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ABSTRACT: This paper develops an ethical conception of library labor as an intellectual craft that can serve as an alternative to a
deterministic discourse of technological transformation. In this paper, the author proposes a model of librarianship as an intellec-
tual craft that can be used as an “ideal type” in comparison to recent transformations in the practice of librarianship. This paper
then examines the rise of participatory classification in the realm of leisure in user-generated classification schemes (e.g., folkso-
nomies) as a way of examining some of the difficult ethical questions that this ideal of intellectual craft poses when applied to
contemporary conditions. Marx’s concept of surplus value is used to examine how donated labor adds to the general knowledge.
This paper concludes by advocating for the general expansion of leisure coupled with the promotion public institutions that sup-
port the craft of those who organize information in a broadly defined public interest. In an era of dramatic change, such a frame-
work offers a positive ethical account of librarians and information professionals’ labor that is not wholly dependent on a dis-

course of market exchange.
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1.0 Introduction

To state that a “discourse of technological transfor-
mation” has had a profound impact on the ways in
which western capitalist liberal democratic societies
conceptualize workplace activity seems to be so obvi-
ous that it is hardly worth noting. From the pages of
Wired Magazine to bestselling odes about the impact
of the information economy,the narrative of teleo-
logical technological transformation has solidified
into a consistent popular culture trope: technology
and market forces are constantly revolutionizing the
way human societies exist, and, in order to labor in

these societies, social actors must adapt to these
changes, not just to prosper, but in order to simply
survive. The recession that began in 2008 has only
amplified this pervasive sense of precarity. When this
kind of narrative becomes uncoupled from one that
examines the social, economic, and political institu-
tions and the power relationships within a particular
society, social actors have diminished agency to affect
the ways in which technological change is imple-
mented. For those who labor in professions that are
directly involved in the production and dissemination
of new commodities, this can provide them with new
markets for their labor. However, what do these
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transformations entail for those directly involved in
the organization of information in a broadly defined
public interest?

Given that a key historic mission of U.S. library
systems has been to organize and make information
accessible to a multitudinous public for the purposes
of the “common good” in a democratic society, this
narrative can act to limit the discursive terrain upon
which the role of the library and classification is de-
fined. Libraries came into existence in large part due
to the advent of particular technologies, such as mass
printing, during the 19th century. Therefore, techno-
logical transformation is nothing new to information
classifiers. Although a great deal has been written
within the profession about the relevance of libraries
in an era of rapidly changing technologies, little atten-
tion has been paid to the philosophical foundations of
the day-to-day practice of librarianship and its rela-
tionship to this discourse of technological transfor-
mation. In this essay, I argue that the concept of in-
tellectual craft provides librarians with a normative
intellectual ideal that may be used to evaluate and
shape day-to-day practice in the face of technological
and economic transformation. I then examine the rise
of participatory classification in the realm of leisure in
user-generated classification schemes (e.g., folkso-
nomies) as a way of examining some of the difficult
ethical questions that this ideal of intellectual craft
poses when applied to contemporary conditions. I
conclude by advocating for the general expansion of
leisure coupled with an advocacy for public institu-
tions that support the craft of those who organize in-
formation in a broadly defined public interest.

2.0 Librarianship as intellectual craft

For the purposes of the present inquiry, an idealized
conception of librarianship and a classifier’s work ac-
tivity as an intellectual craft is proposed. This concep-
tion involves the relationship of individual librarians
to their understanding of the whole of their particular
institutions, the broader world of information, and
the relationships of the social actors who use knowl-
edge and information. The relation of librarianship
and classification to this practice suggests an en-
deavor with both theoretical and practical dimen-
sions. What follows is simply meant to sketch an out-
line of normative concepts that might constitute a
Weberian “ideal type” of librarianship as an intellec-
tual craft. As with any intellectual exercise, the inten-
tion is the development of a set of analytical tools to
examine social reality. Of course, the characteristics

of this ideal can be contested and scrutinized as so
much abstract conjecture. However, without articu-
lating an idealized conception of librarianship and
classification, the practicing craftperson finds that he
or she is rudderless in the turbulent seas of transfor-
mation; the acquisition of a rudder may not calm
these seas, but, at minimum, it provides direction. Af-
ter all, quixotic goals such as Universal Bibliographic
Control may never be achieved, or even considered
desirable; yet, they provide discussions with an ana-
lytical framework and provoke spirited debate.

The concept of intellectual craft was a key concern
of the pioneering American sociologist C. Wright
Mills. In an appendix to his treatise on the nature of
the social sciences The Sociological Imagination
(1959) and in his examination of the American mid-
dle classes White Collar (1956), Mills outlines what he
sees as the characteristics of intellectual craftsman-
ship. By using the concept of craft, Mills describes
the relationship of the individual intellectual crafts-
person to the specific task of a carrying out a particu-
lar social research project and its relationship to a lar-
ger sense of social science and history. Just as the
craftsperson is aware of the context in which a par-
ticular task is performed in relation to the whole fin-
ished product, as a social scientist, Mills was con-
cerned with the craft of elucidating the relationship
between the biography of the individual and the is-
sues of a larger society. Richard Sennett’s The Crafis-
man (2008) marks another touchstone in a contem-
porary articulation of the ideal of craft. Sennett ar-
gues that specific forms of “bodily practices” that en-
gage both “the head and the hands” are key aspects of
craftwork that has been transformed not only by in-
dustrialization but by the Post-Fordist forms of work
organization that force laborers to constantly retrain
and adapt, thereby disrupting the narrative arc of
numerous work lives. Sennett’s conception of craft is
meant to serve as a corrective to Hannah Arendt’s
system in The Human Condition (1958). Arendt
views labor and work as base animalistic exertions of
the body needed to maintain survival and transform
nature, and she places these types of activities at the
bottom of a hierarchical system that she developed to
analyze human action in the world. For Arendt, ac-
tion, or participation through acting and speaking in
the public sphere, is the highest goal of human devel-
opment. Sennett contends that the ability to crea-
tively apply learned intellectual skill through bodily
practice not only brings satisfaction and pride to a job
well done, but also provides laborers with a narrative
framework to situate themselves within the social
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world in a way that is rare in the turbulent and com-
petitive world of Post-Fordist capitalism; a world in
which market forces demand that the laborer con-
tinually retrain and adapt to short-term and precari-
ous forms of employment.

Mills’s and Sennett’s conceptions of intellectual
craft can be applied to the practice of librarianship
and classification in a robust articulation of informa-
tion organization grounded in intellectual craft.
Firstly, a librarianship driven by an ideal of intellec-
tual craft involves an engagement in the process of
material collection, dissemination, and maintenance.
Intellectual craftspersons working in a library would
have knowledge about incoming material and have a
general sense of the materials contained within the
collection. This would necessitate their participation
in the development of the collection’s content and
time to reassess the use of that collection. This pro-
vides the librarian with a solid understanding of what
is contained within the collection, and its relationship
to the broader world of information. It is through
this process that the individual’s relationship to the
collection becomes less abstract. In a sense, his or her
head and hands become “dirty” through an engage-
ment with the material. Just as a craftsperson creates
the arm of a chair with an understanding of that arm’s
relationship to the rest of the chair, the classifier as an
intellectual craftsperson develops the collection’s
content with an idea of its relationship to the larger
social world.

Secondly, the classifier would have autonomy in
the practice of learned skill, knowledge, and expertise.
Librarianship is a craft that is not learned intuitively,
but through study and an engagement in the philoso-
phy (or philosophies) of the craft. In the 20th cen-
tury, this has taken the form of graduate education.
Whatever form it would take, this would involve a
study of, and a reflection upon, the history of the
preservation and arrangement of information, and an
examination of the ways that information is made ac-
cessible to social subjects. After having spent time
developing these skills, classifiers would then be able
to apply them in their day-to-day activities. The cata-
loger, having spent years perfecting his or her craft,
would be able to reflect upon the ways that users
would search for a particular item. The cataloger
would then be able to apply that understanding to the
task at hand, practicing his or her craft autonomously,
and using his or her judgment. Through this process,
the cataloger will continue to develop this intellectual
understanding of the craft through practice and fur-
ther reflect upon it.

Finally, since an information collection is a social
institution constituted of various laborers, the estab-
lishment of a communicative, participatory structure
that would facilitate the exchange of concepts and ac-
quired skills between workers is essential. Ideally, the
craftsperson freely shares expertise and experience
with others in order to develop a collective under-
standing of the entirety of the craft. In this scenario,
the specialized skills and knowledge of laborers are
freely shared because status is not determined by spe-
cialization. The sharing of knowledge and skill be-
comes a satisfying, productive exchange between
communicative equals. It is in this manner that spe-
cialization is related to the development of craft. It is
not the result of an external imposition; it develops
organically through the interplay of individual experi-
ence and knowledge. In this manner, the specialization
of the individual develops in a way that allows one to
comprehend, manage, and conceptualize the whole
while working on a specific aspect of that entity.

3.0 Beyond craft romanticization

Much of what is currently considered craftwork oc-
curs within the realm of leisure. In the U.S., many
hobbyists spend a great amount of time, labor power,
and money doing things such as building model
trains, knitting sweaters, or working on their old
automobiles. Although it would be far less expensive
to, say, purchase a sweater at Walmart, a significant
number of people spend an enormous amount of free
time and effort knitting a sweater anyway (although
this contemporary craft activity is a miniscule part of
the U.S. economy). Arguably, one of the greatest
achievements of the social democratic welfare state of
the 20th century was that it democratized leisure. The
labor slogan from the late 19th century, “eight hours
for work, eight hours for sleep, and eight hours for
what we will,” exemplifies this spirit. By reducing the
time spent in the wage relation, the working class
could then do other things. The rise of the mass en-
tertainment culture in the early 20th century U.S.
that thinkers such as Horkheimer, Adorno and Noerr
(2002) excoriated helped to occupy this newly found
time outside of waged labor. Although many were ex-
cluded from much of this postwar bounty of leisure
(e.g., African-Americans, women), its sphere was ex-
tended considerably, and leisurely “arts and crafts” ac-
tivities and materials were made more available. In the
1960s, the affluent postwar consumer culture was
criticized for lacking deeper meaning and authenticity
as much as it was for providing material affluence;
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however, the fact that this leisure sphere emerged for
many was a considerable development.

In the U.S., a populist attraction to more localized
forms of market relations has proven to be an attrac-
tive alternative to an impersonal consumer culture for
both the political left and the right. The popularity of
Matthew Crawford’s Shop Class as Soul Craft: An In-
quiry into the Value of Work (2009) exemplifies this
kind of populist celebration of craftwork as an alter-
native to a mass consumer culture. For Crawford, the
application of “the hands” to material through a bod-
ily practice breaks through the abstractions of Post-
Fordist forms of production and gives the laborer a
clear measure of “excellence” in the application of his
or her labor power. In other words, when working as
an electrician, the success of the project is measured
instrumentally (e.g., the lights turn on) whereas of-
fice work is highly abstract and not subject to the
same clear measures of excellence or accomplishment.
Crawford ends with no broad political or social pro-
gram; instead, he wishes to persuade his readers that
craft has a value that many college-educated people
have neglected. Crawford’s analysis is of limited use
when constructing the idea of classification as an in-
tellectual craft. In classification, the measurement of
success or failure is far more abstract than in tradi-
tional handcrafts, and Crawford evinces little interest
in developing an understanding of specific craft ac-
tivities within the context of a larger social whole. In
order to move beyond craft romanticization, we must
examine how the craft impulse in classification mani-
fests itself.

4.0 User-generated classification

The rise of Web 2.0 and user-generated classification
systems, such as folksonomies, poses unique ethical
questions about the practice of classification craft-
work. On the one hand, that so many users are willing
to generate content and intellectual material for free
can be viewed as a direct challenge to craft as practiced
by information professionals. For example, instead of
using a controlled vocabulary and a classification sys-
tems devised by compensated professionals acting in a
broadly defined public interest, the participatory clas-
sifiers freely donate their labor to add value to these
systems. On the other hand, that so many users will-
ingly contribute their leisure time, collective experi-
ence, and expertise to improve access to items
through the act of classification is a potential expres-
sion of intellectual craftwork in that these users create
for the simple purpose of improving the end result.

This situation poses complicated ethical questions for
advocates of librarianship as an intellectual craft.

The development of large libraries in the 19th and
20th centuries was the result of specific technologies
(e.g., mass printing, microfilm) and decisions about
how to best organize this material within a specific
social, economic, and cultural context. As Clay
Shirky (2005) points out in Ontology is Overrated, li-
brary classification systems were designed to best
utilize the “number of books on the shelf.” Shirky
finds that the Web entails a fundamental transforma-
tion in how things are categorized, because, through
the application of new search technologies, the enor-
mous amount of classified material allows even the
worst amateur schemes to become useful. Shirky
(2005) finds that, “combining myriad amateur classi-
fications over time, they (amateur classification
schemes) will come to be more valuable than profes-
sional categorization schemes, particularly with re-
gards to robustness and cost of creation.” In Shirky,
we find the image of the hobbyist donating his or her
leisure time to engage in the craft of classification in
way that threatens to make the professional classifier
and librarian a relic of a bygone era.

Participatory classification systems call upon the
ideal of craft. User-generated classification schemes
thrive through the application of labor-power fre-
quently provided in the realm of leisure and a simple
desire to add use value to the item being classified.
The user-generated classifier is motivated to improve
the content of the item and can use instrumental crite-
ria about the end result (e.g., can more people access
this great picture of Mt. Marcy I found on Flickr?).
Moreover, these classifiers may engage in many of the
elements of intellectual craft: they may examine the
broader world of information, they may apply this
knowledge autonomously, and they may communicate
freely with others interested in the same topic. As
Shirky contends, even the worst and least useful user-
generated classification schemes add value to the item
and thus contribute to the general knowledge. When
hobbyist craftworkers add classification content to an
online space, they add value that can be used in a mul-
titude of ways, even items and spaces that strive to be
non-commercial alternatives create potential value in
that they add to a pool of general knowledge that can
be widely used (e.g., to classify information for use in
the office) in ways which may include the extraction
of surplus value when that knowledge and labor is
eventually converted into a commodity.

Karl Marx’s concept of surplus value is a key tool in
examining the dynamics of how value is created in this
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process. At its most simple, in classic industrial manu-
facturing, Marxian surplus value is created for the
owner of the productive apparatus when the laborer
creates value for capitalists beyond their expenses
(e.g., wages, machinery) in exchange for wages. In the
Grundrisse (1971), Marx predicts that “knowledge and
technological expertise objectified in machines com-
bined with the ‘general intellect” (Peterson 2008, 3)
will produce a situation in which value is no longer
produced solely through the use of labor in manufac-
turing, and commodities will become further
untethered to the specific forms of labor required to
produce them, thereby generalizing these productive
forces throughout society. This creates a problem for
the capitalist in that he or she needs to continually
create surplus value in the production of specific
commodities in order to generate profit, eventually
creating a crisis due to a falling rate of profit that will
spell capitalism’s demise. The precise nature of Marx’s
analysis is debated in a voluminous secondary litera-
ture, but the variety of capitalisms that developed in
the 20th century (e.g., social democracy, neolibralism)
complicate Marx’s teleology greatly. A strain of theory
emerging out of the Italian Autonomia post-Marxist
movement in the 1960s emphasizes this reading of the
Grundrisse as a key to understanding the ability of
capitalism to “deterritorialize” this production of sur-
plus value through adding to the general knowledge
(Peterson, 2008). The idea that surplus value is gener-
alized and created outside of the wage relation pro-
vides an important lens through which to analyze craft
in user-generated classification.

The advocate of an ethical intellectual craft in li-
brarianship and classification is presented with a di-
lemma: to encourage the production of user-generated
classification not only undermines the application of
learned professional expertise, it is also built upon un-
compensated labor. Additionally, user-generated clas-
sification removes the organization of information
from institutions acting in a broadly defined public in-
terest and places it into a far more nebulous market
relationship. However, what classifier or librarian does
not understand the compulsion to apply their under-
standing of a subject matter of their choosing and
consider various ways of approaching the classifica-
tion of items to improve their accessibility? The phi-
losophical foundation of the modern profession in-
volves a deep engagement in these issues. It should
also be noted that librarianship as practiced in the 20th
century did not always exhibit components of intellec-
tual craft. For example, shelf reading may well have
contributed to the individual's knowledge of the

whole information collection, but the work is very
monotonous. If a scanner can generate an instant
snapshot of all of the books on that shelf, why would
anyone argue for the continued practice of shelf read-
ing? To limit these discussions to specific practices
within librarianship is insufficient; the advocate of in-
tellectual craft must confront the larger social world.
If one is to pose the question “How can the practice
of librarianship as an intellectual craft be promoted?”
then difficult questions about the nature of work in
the Post-Fordist US must also be posed.

5.0 Intellectual craft and political economy
of neoliberalism

Neoliberal discourse has created imperatives to con-
adapt,” and “change” that can
easily become untethered to librarianship’s historic
mission and philosophy and to any examination of the
effects such changes might have on the practice of the

»  «

tinually “innovate,

craft. John Buschman (2003) examines a “new public
philosophy” embodied in a neoliberal political project
that seeks to dramatically diminish the role of public
institutions in favor of private institutions engaging in
competitive exchange in an idealized “free market.”
Neoliberal ideologies interpret all human interactions
as embodied in a competitive market exchange, and
they advocate for the privatization of public institu-
tions due to the belief that competitive market rela-
tions always lead to better and more efficient results,
and that free markets are inherently the best arbiter of
value (Harvey, 2005). Within the context of such dis-
course, advocating intellectual craft in professional
practice runs afoul of arguments about the most nar-
rowly efficient modes of organization. As Tony Judt
states in his 2009 polemic “What is Living and What is
Dead in Social Democracy,” “This propensity to avoid
moral considerations, to restrict ourselves to issues of
profit and loss—economic questions in the narrowest
sense—is not an instinctive human condition. It is an
acquired taste.” (2009, 86) The ethical questions posed
by work itself are profound, enduring, and, as Kathi
Weeks (2011) claims, underexamined in contemporary
political theory.

At their least craft-like, classification and library
work can resemble assembly line industrial manufac-
turing in the production of commodities in which the
labor sociologist Harry Braverman found “the labor
process is divorced, so far as possible, from special
knowledge and reduced to simple labor” (1975, 82).
This process is exemplified in the Fordist assembly
line in which every task is reduced to its most simple
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and efficient component. As the specialized knowl-
edge and training needed to manage and assign access
points to information is outsourced, the ability of li-
brarians and classifiers to create access points that are
more reflective of localized knowledge is diminished.
The very idea of craft is diminished in classification,
and the concrete involvement with the information
that the classifier uses on a day-to-day basis is less-
ened. In a Post-Fordist twist, this trend recasts the
public service librarians as “customer service agents™:
laborers with no special knowledge, no solid under-
standing of how the information that they use has
been created, and only a fleeting understanding of
their own library and its place in the larger world of
information.

Although Marxian concepts such as surplus value
are analytically useful, they fail to provide an ethical
account of these issues. Within the context of a li-
brary or information center, the principles guiding in-
tellectual craft could be easily evaluated by the criteria
established earlier in this paper. No library is an island
unto itself, and the ideals of intellectual craft clearly
contradict workplace organization chiefly arranged
around an ethic of absolute market efficiency. We
have seen how user-generated content is created by
harnessing the craft impulse that does not think of ef-
ficiency or the creation of economic value, but simply
wants to add to a social body of knowledge. For pro-
fessional classifiers, it would be all too easy to con-
demn the hobbyist as a threat to their practice of in-
tellectual craft, but such a conflict poses the wrong
ethical questions. Instead, the defense of information
organization in the public interest and a generalized
reduction of working time are the two best, admit-
tedly utopian, tactics for pursuing an agenda of li-
brarianship as an intellectual craft.

On the one hand, the idea that sometimes the
most efficient form of workplace organization is not
always the most beneficial to society is important to
affirm. Libraries embody an egalitarian idea of “in-
formation for all,” and the work of trained, compen-
sated professionals can create dynamic information
systems in which a participatory democracy in classi-
fication is supplemented by professional classifiers
that add value to systems that may not be apparent to
most users in the short term. Libraries are part of a
bigger society, and they must play a role in asserting
that funding public institutions (like libraries) is a key
component of a good, just, and free society, and that
simply relying on a mythical free market will never
guarantee ideally organized systems of information.
Of course, public institutions will never be free of

problems, but they fill crucial gaps in the spaces
which markets fail to address.

Kathi Weeks’ (2011) recent examination of the
work ethic bears mentioning because she advocates
for what, within the midst of the worst recession
since the Great Depression, would seem to be a coun-
terintuitive and utopian argument: a reduction in the
amount of time spent in waged labor coupled with a
guaranteed income. To guarantee more time away
from the wage relation for more people would in-
crease the opportunities for participating in new hob-
byist forms of craft or simply more time with friends
and family. The idea that leisure should be viewed as a
right contrasts with how the work ethic is discussed
in the U.S., but as we have seen in our discussion of
user-generated content, the act of adding to the gen-
eral knowledge and producing value can no longer be
easily separated from the wage relation. As fewer
people are driven by necessity to work more hours in
occupations in which their sense of craft is dimin-
ished they may, or may not, be willing to add their la-
bor and knowledge to the general pool of knowledge.
For information professionals to discourage this
craftwork, or to place themselves in opposition to it,
is neither ethical nor realistic.

6.0 Conclusion

The ideal of intellectual craft in librarianship and clas-
sification is decreased when the individual librarians’
understanding of the world of information is dimin-
ished and their ability to autonomously practice their
craft is encroached upon, and when individual classi-
fiers are prevented from communicatively sharing
their skills. Therefore, the discursive environment of
neoliberalism demonstrates that these changes have
little to do with technology as such, but everything to
do with commonsense notions of technological
change in the societies within which these institutions
exist. Therefore to advocate for a normative ideal of
intellectual craft in libraries necessitates an engage-
ment in the broader world of work, economics, and
public institutions. As social and economic forces
continually transform the ways that libraries are per-
ceived, workplace activity in the libraries of the future
will be tied to the workplace activity of the popula-
tion in general. In this paper, I have argued that, to
encourage an ideal of intellectual craft in classifica-
tion, the importance of public institutions and the
expansion of leisure are keys to extending this ideal as
a professional ethical practice. The dramatic nature of
these technological and economic transformations
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elude easy answers. The idea of intellectual craft pro-
posed in this paper provides information profession-
als with an 1dealized standard with which to evaluate
work activity; hopefully, additional ethical accounts
of these transformations will emerge as these trans-
formative social forces continue reshape professional
practice.
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