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				Dimorphism as a Metaphor for Information-Seeking Behavior

				By David E. Schmersal, Bridwell Library, Perkins School of Theology, Southern Methodist University

				Abstract Our increasingly hybridized information environment, in which both print and electronic resources are available and offer certain advantages, may be described as “dimorphic,” alluding to the dual modes of sustenance evident among certain semi-nomadic peoples in the Ancient Near East. In this session, Reference and Digi-tal Services Librarian David Schmersal will draw upon amateur inter-est in the Ancient Near East to explain how dimorphic social structure may provide a useful heuristic device or metaphor for understand-ing the information-seeking behavior of students, faculty, and other researchers. Such insight into user behavior may be applied to collec-tion development, instruction sessions, reference interviews, and other crossroads between libraries and our patrons’ information needs.

				Introduction

				Pastoral nomads might seem a most unlikely source of comparison with the information-seeking behavior of students in theological libraries.1 Nomadic pastoralists typically inhabit an environment characterized by scarcity; indeed, this lack of resources is one of the driving forces behind their nomadic existence. They must move from place to place in order to exploit the limited resources of their environment. In contrast, the information environment in which our students are pursuing theological education is characterized by super-abundance. Any student with internet access can obtain within seconds a quantity (if not quality) of information that vastly exceeds the collections of even the most robustly-funded theological library. Further consideration, however, suggests that the comparison is not 
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				entirely without merit. In both cases, the “inhabitants” of the environ-ment must adapt to the environment, and the strategies necessary to adapt to and thrive in an environment of scarcity are remarkably similar to those necessary to adapt to an environment of overabun-dance: maintaining a healthy diet in the midst of a cruise ship’s 24/7 all-you-can-eat buffet can be just as challenging as ensuring adequate sustenance on a wilderness backpacking trip. Both require care-ful planning, flexibility, and discipline. Adopting multiple modes of existence has enabled nomadic peoples to most fully and efficiently exploit the limited resources of their environment. Similarly, theologi-cal students may choose to use both print and electronic resources available in their information environment for various tasks, adapt-ing their mode of research accordingly. This allows them to most fully and efficiently exploit an overabundance of resources within the confines of limited time and attention. Thus, comparing agro-pastoral dimorphic nomadism with the information-seeking behav-iors observed among researchers in theological libraries will enable theological librarians to better understand how students, faculty, and other researchers adapt to our dimorphic information environment and suggest ways we might assist them in doing so. 

					I. Brief overview of agro-pastoral dimorphic nomadism as a strategic response to the physical environment of the Near East/Western Asia 

				The way of life of any group of people is largely determined by their environment.2 This was especially true for the people of the Ancient Near East.3 The Near East, or Western Asia, may be regarded as an environment of extremes, comprising deserts, mountains, and the irrigated valleys of the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers. These latter represent “thin strips of green in an other-wise brown landscape,” though as one scholar notes, “the more arid lands around them are no less significant in subsistence, demographic, or cultural terms.”4 Interspersed between and among the deserts and the irrigated fields was a liminal space which, like an estuary, facilitated a rich intermingling of two ways of life, inhabited by peoples who adopted multiple modes of existence in order to take full advantage of the limited resources available to them.5 Their environment was characterized by “sharp variation in the amount of yearly precipitation” so that “an 
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				economy which relied on agriculture alone would entail unac-ceptable risk,” forcing “close symbiosis between pastoralism and agriculture.”6 Some scholars have used the term “dimorphic” or dimorphic structure to describe this symbiosis between seden-tary agriculture and nomadic or semi-nomadic pastoralism whereby “the two ways of life were combined in a system of polit-ical economy.”7 Two intertwined factors combined to create this dimorphic mode of existence: topology, “the effect of the physical environment” on the history of the region, and the effects of the seasonal migration necessitated by sustaining herds in marginal environments.8 These two factors brought nomadic pastoralists and sedentary populations into close proximity, creating “dimor-phic zones”9 and leading to a kind of “enclosed” or “enclos-ing” nomadism characterized by a “high degree of symbiotic, economic, and political relationship between the nomadic pasto-ralists and the sedentary population.”10

				Such proximity created possibilities not only for exchange (both cultural and economic) but also for conflict.11 This likely is familiar to theological librarians, from the biblical story of Cain and Abel. This story reflects the tensions between seden-tary farmers like Cain and nomadic pastoralists like Abel, which could sometimes lead to violence.12 At the same time, many biblical stories depict pastoral and sedentary peoples not only in close proximity but as members of the same group or family: Cain and Abel are brothers. Lot lives in a city while his cousin Abraham is dwelling in a tent. Indeed, despite presuppositions to the contrary, when Ancient Near Eastern sources are allowed to speak for themselves, “it soon emerges that pastoralism is in no way separate from the urbanized, sedentary world”, but rather the two exist side by side.13 This has led one scholar to assert that rather than thinking of pastoralists and agriculturalists as two distinct groups that came together on occasion due to economic necessity, “we should envisage one entity splitting apart from time to time; or better as a series of single entities diverging and merging in a myriad of combinations over time.”14 Indeed, “the nomad-sedentary continuum is much more complex,” than the typical division into nomad and sedentary, “composed of diverse (and changeable) socioeconomic situations, such as sedentary elements, agro-pastoralists, pastoralists who engage 
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				in occasional dry farming, ‘pure’ pastoral nomads, etc.”15

				Even those groups that might be placed toward the “pure nomadism” end of the spectrum would have required some contact with sedentary populations as outlets for the prod-ucts of their flocks and herds, and this interdependence would have been more, not less, acute in times of economic crisis.16 Thus, maximizing the economic potential of the region required adopting both modes of existence, which may explain the stabil-ity and persistence of symbiotic nomadism in the region—the social structure of the region was (and in some quarters remains) dimorphic because the environment itself is dimor-phic.17 In some cases, this meant that the entirety of a given social group (“tribe”) would spend part of the year engaged in sedentary agriculture and part of the year engaged in mobile pastoralism. In other cases, part of a group would engage in sedentary agriculture or even small-scale industry while part of the same group engaged in mobile pastoralism.18 Yet, beyond the economic value, there was also “the social value of herds, which corresponds to the potential for converting animals and pastoral resources into other cultural forms, including symbols, mate-rials, information, relationships, and capacities—each having importance to herders and often for their neighbors as well.”19 Within such contexts, the expertise of those who knew how to maintain livestock in the midst of drought, “managing animal communities, environment, and spatial and temporal change,” was highly valued, even though the tribal group would also engage in agriculture as conditions allowed, for such “knowl-edge, skills, and cultural traditions compensate for, or even profit from, productive variability.”20

				Agro-pastoral dimorphism may thus be seen as an economic strategy in which a community or society adapted itself to its environment, diversifying its population to take full advantage of every means of communal survival offered by a context with limited resources.21 However, rather than a passive strategy deter-mined by the need to find sufficient fodder for herds of animals, mobile pastoralism may be considered an active strategy. The desire to maintain mobility and autonomy led to the decision to maintain herds as part of an overall strategic response to an envi-ronment characterized by uncertainty, both in natural resources 
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				and politically.22 Retaining “alternative modes of organization” that could be “enacted” under appropriate circumstances offered groups the degree of flexibility necessary to respond to dynamic circumstances, whether climatic or political.23

					II. Brief overview of information-seeking behavior in the dimorphic environment of theological libraries

				To a large extent, the research practices of students, faculty, staff, and other scholars who use theological libraries are a product of their information environment or “epistemological ecology.” In the context of libraries, this information environ-ment may be thought of as “an integrative interface compris-ing all [points of] contact between users and available library resources” whether “human, physical or digital.”24 The library’s information environment is also part of the wider cultural milieu created by society’s adoption of various technologies to create, preserve, use, and gain access to information. On the one hand, religion and theology, like other humanities-related disciplines, continue to place greater emphasis on print. Not only theology faculty, but also students who are “digital natives”, have indicated a preference for reading some kinds of resources, particularly books and textbooks, in print, even if a digital version is available.25 On the other hand, our information environment in theological libraries reflects the wider cultural shift in emphasis toward digital information accessible through information technology and communications networks. Most scholars, including those looking for physical books in our physical libraries, begin their searches for information on the internet, using search engines, databases, the library’s online catalog, or a combination thereof.26 And while many theological students and faculty may express a preference for print books, the same students and faculty prefer to gain access to journal articles electronically.27 The fault line between preference for digital over print lies less along differences in age or genera-tion (though these have been and will continue to be a factor) than along different types of sources employed for different purposes within the overall research process. This suggests that theological libraries will likely continue to comprise both print and electronic resources for some time.28 In other words, our 
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				information environment, like that inhabited by agro-pastoral nomads, is dimorphic, which means that the scholars, faculty, staff, students who inhabit and adapt to our information envi-ronment are also dimorphic, employing different formats for different purposes or to meet different needs. Thus, the central question is not whether students, faculty, staff, and scholars, etc. prefer digital or print, but rather how they use the various types of tools and formats available within their research environ-ment. To discern this, it will be helpful to consider the informa-tion-seeking behavior of students, faculty, and other scholars in theological libraries.29 

				As in other humanities disciplines, the information-seek-ing behavior of researchers in religion and theology may be described as “an idiosyncratic process of constant reading, ‘digging,’ searching, and following leads,” with “citation chas-ing” a commonly used strategy.30 Many have noted that conve-nience plays a significant role in the information-seeking behavior of students.31 While this is a cause of concern to some faculty members, theological faculty members have also cited the convenience of electronic sources as a significant factor in choosing digital over print sources.32 As one faculty member notes, “Journal articles are great to access in pdf-files. I love to simply download them into my research folder without running around in the stacks trying to identity the right volume and then scan or copy them.”33 This suggests that rather than symp-toms of laziness or lack of commitment, behaviors based on convenience or “satisficing” may be means of adapting to an information environment characterized by overabundance and information overload.34 For example, making online avail-ability a criterion when selecting sources may be a strategic way of helping students choose a topic when so many options are available. Information is not scarce; what is scare is time and attention.35 When using the physical or digital library to find sources, patrons are not only “seeking information on X,” but also are evaluating the relative advantages of using a given electronic book or journal article or reference work, versus the print version of the same, versus the fifteen million hits on Google. This may explain, in part, why library patrons some-times seem to be flittering about. As Björneborn observes in his 
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				article on serendipity and user information-seeking behavior, “When users move through an information space they may thus change direction and behaviour several times as their informa-tion needs and interests may develop or get triggered depending on options and affordances encountered on their way through an information space.”36 Within the dimorphic information environment of theological libraries, print and digital spaces and sources offer different “affordances,” or properties, aspects, and “potential utility.”37 Discerning the affordances of print and digital contexts and sources will thus contribute to better under-standing the information-seeking behavior we perceive among students, faculty, and scholars. 

				One notable affordance of the physical library space, and of physical objects housed, used, and made accessible in this space, is their tangibility or tactility. The physical library space also facilitates direct, unmediated, face-to-face interactions between scholars and librarians.38 Moreover, the design of the physical library itself, the “aura” of a formal, quiet space with minimal distractions, is itself an important part of the service we provide.39 There is much to be said for “the beauty, as well as solemnity and sacredness” of the physical books our physi-cal library spaces hold.40 Tactility and presence resonate with deeply-ingrained human needs and have profound theologi-cal associations. This is not to suggest that theological libraries cannot meet the information needs of scholars through digi-tal mediation (as enabled through networked information and communications technologies), but it is important to recognize that there are aspects of the physical library, many with deep spiritual and psychological connections, that cannot be fully replicated in a digital space.41 Browsing, or “semi-directed or semi-structured searching in an area of potential interest,” and serendipity are also widely regarded as advantages that print sources have over digital.42 Or, perhaps a more precise way to say this is that the design features of the physical library that facili-tate browsing and serendipitous discovery are more intuitive, or the habit of using them has thus far been more successfully and deliberately inculcated, than the design features that facilitate browsing and serendipitous discovery in the digital library.43 User education, and improvements in user interfaces such as 
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				a virtual browse feature, may mitigate this discrepancy, but we must nonetheless “be aware that there is a part of the reading world, which relies upon (not just prefers) the ability to orient themselves in the spatial dimensions of books, and specifically libraries.”44 

				At the same time, digital information spaces and electronic resources clearly provide their own affordances or advantages. One commonly cited advantage of digital resources such as e-books is their portability and accessibility. Even those who prefer print appreciate the ubiquitous availability of e-books when a print copy is unavailable, or when they are traveling.45 Thus, one of the strengths of print resources, their tactility and physicality, also highlights some of the advantages of digital and electronic sources, their ubiquity and portability. Digital/elec-tronic resources also have, or at least are perceived to have, the advantages of convenience, ease, and efficiency.46 As one student noted, “Through the digital form, it is easier to search through the several articles to pull out a main thought from a single arti-cle you want to use for your own writing. Searching through the print version of several articles would be more difficult than the ATLA system breaking down the articles by subject.”47 Unlike print texts, digital sources also offer the significant affordance of enabling scholars to copy and paste text from a source into their own documents, facilitating notetaking and accurate quotations, which is especially useful when working with primary sources.48 

				On the other hand, one common concern/complaint about e-resources is that those lacking page numbers can be chal-lenging to cite.49 Others note the inability to easily highlight and annotate digital texts as a disadvantage. However, both have more to do with flaws in a particular interface than with the medium itself. Many digital texts do include page numbers, and OCR-enabled PDFs allow users to search them, take notes, and highlight them “as if they were printed.”50 Indeed, some schol-ars prefer electronic formats and will scan print books to have in PDF format to facilitate searching and reading on a tablet.51 Moreover, as Lincoln observes, limited highlighting and anno-tating functions should not really be regarded as a liability in library e-books, since these are not encouraged behaviors when working with library print books.52
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				The foregoing suggests that “different kinds of tasks will drive different types of behaviors.”53 In other words, the use of a print or digital resource is determined less by an overall prefer-ence for one format over the other than by the utility of one or the other for specific tasks. Electronic sources seem to be more conducive to searching, quick reference, and utilizing greater quantities of shorter sources such as essays, journal articles, articles in subject dictionaries and encyclopedias, and rele-vant portions of commentaries on books of the Bible and other texts.54 Print tools, and the physical library infrastructure built around them, seem preferable for in-depth study, reading longer portions of text, and browsing. Some researchers have noted a correlation between the type of reading and the type of sources. They link “deep reading,” or “reading with the goal of long-term retention of the material” and “perspective-transforming” comprehension, with print media, which “supports navigation, creates a sense of control, and provides tactile experiences.” Conversely, some have suggested that digital texts, which allow for scanning and searching for keywords, are more conducive to “surface reading,” which “seeks task-completion over reten-tion of comprehension.”55 In light of this, one might even suggest that researchers may choose to limit themselves to a print text in order to facilitate deeper, more concentrated reading. Thus, using a print text, rather than gaining access to a digital text on the same device that dings whenever a friend has posted yet another cat video, may itself be thought of as strategy.56 This may be reflected in the fact that researchers seem to prefer print when they seek to ingest the contents of a book (or journal article) for greater understanding. When asked whether he/she is more likely to use the print or digital version of a given source, one student observed:

				It depends on if I want to make notes in the book or not. If I am likely to read the book in depth for a paper and reference it, I would most likely want the book to add my tabs and take notes from the book. If I am just reading the book for an overview of an argument, I am more likely to use an e-book. I think for books, as opposed to articles from journals, the print copy is more valuable than just 
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				an e-book. I have found myself printing out e-books, so I can take my own notes. If I had the print book, I could skip printing out the work and just add my tabs for important points in the book.57

				Information-seeking behavior also seems to be influenced by the stage, quality, and duration of a research project. Students seem to prefer digital resources in the initial stages of a project and when under time constraints, whereas students engaged in long-term or more in-depth projects seem to prefer print.58 As one graduate student related: “I find it most advantageous to use a print version instead of a digital version when I need to utilize the whole scope of the print version in my research. I find it much easier to flip between sections, compare different portions of a text, and take themes or patterns in the text when using the print version.”59

				With changes and improvements in the interfaces, includ-ing the ability to highlight and annotate digital texts, research-ers are becoming more comfortable in using digital sources for deep reading.60 Nonetheless, it is unlikely that digital sources will replace print sources anytime soon. In their 2016 study of students’ information-seeking behavior, Lopatovska and Regalado observed that students use electronic devices not for reading but “for writing, searching, watching videos, making calls, and making photographs of print texts.”61 Thus it would seem that students have adapted to using both print and digital sources for various tasks and information-seeking strategies. As one Perkins graduate student noted, “At times, I have been known to utilize the ebook alongside the print book in order to find information quickly through the search function available on an ebook. This happens most when the print version does not have a very thorough index.”62 Ultimately, we see that physical and digital library spaces, and the physical and digital materials to which they provide access, complement each other.63 We also see that the researchers who use them employ “a variety of deep and surface reading strategies” while “using both print and elec-tronic resources.”64 Thus, “the question is not whether we read better from the print page or screen, but which form of reading is most suitable for the task and text at hand.”65
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					III. Dimorphism as a heuristic image 

				It should now be apparent that, despite obvious differences, agro-pastoral dimorphic nomadism offers a compelling meta-phor or heuristic image for shedding light on information-seeking behaviors evident among researchers in theological libraries. As we have seen, dimorphic nomadism is a means of adapting to a physical environment of scarcity, conducive to both limited agriculture and pastoralism, in order to exploit the limited resources thereof. Nomadism is also a strategy to retain a degree of autonomy and flexibility in the midst of dynamic social and political circumstances. Likewise, the information-seeking behavior of researchers in theological libraries is a way of adapting to a “dimorphic” information environment of over-abundance in which print and digital spaces and resources offer certain affordances, as well as a strategy for dealing with infor-mation overload.66

				Agro-pastoral dimorphic nomads of the Ancient Near East adopted strategies based on “geographic expanse, a prefer-ence for maintaining options (i.e., flexibility), and the articu-lation of movement, scheduling, information gathering, and communication” to adapt to their environment. So our students employ similar strategies—flexibility, “satisficing,” restrict-ing themselves to print or digital for certain tasks or certain points in their research—to adapt to their environment.67 And just as Ancient Near Eastern nomads chose to engage in animal husbandry because it facilitated a more flexible strategic response to their environment, so our students’ information-seeking behavior may be driven less by a preference for print or digital resources than by an overall strategic response to an environment of information overabundance given their scarcity of time and attention. 

					IV. Experts in adapting to changing environment and behavior: the role of theological librarians

				What role might theological librarians play in our dimorphic information environment? Again, our metaphor may prove useful. In his article on alternative complexities among nomads, Honeychurch describes experts among African nomadic tribes 
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				who retain and possess necessary “skills in a range of produc-tive pursuits and the expertise to contextually adjust the degree of investment according to conditions,” making pastoral nomad-ism “an ideal tether for grounding diverse capabilities, skills, and knowledge that make possible multiple options.”68 In our dimorphic information environment, theological librarians similarly offer “skills” and “expertise” in using a variety of print and electronic tools to help researchers “contextually adjust” their research strategies “according to conditions.”69 Our voca-tion offers a unique perspective to discern how certain types of information sources are more conducive to certain informa-tion-seeking behaviors. Thus, the role of theological librarians is less a matter of determining whether students prefer print or digital and acquiring and providing access to such sources than it is discerning which types of resources may be more advanta-geous for which types of tasks and helping students strategically adopt sources accordingly.70 Electronic texts offer the advan-tages of searching and extracting sentences and phrases for the sake of quoting sources, but print books are more conducive for browsing and referring back and forth between sections. Elec-tronic commentaries and journal articles are more convenient, since one can select only the content that is immediately rele-vant, but this comes at the cost of serendipity and context. Print sources are more conducive to tasks that require deep reading and concentration, while electronic sources may be more conve-nient for rapid searching, skimming, and portability. Recogniz-ing the relative strengths and advantages of print and digital sources, and helping the students and scholars who use our libraries recognize how these advantages can facilitate accom-plishing certain tasks, is an essential skill and vital service theo-logical librarians offer as we seek to help our patrons adapt to our dimorphic information environment.
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