
» 6

BROADEning DiSSEMinATiOn 
OF nEW KnOWLEDgE
Scholarly Communications in the 
Digital Millennium
 » Karla hahn, Association of research Libraries (ArL)
 » Thursday, June 11  8:30 a.m.–9:30 a.m.

KArLA hAhN
Association of research Libraries (ArL)
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Cybernetic communication has deeply altered the notion of text 
as well as the way we relate to it, and the three basic elements 
at the foundation of any human exchange, that is the sender, the 
message and the receiver, are naturally implicated in this fun-
damental mutation. The paperless text supposes a re-definition 
of the axis of communication for it implies a new conception 
of both production and diffusion, especially within Academia, 
where a text is never just a text, but represents rather a contribu-
tion to a wider field of research, or a necessary step towards 
graduation or promotion. 

The re-positioning of the sender and the destinatary within 
the academic axis of communication is directly related to the 
nature of the message itself which, by becoming digital, affects 
the conception of information in relation to its reception: as the 
nature of the message has mutated, so have those of the sender 
and the destinatary. 
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Naturally, this new axis of communication is yet still to be fully 
comprehended and assimilated within the pre-existing academ-
ic structure, for it forces us to reconsider many values and 
notions which had been taken for granted before the cybernetic 
revolution. Is an essay in a digital form as valid and legitimate 
as its hard-copy counterpart? Can faculty direct theses and dis-
sertations without taking into account their radically new scale 
of diffusion? Can scholars protect intellectual property when 
projected onto the digital field? 

Within Academia, these questions are not merely cultural, but 
professional as well; hence the need to address them as the digi-
tal revolution is still unfolding. The sender of a scholarly mes-
sage today must conceive his or her endeavor in function of a 
radically different destinatary, and the message itself is directly 
affected by the new quality of this exchange. The former axis 
of scholarly communication, upon which the entire academic 
structure was based, is slowly dissolving into a wide-open digi-
tal axis of exchange, challenging most accepted views in regard 
to scholarly and academic publishing. Some considerations, 
such as those related to university politics or to tenure and pro-
motion, as mundane as they might appear, cannot be neglected 
as we re-define the entire structure of scholarly communication, 
for they play determining roles in the understanding of faculty’s 
reaction when confronted to the inevitable triumph of digital 
diffusion.

The academy is defined by its commitment to the ongoing pro-
duction of new knowledge through research and scholarship. 
Yet, knowledge that is not transmitted, effectively does not exist, 
Dissemination of new knowledge is now far less constrained 
than in the days of paper-based publishing, but the new capabil-
ity brings new responsibility for academic and research insti-
tutions to shape their infrastructure, policies, and cultures to 
ensure the broadest possible dissemination of knowledge now 
and into the future. Not merely traditional forms of scholarly 


