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AN
The Cultural Legacy of
the "Modern Library”
for the Future

Francis Miksa

This ALISE conference focuses on the
institutional cultures in which library
and information science (LIS) educa-
tion finds itself. Most of the presenta-
tions  will  identify  significant
contemporary cultures in which LIS
education finds itself—cultures resi-
dent in society at large and cultures
more specific to the university environ-
ment—and some will suggest strategies
for LIS education to follow in order to
operate successfully within those cul-
tures.

My contribution will differ in fo-
cusing on the cultural desiderata (some
might say the cultural baggage) that our
own field brings to this contemporary
scene. More specifically, I will focus on
our general idea of the library. In my
own view, the concept we have of the
library—be it a fully rationalized matter
or only a set of unexamined assump-
tions—is enormously important in how
LIS education functions because it is
ultimately at the center of how we jus-
tify our existence.

What I intend to do here is to sug-
gest a “long view” of the library that
will allow a thoughtful basis for dis-
cussing present changes taking place in
the LIS field and in LIS education. I
will, accordingly, first propose looking
at the library in society as an era-spe-
cific phenomenon and then discuss the
library that we know, the modern Ii-

brary, in the same way, as an era-spe-
cific phenomenon, including the idea of
the library that it replaced. Next, I will
look at three principal aspects of the
modern library that are now being chal-
lenged by present circumstances. I will,
afterward, suggest how certain factors
among present circumstances provide a
basis for a new library era that appears
to be emerging. Finally, I will dwell on
factors that LIS education must con-
sider in order to accommodate this new
expression of the library.

The Library as an Era-Specific
Phenomenon

I use the phrase “modern library” to
refer to a social organization that came
into being in the last two or three dec-
ades of the nineteenth century and that
is with us today. In short, I use the
phrase to refer to a social phenomenon
that is only a little more than a century
and a quarter old rather than to the
library over all historical time. It is true,
of course, that library historians typi-
cally assume a continuity in the history
of libraries that goes back much further
than a century or so (some going back to
Mesopotamian civilization). And it is
also true that there are features of the
library that have remained similar
throughout its long history. For exam-
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ple, all such manifestations of what we
call the library have had collections of
information-bearing entities of one kind
or another, and all of them have had
caretakers that from our modern per-
spective we prefer to call librarians.
Many also have had devices that we call
catalogs, provisions for “borrowing” or
using information-bearing entities on-
site, and so on. But the fact is that what
we call the library has never been as
cohesive a phenomenon as this picture
suggests.

I suspect that were we able to jump
back in time to any but the most recent
manifestations of the library—for exam-
ple, to libraries before 1850 or so—the
further back we traveled the more un-
comfortable we would find ourselves in
calling what we found at any one point
a library. Our discomfort would arise
from using the modern library as a
standard for measuring libraries of the
past. I do not simply mean discomfort
with the infrastructure of the library,
although that would be a factor. Rather,
I mean discomfort in terms of “subjec-
tive” differences—for example, that
such agencies would not have the “feel”
of the modern library, that they would
not go about their business in the same
way, that they would not have the same
sense of goals.

In reality, what we insist on calling
the “library” has always been an expres-
sion of the specific cultural and societal
contexts in which it has been found.
These various contexts have in turn
shaped the library’s internal organiza-
tional attributes and its outward socie-
tal relationships. It is for this reason
that I prefer to think of the library his-

torically as era specific—that is, as a
product of cultural and societal con-
texts and arrangements in different pe-
riods that have produced expressions of
the library appropriate for the contexts
in which it was found. Here, I use the
term “era” not to refer to the contexts
themselves, but rather to the predomi-
nant patterns of library organization
and practice that have arisen in re-
sponse to such outward cultural and
societal contexts. In short, I use the
phrase to indicate library eras them-
selves.

In this respect, library eras do not
necessarily match their cultural and so-
cietal contexts in a one-to-one corre-
spondence. Rather, they have tended to
overlap their cultural and societal con-
texts so that one particular expression
or era of the library tends to be carried
over to a different cultural and societal
context only to be changed by that new
context into a different expression of
the library. The new context acting on
an older expression of the library pro-
duces a new library era, sometimes with
only minor changes, at other times with
radical changes. This appears to be
what produced the modern library, and
it appears to be at the heart of changes
the modern library is now undergoing.

The Modern Library as
Era Specific

The modern library began in a burst of
extraordinary activity from the 1850s to
the 1870s, and since then its develop-
ment has been the object of multiple
attempts at refinement on that basic
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structure. A relatively simple diagram
(see figure 1) will serve to illustrate the
radical nature of the change.

Here, the manifestation of the “li-
brary” prior to the 1870s is represented
by a horizontal line and is labeled “The
Earlier Library.” The curving line that
begins below that line with dashes for
its “roots” and that proceeds up and
over the horizontal line represents the
modern library as we know it. So pow-
erful was this new form and sense of the
library that most earlier versions of
what was called the library either went
out of existence, moved well into the
overall background, or changed into the
new kind of library, the now-normative
modern library.

What Did the Modern
Library Replace?

It will be useful to ask what this new
version of the library born in the late
nineteenth century replaced. Some in-
sight into this question can be gained in
remarks made by Charles A. Cutter, one

of the great pioneers of the modern li-
brary, in an article entitled “Library De-
velopment,” which he contributed to an
end-of-the-century review in 1901.
Cutter compared libraries at the begin-
ning of the nineteenth century with the
library scene as the twentieth century
was about to begin. He covered such
standard topics as the relative sizes of
libraries in the two periods, what kinds
of books they tended to have in their
collections, and other similar matters.
But, significantly, he also attempted to
characterize who founded libraries,
who funded them, and what kinds of
clientele they tended to serve. He con-
cluded that libraries had undergone a
massive shift from being essentially pri-
vate organizations to being essentially
public organizations.

Now, Cutter’s conclusion is part of
the catechism of the modern library. But
when one looks at his conclusion
closely, a more profound insight will
emerge with respect to the idea of a
library.

To begin with, we must understand
that for Cutter the phrase “public li-

The Earlier Library

The “Modern Library”

»

Figure 1. The Beginning of the Modern Library
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brary” did not refer merely to one type
of library among four major types (i.e.,
academic, school, special, and “public”
libraries).?! Rather, the term “public li-
brary” was his way of characterizing
how libraries were now functioning in
society.

The opposite of the public library
for Cutter was the private library. But,
here again, the private library was like-
wise not merely a kind of library—for
example, the library of a wealthy indi-
vidual—although he included such or-
ganizations in the phrase. Instead, the
phrase “private library” represented li-
brary agencies that by their very nature
were closed to all but a prescribed set of
users, the prescription being set by the
founders of the library, usually in over-
tones of ownership and specific user
goals.

A “public library,” therefore, was
one that functioned with an essential
openness to the entire public. The spe-
cial hallmark of this new library envi-
ronment of openness was the way it was
funded and organized. It was not the
province of particular “owners” (even
where owners were a group) who
matched the library’s stock of books
with their own needs and desires (even
where the needs and desires were for a
designated group of users). Rather, it
was a socially funded agency that built
book collections and organized itself
with society’s larger needs in mind. In
sum, Cutter saw in the modern library a
shift from agencies with essentially
constricted or closed goals, based on
private or controlled ownership and
private funding, to agencies with essen-
tially open goals, based on public own-
ership, control, and funding. Libraries
had shifted from being private spaces to
being public spaces.?

Now, even thi§ observation may
seem pedestrian, but its pedestrian
quality begins to dissipate when one
identifies what problem this new kind

of library, this modern library, this open
social agency funded by the govern-
ment, was attempting to solve. In short,

hat was the difficulty for which it was
such a grand conception and solution?

To answer this question we must go
back much further in time to the begin-
ning of what is generally considered
modern history, the period of the Ren-
aissance and, more specifically, to the
beginning of printing.

The invention of printing in the fif-
teenth century represents a distinct
shift in the creation, organization, and
delivery of information in civilization
in the West. Information creation, or-
ganization, and delivery in society has
always been an economic and political
matter, at least since the Middle Ages,
and when printing began, this same re-
ality applied. Manuscript reproduction
in the late medieval period (beginning
of the late 1400s) was a large industry
(relative to the times), creating products
not only for scholarly work but also for
business purposes.®> Within that con-
text, printing represented a new tech-
nology and industry that tapped into
what was already by the mid-1400s an
established market. The products of the
industry—at first printed books and
business documents and, as the decades
went by, an increasing variety of other
kinds of information-bearing entities—
were unique. They were relatively easy
to create, and through the technology of
making multiple copies they had the
spectacular, even profound, effect of in-
dividualizing the wuse of recorded
knowledge in a way not realized pre-
viously.

As spectacular and profound as this
effect of printing was, however, the
printed book also brought with it two
significant problems. Although ulti-
mately cheaper by far than handwritten
manuscripts, printed products were
still too expensive for most individuals
to collect in large numbers, and they
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were also too expensive and difficult to
store, at least in anything approaching
the totals available and useful for par-
ticular information needs. In sum, as
excellent an invention as they were, and
with value (in terms of the knowledge
they contained) growing enormously
throughout the Renaissance and Euro-
pean Enlightenment, creating a library
of printed products remained outside
the means of most people.

Libraries were created in response
to the invention of printing, but they
were created chiefly by collectors. Who
were these collectors? Who could accu-
mulate collections that could be em-
ployed in large and sufficient numbers?
That seems obvious. They consisted of
individuals and groups of individuals
who could afford to do so. In actuality,
the model for the library following this
most wonderful innovation was the pri-
vate library already described. There
were no “public” libraries for people to
use. One could not simply walk in off
the street and use one of these libraries.
In order to use most libraries, one had
to be certified by the owner or owners
of what were essentially private or
closed agencies.

None of this means that there were
not dreams of a more open kind of li-
brary nor attenipts to create something
of that sort. There were even alterna-
tives to such agencies, for example, the
encyclopedia movement, which was,
from this perspective, an attempt to-en-
capsulate human knowledge in librar-
ies “writ small” in order to get
knowledge to the people. Likewise, the
growth of the publishing industry in the
nineteenth century, aimed as it was at
the common reader, can be viewed as an
attempt to do the same thing.> And, of
course, there were many experiments in
making collections available to more
broadly defined but, nevertheless, spe-
cially denominated groups of people—
social libraries of one form or another.

Ultimately, four hundred years
were to pass (1450s to 1850s) before a
solution was devised that would make
large numbers and varieties of printed
products available to many individuals.
The solution was the modern library,
the library as a social organization
funded by the government, especially
the local government, and organized as
an essentially open agency with respect
to those who could use it and in terms
of the nature of its collections. The shift
in the idea of a library was from an
essentially private-space organization
to a public-space organization. When
one thinks of the modern library in this
way, it is in all respects a profound
solution to a serious problem. Further,
when one combines the solution with
the driving force of a Melvil Dewey, for
whom no such agency was viable if it
did not combine with its operations a
serious commitment to efficiency, the
nature of the solution is even more spec-
tacular.

The modern library viewed as a so-
lution to a social problem has not been
without its own problems. But such
problems as it has had seem like only a
small price to pay for the enormous suc-
cess of the solution.

The Modern Library and the
Emerging Library

We have all grown up with the modern
library. In fact, our experience with the
modern library is so thoroughgoing that
it is difficult to conceive of the library’s
being anything but the modern library.
However, changes appear to be taking
place at the present time with respect to
the modern library that are very much
like those that brought about the mod-
ern library in the first place. These
changes may be illustrated in the same
way we illustrated the shift that took
place in the last century, only in this
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case with a different set of names (see
figure 2).

Here, we observe that new roots
have been growing that appear to give
every promise of changing what is now
considered the modern library in the
same way that earlier libraries were for-
ever changed by the innovations of the
1870s. In this case, new roots include
the rise of new information technolo-
gies—computers, computer software,
modern telecommunications, the Net,
etc.—and also the rise of a growing
number of sister information fields with
names such as data processing, manage-
ment information systems, information
resources systems, computer science,
information science, artificial intelli-
gence, multimedia, informatics, and the
like.

The most obvious result of the
changing environment is that the mod-
ern library has been overtaken by enor-
mous expansion of the information
services fields and occupations. The ex-
pansion has been so spectacular, in fact,
and so fast, especially since World War
11, that the portion of the total informa-
tion services “pie” occupied by the
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modern library is now much smaller
than previously. Further, the modern
library’s portion of the information
., Bervices pie appears to be in for even
more shrinkage as the years go by.®
This shrinkage—or, as some might
say, this loss of market share—is the
reason for some to question almost im-
mediately the viability of the modern
library. The implication behind this
conclusion is, of course, that without
the modern library there is no library.
But this conclusion is nonsensical. It
would be the same as if, from the point
of view of the early 1870s, one were to
conclude that without the closed, lim-
ited-access, privately funded library of
the times, there could be no library. And
we all know that did not occur. Instead,
what occurred was the transformation
of the idea of the library common to an
earlier period into the modern library.
I'suggest that what is occurring now
is a similar shift. The modern library is
changing, changing so dynamically, in
fact, that we are witnessing a new ap-
proach to the library emerging, a new
library era. If this is true, however, into
what is it changing? And will the

The Modern Library .-~

<1990s
RN

The Emerging Library

x

Figure 2. The Emerging Library
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change be so thoroughgoing as to end
the modern library in the same way that
the modern library ended the earlier
library that preceded it?

It would be difficult at best to de-
scribe something that has not fully
taken place. At the same time it is in-
structive to attempt to identify those
essential elements of the modern library
that are being challenged by the new
roots that are now appearing and that
hold some promise to produce a new
library era. In my view, there are at least
three basic aspects of the modern li-
brary that our contemporary situation is
challenging. These are:

1. how we view the idea of the library
as a social institution,

2. how we view the target populations
that the library is to serve, and

3. how we view the idea of library
funding.

The Library as a Social Instifution

Early in this century, the library field
ideologically adopted the social organ-
izational structure that came into exist-
ence with the modern library, not only
as an expedient but even as a normative
solution to selecting, collecting, organ-
izing, and delivering for wide social use
the predominant form of information of
the times—information-bearing entities
that are print based. Beginning in the
1930s at the University of Chicago
Graduate Library School, this social or-
ganization was made the basis for a re-
search paradigm in which the social
organization called the library was
equated with the idea of a social insti-
tution and, as such, was viewed as the
basic phenomenon of our field for in-
vestigation.” The rationale for the para-
digm was that the library ensured the
survival of a society by having become
the chief agency to make information
easily accessible to the society’s mem-

bers. The importance of the idea of the
library organization as a social institu-
tion became so powerful that it also
became a basic tenet of the library field,
the basis for what since that time has
become one of the field’s common as-
sumptions, that the modern library in
and of itself, the library as a social or-
ganization, is the field’s most signifi-
cant cultural legacy to society.

We should be quick to remind our-
selves that the modern library upon
which this idea was based has func-
tioned in a grand way for a century and
a quarter. Who could have thought up
any better mechanism? Further, the evo-
lution of this approach to getting infor-
mation to the people was really quite
natural. Librarians essentially took the
private library idea from earlier times
and adapted it to a public form with an
extraordinary dose of efficiency.

The chief problem with this point
of view is that it does not fare well in
the light of the expansion of the infor-
mation services pie already noted. If the
chief contribution of the modern library
is the social organization it created, and
there are now a growing number of
fields and information services that
have crowded that social organization
into a proportionally smaller part of the
whole information services scene, then
we might well conclude that despite
having been a good thing, the social
institution our field bequeathed to soci-
ety will in the end have been relatively
short-lived and at best only a modestly
significant legacy.

The foregoing is not the only ap-
proach one might take to identifying the
social institution that constitutes the
modern library’s chief cultural legacy to
society, however. In the foregoing, the
interpretation of a social institution is
focused on a concrete social phenome-
non. However, a social institution may
also represent something more ab-
stract—for example, a social practice or
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even a fundamental idea. In this re-
spect, I submit that the chief social in-
stitution that the modern library has
contributed to society and that consti-
tutes its most enduring cultural legacy
is not the social organization that it cre-
ated, but rather an exceptionally pro-
found and unique idea that in reality
has resided behind the social organiza-
tion—that making available to the
members of a society the widest possi-
ble array of information-bearing enti-
ties and doing so in a value-added but
efficient way with respect to the selec-
tion, organization, and delivery of those
entities, and with respect to aiding in
their use, are absolutely necessary for
the society’s survival; that in this con-
text information accessibility is not
merely a social nicety but constitutes a
right of the members of the society.

It would be facetious to claim, of
course, that the modern library has been
the sole champion of this social institu-
tion, this idea about information acces-
sibility in society. Nevertheless, the
modern library has been an exceedingly
strong and significant voice—in many
respects, perhaps, the strongest and
most significant voice—giving shape to
the idea. It has promoted the idea under
many different guises—for example, in
its early emphasis on reading guidance;
in its long-term partnership with public
education; in its critical role in the rise
of the modern university; in its support
and its advocacy of the social better-
ment goals of the country over the past
seventy years and, especially, since the
1960s; and finally in its adoption of new
information technologies.

This list could be lengthened. The
main thing is that the modern library
has not only been a very strong and able
champion of a much more abstract
sense of a social institution than merely
that ofa concrete form of a social organi-
zation, but that the means by which this
goal is accomplished are not absolutely

necessary to its success. The means
might well change in many, if not most,
of their particulars, in fact. However,

sych changes ultimately matter little,
‘because it is the idea itself that is the

social institution bequeathed to society,
not the social organization employed to
achieve it. As long as that idea remains,
the legacy is intact.

The Normative Target Public
of a Library

The second aspect of the modern library
being challenged by the growth of new
contemporary roots is the way the mod-
ern library generally views its target cli-
entele—the public it aims to serve. In
this respect, the normative target public
of the modern library has always been a
heterogeneous or amorphous group, a
relatively differentiated mass of peo-
ple.®

In the very broadest setting—a
town or city library—this public in-
cludes both sexes, all ages, all educa-
tional backgrounds, all races, and all or
nearly all information needs. In other
settings the public served is more or less
constrained by considerations of a pri-
mary public in contrast to an all-inclu-
sive public. For example, academic
libraries constrain their target user
populations by focusing on the needs of
their parent institutions, city library
branches by focusing on one or more
ethnic or local populations, special li-
braries by focusing on the members and
needs of the particular organizations to
which they belong. Even with such con-
straints, however, the target population
being served is commonly heterogene-
ous in terms of the number and kinds of
persons and needs being served. And, in
fact, only after such a population has
been identified can steps ordinarily be
taken to shape the library’s work in
terms of smaller subgroups or individu-
als within it. However, even if such
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steps are taken, they will always be lim-
ited when balanced against the needs of
the entire target public served.

There would appear to be little
mystery why the modern library aimed
at a heterogeneous target public.
Clearly, doing so represented an econ-
omy of scale, and this constituted an
important element of its success. The
earlier library that the modern library
replaced, an essentially private social
organization, arose principally as an ex-
pression of the needs of primarily small
and specifically defined user popula-
tions—in short, in relationship to rela-
tively homogeneous rather than
heterogeneous user populations. Par-
ticular books were acquired because the
individuals for whom or by whom a
library was begun wanted them. Access
mechanisms could remain relatively
static because their users had become
personally familiar with them and this
was all that was therefore needed for
successful access.?

A private-space approach of this
kind was limiting, of course, if one’s
purpose was to serve the entire popula-
tion of towns and cities or entire popu-
lations of students and faculty in an
educational institution and in either
case to meet a wide array of information
needs. It would simply not have been
possible to make different collections or
different access mechanisms for so
many smaller groups. The modern li-
brary, in solving the problem of soci-
ety’s general information access needs,
aimed instead at this broader goal and
in so doing adopted the norm of hetero-
geneous populations as a necessity. It is
in this respect that the early goal of the
American Library Association is espe-
cially meaningful—“the best reading
for the largest number at the least cost.”

In many respects, approaching tar-
get populations in this general way was
a stroke of genius. Given the vision of
the movement to serve all the people

(potentially, at least) and the complica-
tions and expense of collecting rela-
tively bulky materials and making them
accessible, what better solution could
have been devised? Certainly, ap-
proaching the matter in this collective
way, when combined with a strong reli-
ance on efficiency, fit well into an
emerging modern industrial society
where collective solutions undergirded
by efficiency were a growing practice.
And, certainly, this approach also fit in
well with twentieth-century economic
ideas of the library as a justified public
good based on the economic idea of
“jointness of consumption.”10

The chief problem with this aspect
of the modern library is that it sets up
nearly impossible demands on bibliog-
raphic control goals, procedures, and
mechanisms. It does this by creating a
tension between actual, individual us-
ers, or relatively small, homogeneous
user populations, and what must of ne-
cessity be a hypothesized “general pub-
lic,” a heterogeneous target public that
each particular library must serve. In
fact, the history of the modern library is
peppered with instances of conflicts
based on this tension. For example, col-
lection building and management must
of necessity begin with a hypothesized
general or average or typical user who
represents the heterogeneous whole,
with adjustments made only in retro-
spect for the needs of individuals or for
specially denominated subgroups. In
this respect, appeals to user fees for
special services or to demand-generated
acquisitions or to the use of individual-
ized information ombudsmen have pro-
voked strong objections as being
contrary to good library practice.!?

This conflict also occurs when
creating access mechanisms and, espe-
cially, when creating access mecha-
nisms that make category searching
possible. The phrase “category search-
ing” refers to any search for a potential
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group of information-bearing entities
based on one or more attributes or char-
acteristics the entities have in common.
The most common types of attributes
used for such searches are, of course,
subject or topical categories, although
category searches can actually be based
on any attributes held in common by
different items—for example, on the
names of persons as authors, genres,
formats, and so on. Category searches
are made possible by creating classifica-
tory systems of one kind or another.
Any history of creating category ac-
cess mechanisms over the past century
or so is actually an accounting of the
struggles over what and whose catego-
ries should be basic to such classifica-
tory systems. Early on, the solution
seemed simple. Differentiation among
users was minimal, and classification-
ists assumed that there was one true
classificatory structure of subject cate-
gories that could be determined (with
enough effort) and that all users could
or should learn to use. After the turn of
the twentieth century, when librarians
increasingly began to realize that user
differences have a profound effect on
such systems, efforts were made to align
category access mechanisms more pre-
cisely with users’ needs. At first users
were correlated with particular sizes or
types of libraries. Then efforts shifted to
identifying specialist kinds of users.
More recently, modern information-re-
trieval systems have been designed to
be responsive to the questions of indi-
viduals, or at least to the questions of
cohesive groups of users in common
topical domains. Some of the latter ef-
forts have yielded highly specialized
informatics systems. Almost all recent
efforts recognize that category access,
like information seeking in general, is
ultimately and intensely personal and
that information access mechanisms
must be based on the needs of individu-
als or at least on the needs of highly
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cohesive target user populations if they
are to be effective.
This conclusion is, unfortunately,
7 directly opposed to the target user
population norm of the modern li-
brary—the relatively large, differenti-
ated target population. Of course, one
might attempt to serve the needs of in-
dividuals and of highly cohesive user
populations along with the needs of the
larger differentiated user population.
But doing so is very expensive, and in
the contest for funds, the needs of the
large differentiated groups have almost
invariably been put first. The oddity of
this entire course of action is, however,
that the large heterogeneous target
population is necessarily a hypothetical
construct, one that does not easily lend
itself to reality checks.

The Funding of the Modern Library

The third important aspect of the mod-
ern library being challenged by the
growth of new contemporary roots is
the way the modern library is funded.
The norm for the modern library is that
it should or must be funded by the gov-
ernment.

From the very beginning of the
modern library era, the only way that
library pioneers and spokespersons
could envision the library as a social
organization functioning in terms of
needed funding, clout, and social ap-
proval was by means of government
support. The government in this ap-
proach was, at first, merely the local
government with approval from state
legislatures. During this century it has
also come to include national and state
governments.

The reasons why this approach to
funding was adopted from the start are
diverse. There is every indication, for
example, that this approach coincided
with the growth of the post-Civil War
social reform movement in the United

P T I



110 Journal of Education for Library and Information Science

States. This movement was based on a
hopeful and positive attitude about the
role of government in promoting and
supporting social institutions that en-
sured the stability and viability of the
state. And there is also some evidence
that this approach arose in response to
democratic ideals in which the citi-
zenry as taxpayers was viewed as par-
ticipating in its society’s efforts to
achieve a lofty goal.'? The most obvious
reason for this approach, however,
seems to have been the purely practical
one that the government was the only
reliable source that could afford to do
so. It seemed an appropriate source as
well, for when the costs of the library
were spread out among the taxpayers,
the cost per person was relatively small.

Regardless of the specific reasons
for adopting this funding approach, it
not only became normative for the mod-
ern library right from the start, but has
become a pervasive factor ever since.
Given approximately 120,000 libraries
of all kinds, today it would not be unre-
alistic to estimate that 90 percent of
them, possibly even more, are sup-
ported primarily from government
funds of one kind or another. Here
again, we might well repeat the words
said of the other two aspects of the mod-
ern library: Who could have devised
anything better under the circum-
stances?

The chief problem with this aspect
of the modern library in the present day
is that libraries have become more ex-
pensive than even governments can af-
ford, especially in the face of competing
social programs such as police protec-
tion and public education. Growing ex-
pense has occurred not simply because
of enormous increases in the kinds and
numbers of information-bearing enti-
ties available and because of the ex-
pense of new forms of access, although
these have been factors. Growing ex-
pense has become the case because the

modern library has increasingly at-
tempted to fulfill two conflicting goals.
On the one hand it has held rigorously
to following its original norm of serving
heterogeneous general target popula-
tions. On the other hand it has increas-
ingly attempted to serve the information
needs of individuals or of smaller cohe-
sive target populations. In short, as the
modern library has begun to take to
heart the actual social institution it has
promoted—that value-added informa-
tion access to the people is necessary for
a society—it has run into the limitations
of the norm for doing so, which is basic
to its own nature as a library era.

Some will conclude, of course, that
this turn of events was implicit in the
modern library from the start and that
its mission must necessarily be to con-
tinue what it has been doing with even
greater efforts. But I am not sanguine
about this possibility. The growing shift
in the United States to even greater ra-
cial, ethnic, political, and religious di-
versity makes it increasingly difficult to
identify any hypothesized target popu-
lation with respect to collections, serv-
ices, and access for a heterogeneous
user population, a norm at the very
heart of the modern library ideal. The
alternative to a general target popula-
tion is to serve each identified group
and, to the extent possible, each indi-
vidual equally and specially. But the
alternative is plainly too expensive and
too disruptive to pursue. It is too expen-
sive because of the cost of acquiring
information-bearing entities and creat-
ing access mechanisms for so many dif-
ferent individual needs. And it is too
disruptive because at the heart of the
increasing diversity of the nation is the
reality that for various political, relig-
ious, or philosophical reasons the infor-
mation goals of some groups and
individuals include the need to sup-
press the information goals and needs
of others.
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The Challenge of a New
Environment

The modern library and LIS education,
which is the child of the modern library,
now face the challenge of a new envi-
ronment, a new environment that is
itself a product of new roots appear-
ing—new information technologies,
new information professions, and new
information services. To me, the chief
issue is not to devise strategies that the
modern library and LIS education can
use to preserve themselves against such
change, as if they were some sort of
sacred cows that must continue in their
original forms at all costs. Rather, it is
to identify the significant aspects of the
new environment that give the most
promise for assisting in the creation of
a new library era, for assisting in the
transformation of the modern library
into a new expression of the library in
society.

The first significant aspect of the
new environment that will assist in the
transformation consists of new informa-
tion technologies that are slowly creat-
ing electronic alternatives to printed
information and in so doing are chal-
lenging one of the basic reasons why the
modern library appeared—the impossi-
bility that many individuals could ac-
quire and store large numbers of printed
information-bearing entities.!® Infor-
mation in electronic form and accessi-
ble through networking raises the
distinct possibility that enormous num-
bers of individuals will be able to have
their own libraries. In this scenario, a
library will likely consist of a personal
computer with some electronic (and, for
a long time, some paper) documents
stored locally and hundreds, perhaps
even thousands, of others accessible
through links on thie Net. Think of it—a
library seemingly contained in a small
box. Further, given this capability to
collect and store electronic informa-

tion, the focus of the collection will also
change because it will be possible to
shape such collections and their access
mechanisms precisely for the needs of
the individual or the cohesive group of
individuals who require them.

Only a little reflection will show
that this new kind of library is not only
a denial of the modern library’s public
space and general target population ori-
entation, but it actually represents
something of a return to the library era
that preceded the modern library, when
a library generally represented the pri-
vate space of an individual or of a small
group. Frankly, this reversion makes
eminent sense to me, for, ultimately, is
not an excellent library one that is as
personal in its selections and access
mechanisms as the personal nature of
the information seeking that prompted
it? In this respect, it seems appropriate
to paraphrase S. R. Ranganathan’s sec-
ond and third laws of library science.
Instead of “Every reader his book” and
“Every book its reader,” new technology
appears to be making possible “Every
reader his library” and “Every library its
reader.”14

I must hasten to add to this picture
that the mere existence of electronic
technology will not by itself accom-
plish the shift to private-space libraries.
If that were the only ingredient re-
quired, one could rightly object to this
scenario by emphasizing that the cost of
electronic information, at least at the
present time, makes collecting it by in-
dividuals just as prohibitive as collect-
ing print products ever was. I would
agree with this observation, but would
add that I suspect the present coéts are
due primarily to present patterns of dis-
semination being tied to a publishing
structure inherited from print culture.
In the latter, a relatively small number
of publishers are gateways for dissemi-
nating information to millions of clients
who desire it. What will also be neces-
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sary for the new situation will be a so-
cial dissemination structure that re-
places the present publishing structure
with one that recognizes the new situ-
ation for what it is—an enfranchise-
ment for all persons who participate in
the networked society to become pub-
lishers. This phenomenon appears to be
what is happening, as we see an expo-
nential increase in computers that are
not merely clients but also servers.
Servers are, in effect, publishers, be-
cause they make information available,
and when they make it available over
the Net, they do not essentially function
differently than a publisher of paper
information products. We may mourn
the loss of the control inherent in print
culture publishing, but I suspect we
will be able to do little about it and may
each have to make our separate peace
with the nature of information in a so-
ciety in which everyone with a com-
puter will have the opportunity to
create, to sell, to give away information.
In that context, there will be ample op-
portunity to collect enormous, dynamic
libraries of information by anyone who
cares to do so and at a cost that is as
reasonable as buying any other widely
disseminated product.

A second significant way that new
growing roots hold significant promise
for an emerging library different from
the modern library has to do with fund-
ing. The modern library has been
funded by government primarily as a
practical matter, as an economy of scale.
However, if the necessity to preserve
the social organization called the mod-
ern library is removed because the
emerging library is becoming once
again the realm of private rather than
public space, what then remains for the
government to fund? Can government
funding be justified for what can no
longer be justified as a public good
based on a doctrine of jointness of con-
sumption?

There is more to the issue than this,
of course. Most complaints that I have
heard about the possible loss of the
modern library as a public space re-
volve around two issues. First, it will
make information access purely an ex-
pression of the commercial sector, with
information being no less commercial
than any other product—with a corre-
sponding loss of “free” access to
information. Second, if information ac-
cessibility does become primarily a
commercial-sector activity, a class of in-
formation deprived, or have-nots, will
arise.

To the first of these two complaints,
I can only say that the idea that publish-
ed information is not commercial is a
very romantic notion that has little re-
ality in fact. Nevertheless, people in the
library field often become upset today
when they see the extent to which the
development of new information tech-
nologies are driven by a profit motive
and, increasingly, as information policy
is debated, the extent to which the de-
velopment of such technologies has be-
come a political matter.

But what is so new about this?
When printing began, it represented
both an economic and political innova-
tion, economic because a profit motive
was basic to it, political because its vi-
ability as an economicreality depended
on an interplay with those who made
political decisions. And for all of the
period since the invention of printing,
the creation and delivery of information
have always been a matter of economics
and markets, and they have always been
a political matter. The only thing differ-
ent over time has been where the charg-
ing mechanism has been plugged in and
where control mechanisms have been
exercised.

Government funding of informa-
tion creation and delivery has been a
successful solution to a problem for the
past 125 years. But one should not
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thereby conclude that it is the only
method of distributing information
equitably and conveniently in society.
If information creation and delivery are

cheap enough, and the controlling po--

litical mechanism works out, there is no
reason why government has to be the
prime mediator of the process. This is
especially the case in a society that is
imbued with the very social institution
that the modern library helped to estab-
lish—that information accessibility is a
necessity and a right to the members of
a society.

As to the complaint that this sce-
nario appears to ensure that some peo-
ple will be forever among the
information dispossessed, I would say
that there is some merit here. However,
one must be careful about what this
actually means. Some people are infor-
mation poor because they do not know
how to be information rich. They are, as
our own field would say, information
illiterate, and their information illiter-
acy is the case despite the presence of
public-space libraries and despite the
formal education they have had. The
solution to their information poverty is
not first of all simply or even to make
large collections of information-bearing
entities available. It is for them to learn
the value of information in their lives.
Only after that, if they remain destitute
of any connection to information prod-
ucts in the coming age, would I foresee
some agency for connecting them to the
Net. Even then, however, I do not see
that this will necessarily require a full-
blown social organization called the
modern library.

One may reasonably conclude that
these two aspects of the contemporary
situation constitute something of the
handwriting on the wall for the modern
library as society’s grand social mecha-
nism for storing and delivering informa-
tion to its citizens. This may not happen
immediately, but in my view it has a

high probability of happening. The
model of the modern library of the past
century and a quarter will not hold, in
other words, because the technology,
economics, and politics of the matter
will find a different route to the same
end. And what appears to have caused
the rise of new information service
fields is just this change going on—the
creation of new paths (which together
might be conceived to be “the” new
path) to achieving that extraordinary so-
cial institution that the modern library
has been so instrumental in establishing
in the first place, that if a society is to
endure, its citizens must absolutely
have access to enormous amounts of
information of all kinds and for all uses.

LIS Education and the
Emerging Library

If we assume that the changes described
here are taking place—that is, the redis-
covery of the library as a private-space
phenomenon and the corresponding de-
cline of the public-space social agency
called the modern library, with its at-
tendant government funding—what
then will become of LIS education?
More specifically, what role might LIS
education play in this transformed idea
of the library? Two general preliminary
points seem relevant to this question.

First, the fact the modern library is
changing into something else does not
imply that there will be no phenome-
non in society called the library, as
some have suggested. It means only that
the expression of what the library is, the
nature of the library era, will chdnge. If
libraries persist, therefore, then it seems
likely that LIS education will persist,
though it too must change to accommo-
date the emerging library.

Second, despite any shift from a
public-space phenomenon to a private-
space phenomenon, the necessity for
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and the core idea of a library will re-
main. This is the case because of the
nature of the “bibliographic universe”
to which a library is related.

The bibliographic universe con-
sists of all information-bearing entities
produced by humankind over all ages—
the total of all texts, graphics, sound
recordings, and the like, of all manu-
scripts, books, microforms, drawings,
music, maps, electronic sources, etc.,
produced since humankind began rep-
resenting its knowledge in some stor-
able form for future wuse. This
accumulated body of information-bear-
ing entities is enormous when its total-
ity is considered. Much of it has been
lost or is considered trivial. Some of it
disappears and then reappears. A con-
siderable amount of it never comes into
general circulation, although the most
important segment of it for the purposes
of information retrieval has come to
general use by means of societal “pub-
lishing” or other accessibility arrange-
ments. Overall, its most important
attributes, besides the enormity of its
numbers, forms, and genre, are that it
has been produced randomly f(i.e.,
chaotically) over time and that it has no
inherent order as a body of entities ex-
cept in relatively small segments of the
whole. +

A library‘is a sense-making and
value-adding process applied to the bib-
liographic universe, an effort to bring
some sort of useful control (i.e., bibliog-
raphic control) to a segment of the
whole. At its core it constitutes a
thoughtfully selected collection from
among all possible information-bearing
entities placed in a rationally organized
space for a designated target user popu-
lation.

Some have suggested that with the
appearance of electronic information-
bearing entities on the Net, the entire
population of such electronic entities
constitutes a library. But this is clearly

a mistake. The totality of electronic
sources merely constitutes an extension
of the bibliographic universe, an exten-
sion that promises only to increase the
size of the whole by orders of magni-
tude. As such, it also constitutes an ex-
tension of the naturally random (i.e.,
chaotic) lack of order in the bibliog-
raphic universe. Neither the entire bib-
liographic universe nor even some
particular kind of information-bearing
entity within it ever becomes totally
organized and accessible as in a single
library.

This axiom is the case not simply
because of the complexity of the bibli-
ographic universe, nor because it is
always expanding through new produc-
tions and the discovery of or placing
into circulation previously devised en-
tities, though these reasons are impor-
tant. Rather, the bibliographic universe
never becomes entirely organized as a
single library because a library, as a ra-
tionally selected and organized space,
has its accessibility constructed on the
basis of targeted user populations, and
no such targeted user population has
need of, or can use with any facility, all
possible entities nor even all poten-
tially relevant entities. Thus, to organ-
ize all of them in a single rational space
would be counterproductive to the
functioning of the whole access mecha-
nism.

In sum, neither the bibliographic
universe as a whole nor some segment
of it, such as all the electronic sources
available through the Net, is or can be a
library. A library is always a specially
selected and organized subset of the
whole aimed at a target user population.
Thus, libraries are as necessary in an
electronic environment, such as the
Net, as they have ever been in a print
environment.®

The emerging library will differ
from the modern library of the past, of
course. It will be in electronic form and
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resident in individual communication
devices. It will be tailored to an individ-
ual or to the needs of small cohesive
groups of individuals. And it will con-
tinue to need such basic functions as
selection, acquisition, organization,
and access mechanisms and services,
just as it always has, although now fit-
ted to the needs of the individual or
small group for whom such a library has
been created.

The library field has gained enor-
mous experience in creating such
mechanisms and in delivering services
related to them, and LIS education has
been the chief agent for training profes-
sionals to do this. It matters little what
names are given to these tasks or to the
persons performing them. Education for
them will remain.

Unfortunately, as a child of the
modern library, current LIS education
embodies the modern library almost
completely in how it presents the idea
of the library, in its curricular content,
and in its research. It does not focus on
how to create and maintain private-
space libraries with respect to the basic
functions already mentioned. Rather, it
focuses on teaching such functions in
terms of the heterogeneous target user
populations characteristic of the mod-
ern library and on how to operate the
bureaucratic social organization called
the modern library, including how to
justify it to funding agencies, with li-
brarianship being an adjunct of this
kind of organizational life. If, however,
LIS education wishes to meet the needs
of the emerging library, it must accom-
modate the idea of the emerging library.

One way to envision what this im-
plies is to indulge in a picture of the
librarian that LIS education will likely
be educating in the coming library era.
In the new library ‘era, it seems likely
that a librarian will function primarily
as an enabler, as a person who can help
others create their own personal-space

libraries, who can help families make
their own family-space library systems
with individual modes for family mem-

pers, or who can help businesses create

any one or more necessary personalized
information systems. To accomplish
this in terms of today’s available tech-
nologies, persons are required who are
able to help individuals set up some-
thing akin to their own home pages (i.e.,
their own access mechanism), who
know enough about the Net and its re-
sources to advise them about where ap-
propriate servers exist with the kinds of
information they would like in their
own libraries, who can advise on the
best costs for sources of information
and on how such library systems might
best be operated to get what is needed
out of them, and so on.

In addition, these “enablers” must
be able to create aliases and other filter-
ing agents sophisticated enough for that
individual or family or group or busi-
ness. One can envision this because the
information industry simply will not be
able to make off-the-shelf applications
that will encompass all of the library-
making skills an individual needs. At
best, it will provide only shell devices
that, in the hands of a skillful manipu-
lator, will be adaptable for making an
individually tailored library.

Finally, given the potential for
every client also to become a server,
enablers must be able to help the own-
ers of libraries to become “publishers,”
those who provide information for oth-
ers as well as acquire it from others.
This by itself will require skills in infor-
mation entity creation and also to vary-
ing degrees in all of the vaTious
financial issues that accompany infor-
mation marketing and selling.

In this picture, the ability to create
personal-space libraries of the kind de-
scribed will be greatly spread about in
society, just as writing spread about in
society beyond the sole province of the
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scribal profession. But writing has been
with us for a long time now, and society
still needs people not only to teach writ-
ing but also in many cases to write for
us. In a similar manner, even though
such library-creating skills will spread
throughout society, so also will spe-
cially educated and skilled people who
can create such libraries not only be
needed but will become very important.

Some may be doubtful of the latter
prognosis, but an anecdote at this point
will illustrate the point. A lobbyist
friend’s main business is working with
state legislators with respect to impend-
ing legislation. The last thing in the
world she wants to do is expend a lot of
time making her computer work the
way she needs it to work—in her words,
to become an expert on mapping and
driving on the information superhigh-
way. Her computer is her right hand.
She word processes with it, she ac-
cesses her organization’s LAN with it,
she accesses materials over the Net from
the state legislature and also from na-
tional databases with it. She would ac-
cess a lot more if she could, but she has
little enough time to learn all that is
necessary to do so and little enough
patience besides, because she also ex-
pends a great deal of time disseminating
information {eo a variety of clients. Be-
ing, therefore, so taken with these ac-
tivities, she has little time to create
mechanisms that would facilitate her
work. In short, as she has often said,
“All T want is to be able to come into my
office and turn on my computer and
have it work right. I do not want to be
its engineer.”

Her situation would be a primary
opportunity for the organization to
which she belongs to have an informa-
tion access enabler of the kind de-
scribed above—someone who knew
enough about political sources of infor-
mation, Net access to them, the needs of
this person’s job, and how to interface

all such factors in her computer so as to
efficiently set up a system just for her
use or for the use of her and other lob-
byists in her organization or for her and
other lobbyists in the legislative area in
which she works. What else would one
call this enabler except a librarian? This
same situation can be extrapolated a
thousand times over as the future un-
folds for other environments, for home
environments, for work environments,
for pleasure environments—all of
which will need “libraries.”

Who will pay for such services?
One can imagine much of it being fee
based, but in no different a manner than
we pay someone to hook up our cable
TV or we pay people to make sure our
furnaces work. Perhaps there will also
be a social component to it—for exam-
ple, acity with a department of informa-
tion consultants whose job it is to do
just this, in the same way a city has
departments of police and fire protec-
tion and offices for this and that. Who
can say for sure? Or, in a different sce-
nario, perhaps there will arise giant in-
formation companies who supply such
services.

It seems obvious that if even some-
thing of what I have just described takes
place, if, in fact, a new form of library
emerges with these characteristics, then
LIS education will have to accommo-
date the change in significant ways. It
strikes me that some of the implications
are plain to see. For one thing, LIS edu-
cation will have to accommodate in its
teaching and research a model of the
library that is not simply a social agency
with large heterogeneous clienteles but
rather, like the emerging library, will
incorporate significant elements of the
library as a personal (i.e., limited and
highly controlled) function of individ-
ual or small-group needs. This will in-
volve altogether new concepts oriented
around the selection, acquisition, and
organization of information and provi-
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sion for services for specific end users—
for example, end-user selection, end-
user catalogs, and end-user classifi-
cation—rather than in terms of large
conglomerations of users. Finally, LIS
education will likewise involve a
highly entrepreneurial approach to the
provision of library services, especially
if the emerging library becomes signifi-
cantly less dependent on public fund-
ing. Given the range of skills needed,
there is every reason to question
whether LIS education will be able in-
dependently to accomplish all that is
needed to accommodate the emerging
library. Fortunately, the very tenor of
many of the developments that have
been taking place in newer information
service areas such as computer science,
management information systems, in-
formation resources management, in-
formatics specialties, and the like have
already focused on some of the skills
needed. In that respect, some kind of
amalgamation involving LIS education
with elements of such other areas might
well be merited. The result might not
ultimately be called LIS education, but
that would seem to represent only a
small loss, given the fact that the work
would remain that of librarianship no
matter what its name, and the motiva-
tion behind it would remain that which
the modern library has so effectively
put forth as its chief cultural legacy—
that information access to the citizens
of any society is both a right and a ne-
cessity if that society seeks to survive
and advance.

Summary

This discussion began by pointing out
that the library appears to exist in terms
of library eras and that the modern li-
brary era began when an earlier private-
space form of the library shifted to an
essentially public-space organization.
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Further, it was asserted that the modern
library now appears to be facing a simi-
lar kind of change in which new roots
are challenging the three most basic as-
pects of the modern library—its view
that its chief cultural legacy lies in the
social organization it created, its adop-
tion of heterogeneous normative target
populations as a basis for its work, and
its dependence on government funding.
Finally, it has been suggested here that
a new library era is upon us in which
information in electronic form is ena-
bling the recovery of a private-space
library ideal and is creating a social
situation in which government funding
may not be normative.

I contend in conclusion that LIS
education must view itself in the light
of this impending change of library eras
when evaluating its cultural contexts.

Notes

1. A public library in the sense that we use
the term today, that is, as one of the four
major library types, was generally called
a town or a city library before 1900.

2. The idea of “space” is used here in a
metaphoric manner, as a realm or locus of
goals, activity, etc., rather than simply as
a physical location, although physical lo-
cation is obviously included in the con-
cept. The same idea is used in Miksa and
Doty (1994) in speaking of the library as
an “organized space.”

3. Almost any basic history of printing—for
example, Steinberg (1974)—focuses espe-
cially on the production of books and pam-
phlets. But business documents were also
an especially important target, a matter
notably portrayed in a graphic manner in
Printing Transforms Knowledge (1986).

4. See Wiegand (1986b) and Davis (1994) for
accounts of alternative kinds of libraries
experimented with before 1850, usually
called “social libraries.” A good general
discussion of the encyclopedia move-
ment apd the most significant ency-
clopedists can be found in Machlup
(1982).
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5.

10.

11.

12.

13.
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Steinberg (1974) provides an account of
the spectacular growth of printing tech-
nology in the nineteenth century, and
Altick (1957) is especially useful for the
development of markets.

. One can gain a good sense of the breadth

of what is here called the “information
services pie” in Machlup (1980), espe-
cially part 3, “Knowledge as a Product.”
A good collection of summaries of aca-
demic allied information fields will be
found in Machlup and Mansfield, eds.
(1983).

. For an in-depth discussion of the details

of the paradigm, see Miksa and Doty
(1994).

. Miksa’s article (1983b), based on a longer

study (Miksa 1983a), traces the way users
have been delineated during the twenti-
eth century mainly in reference to library
catalogs, but with some reflections on
other kinds of access mechanisms.

. One of the important discoveries in sub-

ject access research appears to be that
success in using access mechanisms—for
example, subject heading systems—is di-
rectly proportional to the familiarity of a
user with such a mechanism. Applied
here it means that if a small, cohesive
user population is served well by what by
any other standards is a clunky or cranky
system of any kind, there is no need to
change it. It is, in effect, doing its job.
For a discussion of the phrase “jointness
of consumption,” see Waldhart and
Bellardo. .

Objections to the latter of these was espe-
cially strong in responses to two public
addresses as recorded in Miksa (1987;
1989).

There is a lengthy literature on the social
and political context of the founding of
the modern library. It begins with Ditzion
(1947) and Shera (1949), who offered pro-
gressive views of the matter in the late
1940s, but has been continued by others
such as Harris (1973), Harris and Spiegler
(1974), and Garrison (1979), who have
pointed out motivations related to social
control and restricted views of the role of
women in society. Some further perspec-
tive on the issue may be obtained in
Miksa (1982) and Wiegand (1986a).

1 emphasize “slowly” not because of

14.

15.

some reactionary wish to downplay the
shift taking place, but rather because, re-
gardless of the hype, many developments
must yet be made to realize fully the po-
tential of this new medium—things such
as better electronic reading devices, bet-
ter communication protocols and meth-
ods, much more compact storage, and
social and economic arrangements that
fit the new medium. In other words, our
society remains relatively close to the
beginning of the shift to a new kind of
information, and there is still “a long row
to hoe.” In this respect the development
of new information technologies is much
like the development of printing, only
now, instead of seeing the re-creation of
handwritten information in printed form,
we are witnessing the re-creation of “the
book” (generically speaking) in elec-
tronic form. The earlier period required
about half a century to establish the inno-
vation, another century to create new
forms of the book, especially with the use
of graphics, and also to prompt and ex-
pand into new knowledge areas, and then
another two centuries to develop markets
and additional technology to bring
printed products into a preeminent posi-
tion in society. At the present time, it has
taken nearly four decades to establish the
innovation, and we are presently into the
new form of the product stage, especially
in the form of interactive multimedia and
networking, and who knows how long
the period of market shakedown will
take.

Ranganathan originally published his
five laws in 1931. But they appear in the
front matter of many of his books after
1950, for example, in his Prolegomena
(1967).

Miksa and Doty (1994) provide a useful
discussion of the basic features of a li-
brary imported into an electronic realm.
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