Preface

The forms that documentary work assumes are as numerous as the needs
from which they are born.

—Suzanne Briet, What Is Documentation?

Suzanne Briet (1894-1989) was an important European Documentalist, con-
stituting what we may term the second generation of European Documenta-
tion. If the first generation may be thought of in terms of the work of the
founder of European Documentation, Paul Otlet (1868-1944), then the sec-
ond generation might be thought of in terms of the work of Suzanne Briet,
and in particular, her small but important book, What Is Documentation?
What Is Documentation? is a revolutionary book in the field of library studies,
and it goes beyond Otlet’s emphasis on the book as the trope and cornerstone
for documentation. It offers a vision beyond that of libraries and books, see-
ing in documentation an unlimited horizon of physical forms and aesthetic
formats for documents and an unlimited horizon of techniques and tech-
nologies (and of “documentary agencies” employing these) in the service of
multitudes of particular cultures. In these regards, Briet’s manifesto remains a
“necessity for our time.”

European Documentation was an important, but largely forgotten, move-
ment bridging librarianship and what would become information science in
the first half of the twentieth century. Though it was a professional movement,
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in the work of Otlet and Briet it was situated within the pressim_g;1 c,:ilncer;lid?f
its day: internationalization, standardizatioTl, d’ocumentary. (fvert oaf ;li:c\)mrld
nating and encouraging scholarly commumcamon,‘and .not ias o g
peace (in Otlet) and international development (m Brlet.).h 3 eac o their
works, consideration of not only the social or‘d.ers in whic ofcgme ity
takes place, but also the cultural forms and condttrons. for aghency od tScCLilition y
tion, plays a central role. In contrast to the collection %‘(c/ olsdagv r 5115 hion of
European librarianship, particularly before th.e Second or fa ; ; raimd
documentation stressed services to the users within the contexts o 1(:1;1 u .
intellectual expression and of social development. In contrast 1;0 i rantz;rfusz
on both sides of the Atlantic, documentation e:.'ncouraged and oresaw iy
of new technologies and new media in the delivery ancfl producnondof ini ots
mation and knowledge. It emphasized the multiple physical fo::mE1 an horn;ar‘
of documents and the importance of interlink.ing’ thos¢ forms throug {ntc; i
mediary representations. In both Otlet’s and Briet’s vyorks ther;1 is nctljt }?;dye he
embracing of new technologies, but also the celebtamon‘ of -SUT 3 anh ¢ desi
to see the merging of human techniques and technologie.s in argir ar na:;l nd,
Allied with, but going beyond, American Documentation on the Bne Hallen:
and beyond American special librarianship on ti'.le other, Europek:’an cz;;t;d 7
tation saw the integration of technology and technique (both may ci ]tc'en thz
the French word technique) within social development and»cuitura forms ii the
way forward. For all these reasons, European DOFUI‘HEDtathﬂ rem.alnz ;:lltjo o
sentially a modernist phenomenon, one whose importance clor;mm;t.ionahza‘
day, as we are still concerned with problems of documentary in emdocumen‘
tion, standardization, technological and documentalry convelzrgen?e; o
tary overload, scholarly communication, and the mtegratlorll od e b res:
culture, and society across the globe. All those who have wort] el :}111 A .pim’
ent translation and accompanying materials in this book ha‘\fe fe 1t ecllt i 1& ™
perative that Suzanne Briet’s small book—really, a professional and cultu
manifesto—be made available to readers of English. ‘ )
Briet’s What Is Documentation? originally appgared in 1951 1from a ;ma}ll :
professional press, EDIT (Editions Documen.taxres Indgstr(liel e(s) etni Se; v
niques), which was a publishing arm of the Union Prang,a}lse es brgaout "
de Documentation (UFOD), of which Briet was a foundlrg mem e;ire ‘o
_negotiations between the now defunct UFQD’and the. f}{lﬁer:’i o
tional des Arts et Métiers (CNAM) clza(tine Bru;t s educz;tlogad:::su :n 1:: lon for
entation, the Institut national des techniques de -
?IONCL'}HE)), which still exists today and is located in CNAMd ?rlfts bo(gcl;zg:
peared in a small printing and it sometimes ree-lds as 1-f it h;: i:t i pzothe ad
ing. Further, the printing is rather rough at points, with the chart a
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of the first chapter, in particular, being difficult to read because of awkward
typographical alignments.

The book begins with the problem of defining documentation, which Brict
does, as she explains, with the help of linguists and philosophers. Here, in the
first of the three chapters (“A Technique of Intellectual Wor "), Briet develops
her notions of the concept and profession of documentation. Briet vie
sses the needs of contemporary

culture at large and, most importantly, the needs of individual cultures of sci-
entific disciplines and scholarly production, for the rapid and efficient delivery
of documents toward scientific (and scholarly) advancement. In this latter role,
the documentalist is attuned to particular cultures of research and production
and to “prospecting” at the edge of and beyond those cultures for the benefit of
researchers. What is important are the social networks and cultural forms that
construct the meaning and value of documents. Within these networks and
forms the documentalist locates—“orients”—him- or hetself, though also in re-
lation to neighboring networks and forms and in attunement to the demands of
culture as a whole at a given time. The second chapter, “A Distinct Profession,”
lays out the professional specificity of documentation, particularly in regard to
the traditional European librarianship of Briet’s day, and it specifies the partic-
ular technologies and educational requirements that are needed in order ro pro-
duce documentalists. For Briet, documentation surpasses librarianship by its at-
tention to multiple forms and formats for documents and by a widened array of
techniques to handle these. Documentary forms are becoming increasingly frag-
mentary, in contrast to the previous historical dominance of the book, and they
are becoming recombined through standardized intermediaries. What is also
striking—and of special importance for us, today—in this chapter is Briets
statement at one point that documentary forms are increasingly taking the
shape of “substitutes for lived experiences”—that is, representational forms that
assume the illusion of lived experience itself (film, photographs, etc.—echoing,
but extending, earlier commentary in the twentieth century by Walter Ben-
jamin and many others) and that these are being increasingly coordinated by
abstract, standardized techniques toward a “collectivization of knowledge and
ideas.” These two aspects of documentary technique have, as Briet notes, con-
sequences not only for professionals, but also for society at large. The last chap-
ter, “A Necessity for Our Time,” sums up the first two chapters and expands on
the importance of documentation to society and culture in terms of interna-
tional cooperation, emphasizing the work of the United Nations and UNESCO
as important leadership organizations in world development. For Briet, docu-

mentation follows in the “wake” of the United Nations vessel, bringing devel-
opment across the globe.
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Professional activities, for Briet, can only be viable given an understand-
ing of social and cultural space—and “culture” must be understood not just
in terms of the sociology of production within individual scientific and schol-
arly disciplines, but also in regard to larger cultural, social, and historical
horizons within which these disciplines, as well as documentation, may find
or imagine itself. What Briet identifies as the failures of librarianship (and
which her work in founding the reference room at the Bibliothéque na-
tionale worked against) lies in its professional negligence for proactive en-
gagement with, and on behalf of, these different cultures. For Briet, docu-
mentation is not only “dynamic,” but it is also a dynamism of “prospection”
(“research,” or literally as our translation has rendered it, “prospecting”).
Documentation, as Briet puts it elsewhere, must be like the “dog on the
hunt,” sniffing out new knowledge within and at the boundaries of estab-
lished networks, resources, and materials, especially in fast-moving fields of
research. And in doing so, it not only acknowledges, but also fits with, the
new “rhythms” of production made possible by technology, which Briet un-
derstands as efficient and expansive,

These and other theoretical observations regarding documentation’s rela-
tion to culture make Briet’s book of value not only to Library and Informa-
tion Studies, but also to cultural studies, rhetoric, and science and technol-
ogy studies. The rhetorical and theoretical brilliance that characterize Briet’s
book have, perhaps, never been replicated in library and information publi-
cations and have rarely been seen in professional texts of any type. Not
again—until Actor Network Theory at the end of the twentieth century—
would a social network account of technical production, and specifically,
documentary production, be articulated. Briet's comprehension of the inte-
gration of technology and technique, of machines and culture, is something
that we still strive to understand in both Library and Information Studies and
in science and technology studies. In terms of education and scholarship,
there remains a large gulf between prescriptive, professional education and
the study of larger cultural concerns, traditionally engaged in the liberal arts.
Briet, however, points to the necessity of understanding and taking measure
of the cultural categories, the historical lineages, and the social forces that
produce, support, and continue a profession. She demands that documental-
ists be proficient in two foreign languages, that they consider the position of
their work within a cultural specialty and within culture and society as a
whole, that their orientation and specialized vocabularies originate from the
cultural specialization which they serve, and that they see documents as as-
suming varieties of physical forms and formats. Briet believes that documen-
talists have as part of their mandate exploring at, and beyond, the boundaries
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of their cultural specialization. In these assertions, she chal
tion of library and information professionals in her day and in our own

Thus, Briet’s hook points in many directions: it advocates on behalf c;f Eu-
ropean documentation against the traditional boundaries and fo.ci of librari-
a'nship and the education of library professionals, it engages in cultural analy-
sis and critique, and it marks and foresees the transition from the culture Zn‘
the book to the culture of documents in multiple forms and formats. It a "
pears to simply be a professional manifesto, but it is so much more aﬁd it[:i’s
worth repeated readings for its complexity and subtlety. ’
portant book of the past, but it is also an important boo
the future,

lenges the educa-

It is not only an im-
k for the present and

Ronald E. Day




