collaboration” (Bruce 2010, 39).

To attribute the lack of clarity and definition of the
iField solely to the discipline’s immaturity may, therefore,
be to miss the point. If the iField is as rhizomorphic as
the organization that strives to promote it, crystallization
of disciplinary identity may be more harmful than helpful,
since it may represent significant rupture of its rhizomor-
phic characteristics, resulting in stagnation of its dynamic,
open, and interconnected nature. Whether it is that the
iField is still in an eatly stage of crystallization of discipli-
nary identity, or that it is truly rhizomorphic and therefore
dynamic and open, the observable trend toward striving to
find and articulate common ground is likely to continue
unresolved for some time.
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