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“In BiblioTech, John Palfrey sums up the seminal function libraries have played in inspiring and preserving creative thought over the ages. Then, with confident optimism, Palfrey makes it counterintuitively clear that the digital age has expanded the function and energy level of libraries. In a splintered world, these book-centric institutions have also become singularly safe and welcoming tech havens where the public can seek knowledge and gain access to wide-ranging perspectives about events and circumstances, real and fictional. It is the library where the imagination is un-shackled, where the past and present can be civilly probed and the future contemplated, alone or together in community. As a society we shortchange these civilizing institutions at our peril.”


       —Jim Leach, former Chair of the National Endowment for the Humanities


“Whether you think you know a lot about libraries today and in the future—or feel clueless about both issues—you will be enlightened by John Palfrey’s thoughtful, timely, and lucid presentation.”


       —Howard Gardner, Hobbs Professor of Cognition and Education at the Harvard Graduate School of Education


“John Palfrey insightfully charts the information revolution’s path through the world of libraries, where he has been an innovator. We are indeed at an exciting moment.”


       —Tony Marx, President and CEO of the New York Public Library


“BiblioTech is a call to arms to foster democracy by supporting libraries. John Palfrey takes the reader on a library journey from the libraries of antiquity through the Carnegie era and into the digital age and beyond. He challenges all of us to keep the library relevant—as an information resource, cultural archive, a community gathering place, and most powerfully, as a cornerstone of democracy for an informed citizenry.”


       —Amy Ryan, President of the Boston Public Library


“In BiblioTech, John Palfrey challenges the library and archival communities to pursue new strategies to shape, rather than be shaped by, the digital revolution. This is a call to action for these institutions to reinvent themselves to meet the challenges of tomorrow’s world. BiblioTech argues for the creation of a new nostalgia, one that reaffirms the essential role of these institutions in a democratic society—to inform, to engage, and to delight.”


       —David S. Ferriero, Archivist of the United States, former Andrew W. Mellon Director of the New York Public Libraries


“In BiblioTech, John Palfrey offers fresh perspectives and keen insights on the importance of libraries in the digital age. He reaffirms the value of libraries as purveyors of knowledge and information in democracies around the world. Yet, he reminds us that we must leverage our core values and skills as collaborators, networkers, and community builders for libraries to remain relevant. BiblioTech is a call to action for libraries to claim their role as key innovators in learning, addressing digital literacy, and bridging the technology divide in order to thrive in the Age of Google.”


       —Luis Herrera, City Librarian of the San Francisco Public Library


“John Palfrey has crafted a bold new vision and compelling argument for the power and value of public libraries. Perhaps more importantly he warns us of the unfortunate future for free societies if we simply stay the course and don’t ‘create a new nostalgia’ for the digital age. Many speeches have been given and books written on the topic of the ‘future library,’ but this is the finest and most inspiring call to true action I’ve read. BiblioTech should be required reading for not only every librarian, but every library supporter and policymaker.”


       —Deborah L. Jacobs, former City Librarian of the Seattle Public Library


“BiblioTech is a must read for anyone who cares about the future of libraries. John Palfrey has eloquently identified the essential role libraries play in keeping our democracy strong and has clearly articulated the challenges facing libraries today. This is a true wake-up call. We may very well fail our communities and society if we do not invest in library innovation that supports access and preservation of knowledge at scale.”


       —Susan Hildreth, former Director of the Institute of Museum and Library Services


“One of America’s top educators and library leaders makes a passionate argument for why libraries in the digital age are more important than ever to our democracy. In a lucid, conversational style that draws on his unique knowledge and experience, digital library pioneer John Palfrey offers a penetrating analysis of how libraries must transition to a digital, collaborative, and networked future while preserving the best of their traditional physical advantages. An urgent, eloquent call for the public option—indeed, the public obligation!—to step up and manage this historic shift to the digital future so that every member of society has equal access to knowledge and information that is responsibly presented and preserved for the benefit of all.”


       —Doron Weber, Vice President of Programs and Program Director at the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation
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Introduction


FREE TO ALL


—Inscription above the main entrance to the Boston Public Library


IN 1852, JOSHUA Bates wanted to help the city of Boston start the first major public library in the world. Bates, a businessman and civic-minded citizen, had a few conditions in mind. The library, he wrote, ought “to be an ornament to the city.” It should have a capacious reading room, one that could accommodate 100 to 150 readers at a time. And most important, the library was to be “perfectly free to all.” If the trustees of this new institution agreed with the conditions set forth in his letter, Bates was happy to provide $50,000 to buy the books.


With the help of Bates and other donors, the Boston Public Library (BPL) became the first library to allow any citizen of a major city in the United States to borrow books and materials. This idea seems obvious today; in 1852 it was radical. Libraries had existed for thousands of years, of course. Early libraries, such as the Library of Alexandria in present-day Egypt, served very small communities of readers, ordinarily people associated with a monastery or a court. The Bodleian Library at Oxford University opened to scholars in 1602. Private libraries—including the Library Company of Philadelphia, founded by Benjamin Franklin in 1731, and the Boston Athenaeum, founded in 1807 just down the street from the new BPL—allowed the well-to-do to share books with one another. But it was not until the middle of the nineteenth century that a big city opened a library to all its citizens. To commemorate the spirit of this new library, and with a nod to Mr. Bates and his gift, three words were inscribed above the main door to the Boston Public Library’s iconic main building: FREE TO ALL.1


The free municipal public library in America has spread far and wide from its roots in Boston’s Copley Square. Free public libraries cropped up quickly across the young country, from the town of Woburn in the Boston suburbs to small towns in New York State. The plan for the massive New York Public Library, in the heart of Manhattan, came together in 1895. The philanthropist Andrew Carnegie took this idea across the country when he offered to pay for the construction of public libraries in any town that would meet a few conditions. By 1917, Carnegie had promised to build 1,679 libraries in 1,412 towns across America. Carnegie sought to establish town libraries that were free, ubiquitous, and accessible to those who shared his own character traits: industry, ambition, and eagerness to learn.2


Today every major city in the United States and most cities around the world have a public library system devoted to making knowledge broadly accessible. Most other free countries also have extensive public library systems. As in America, public libraries spread across Britain during the middle of the nineteenth century, especially after Parliament passed the Public Libraries Act 1850. (A handful of public libraries had already been established in Europe—including Chetham’s Library in Manchester, England; the Saulieu Library in France; and the Zaluski Library in Warsaw, Poland—several claiming to be the first town to offer a public library.) Travel just about anywhere today and you will see that books, magazines, and DVDs—along with much more—are freely available to anyone with a library card. The town center of nearly every community has a library, with story hours for children, tax forms and voter registration materials for new citizens, and caring librarians who welcome everyone to a safe space on a hot day. In the United States, thousands of these libraries look the same, inspired by the original Carnegie library designs, a comforting fixture of American small-town life.


But in the digital era, the classic public library is long overdue for an update. The original design of libraries—as glorified storehouses for books and manuscripts and pleasant places to read them—no longer suffices. People have many more options today to get access to knowledge. The job of librarians is changing under their feet in this new world.


The Boston Public Library is no different. For starters, the library’s space needs to change. In 1972 the BPL added a new building, designed by famed architect Philip Johnson. At the time the Johnson building was hailed as a triumph of modern design. Today, however, it feels hulking and impersonal, the product of a distant era—one in which library design apparently did not focus much on the experience of human beings. The Johnson building did little to convey the grand and open spirit of the original McKim building, the historic front door to the Boston Public Library. The McKim building evokes awe and wonder as the visitor enters its grand entryway. Inside, the visitor is greeted by John Singer Sargent’s mural sequence: painted over a thirty-year period, Triumph of Religion reaches toward the heavens. To the visitor entering the library from Boylston Street instead of from Copley Square, the entrance to the Johnson building sends quite a different signal—utilitarian, at the most generous.


In 2012 the library’s director, Amy Ryan, and her colleagues Michael Colford, Gina Perille, and Beth Prindle decided to do something about the Johnson building. They set about the business of remaking it by asking Boston residents what they thought needed to change. The response from the public was revealing—and damning. Some people said the Johnson building was so confusing that they “couldn’t find a book to read.” Others reported that the space was not welcoming to young people—the demographic in Boston, as in many communities, most likely to need and use the library. The layout was confusing and disjointed. Spaces devoted to the materials that patrons most wanted to use, and perhaps borrow, were set back too far inside the large building, behind a maze of walls. The message sent by the architecture was not one that Ryan wanted patrons to receive—it did not signal a welcoming and vibrant space. The BPL leaders knew they couldn’t afford to ignore such clear feedback.


Ryan and her team of librarians and architects—this time from William Rawn Associates—came up with an exciting design for a new public library that has galvanized public support. This new design makes the impersonal Johnson building much more inviting and connected to the surrounding community. Floor-to-ceiling windows will transform the space from one with a warehouse feeling to one that draws people into the building from the sidewalk. The BPL’s redesign calls for a teen-friendly digital media lab that will allow young people to read books, do their homework, hang out, and make things. It will also have a space for tween readers who may feel too young to use the teen space. An early childhood center will be stocked with developmentally appropriate toys as well as books, music, and other materials. Fiction, movies, and music will be brought closer to the entryway—historically a cold, empty space—for adult patrons to browse. A coffee cart will attract those in need of a dose of caffeine.


The city threw its weight behind the redesign. Boston’s longtime mayor Thomas Menino pledged that money would be there for the renovation. Sure enough, the city council approved $16 million for the first phase of work. Under equally strong leadership from the next mayor, Marty Walsh, the next $60 million followed in 2014. The city of Boston has rallied around its library and is doubling down as the BPL overhauls itself for a new era.


In addition to the redesign of its main building, the Boston Public Library has been busily remaking its other services. New branches in neighborhoods around the city—another innovation that the BPL brought to the world of libraries—have been added to the system. Through a project called the Digital Commonwealth, the BPL is home to a digitization project that is bringing images, books, maps, and manuscripts to the web from every corner of the state and preserving them for posterity. Photos of small-town high school girls’ basketball teams are now as easily available online as photos of a glamorous professional tennis star who grew up in Boston. These images are now a click away for those looking into the history of gender equity or for the relatives of the high school athletes. A series of local historical maps of Gloucester and of the state of Massachusetts show changes in the fishing industry over time and their effects on the lives of coastal residents. It would have been impossible for any one city or town to bring these digital materials to life; a collaborative effort, led by the BPL and its partners, has created a new library model for the nation, one that combines the physical with the virtual.


The Boston Public Library is a great example of a major modern library embracing its future. Even the BPL’s inspiring efforts are only the beginning of what will be possible when libraries seize the opportunities of the networked digital age. Nevertheless, the BPL’s leaders and all others seeking to reinvent libraries for the future are also working against some powerful headwinds.


LIBRARIES ARE AT risk because we have forgotten how essential they are. In the era of Google and Amazon, those with means can access information with greater ease and speed than ever before. As a consequence, in cities and towns across the world the same debate rages each year when budget time rolls around: What’s the purpose of a library in a digital age? Put more harshly, why should we spend tax dollars, in tough economic times, on a library when our readers can instantly get so much of what they need and want from the Internet? As the bulk of funding for police, fire departments, and schools—all necessary services—has become the responsibility of state and local governments, municipal leaders have been forced to ask a question that library supporters aren’t prepared to answer: are libraries necessary?


We keep having this debate because we have a very simplistic and skewed idea of why libraries matter. For most of us, libraries are good for one thing: getting information. But most information today can be readily accessed in digital form, through computers or smartphones. How many times recently have you had a debate with a friend, only to resolve the dispute within seconds simply by pulling out a mobile device and looking up the answer? Most of the information that we need in our day-to-day lives can now be found in both analog (meaning “physical”) form and digital form. Most of the time, the digital variants can be accessed by anyone, easily and quickly, from anywhere, using a mobile device. Acquiring the physical variants often requires more effort—an actual trip to the library, for instance.


The point is not that books, magazines, and DVDs are dead—far from it. At places such as the redesigned Boston Public Library, popular publications and media materials in physical form circulate rapidly from prominent spaces close to the building’s entrance. The point is that people’s information habits have undergone a sea change—a major shift toward the digital. Libraries are trying to serve a wide range of patrons at many different points along an “adoption curve,” with all-print at one end and all-digital at the other. A related shift is also under way: libraries must increasingly compete with commercial establishments that offer free wireless Internet access and a place to gather, such as Starbucks. In the midst of all this change, libraries of all sizes and types are forced to make the case for their own relevance. The problem is that libraries need to provide both physical materials and spaces as well as state-of-the-art digital access and services.


Our views about what libraries offer are firmly entrenched, which makes the task before library supporters even harder. If most knowledge is accessible in digital formats, on devices that can be carried anywhere, what is the purpose of a traditional library collection of books, journals, magazines, movies, and music? If the Internet is the primary access point for this information, what is the purpose of preserving physical spaces where people can come to find it? If libraries are nothing more than community centers in cities and towns and on college campuses, then what do we need librarians for? Put in negative terms: Are libraries and librarians anachronistic in a digital age? Who, after all, are they serving, and how?


Libraries are more than community centers, just as librarians do more than answer questions you could easily ask Google. From the opening of the BPL, the first public library, to the expansion of public libraries across America through the Carnegie libraries, the library as an institution has been fundamental to the success of our democracy. Libraries provide access to the skills and knowledge necessary to fulfill our roles as active citizens. Libraries also function as essential equalizing institutions in our society. For as long as a library exists in most communities, staffed with trained librarians, it remains true that individuals’ access to our shared culture is not dictated by however much money they have.


For many citizens, libraries are the one place where the information they need to be engaged in civic life is truly available for free, requiring nothing more than the time to walk into a branch. The reading room of a public library is the place where a daily newspaper, a weekly newsmagazine, and a documentary film are all available for free. In many communities, the library’s public lecture room is the only place to hear candidates for office comparing points of view or visiting professors explaining their work on climate change, immigration, or job creation. That same room is often the only place where a child from a family without a lot of money can go to see a dramatic reading or a production of a Shakespeare play. (Another of these simple realities in most communities is that a big part of public librarians’ job is to figure out how to host the community’s homeless in a safe and fair manner.) Democracies can work only if all citizens have equal access to information and culture that can help them make good choices, whether at the voting booth or in other aspects of public life.


Libraries, then, are core democratic institutions today just as they were in the nineteenth century. The knowledge that libraries offer and the help that librarians provide are the lifeblood of an informed and engaged republic. This role for libraries is just as important in big cities like Boston and New York as it is in every small town in every democracy. From the rise of the public library system in late-nineteenth-century America, libraries have been the place where any citizen could go to pursue his or her own interests, free of cost.


The disappearance of libraries as we know them would affect the way our children are educated—for the worse. It would undercut the ability of immigrants to any free country to adjust well to a new system, find jobs, and join the ranks of literate working-class and middle-class citizens. Libraries provide public spaces where people can congregate, share their common cultural and scientific heritage, and create knowledge. Librarians, along with archivists, maintain the historical record of our societies and our lives. By failing to invest in libraries during this time of transition away from the analog and toward the digital, we are putting all these essential functions at risk just when we need them most.


THE PATH FORWARD for libraries and librarians is not mysterious. Visionary leaders like Amy Ryan and her team at the Boston Public Library are charting the way forward. A reinvestment effort by Siobhan Reardon at the Free Library of Philadelphia has resulted in a $25 million grant to reimagine her city’s library. Many other librarians—in school libraries, universities, and special libraries, at technology companies and nonprofits—are likewise showing the way. The key is very simple: to focus on what digital media and the Internet make possible, not on what they undo. This perspective enables library supporters to find and exploit the ways in which the digital and the analog come together, where they reinforce one another. The Internet and digital media are enabling new kinds of services that make a real difference for all library users: for instance, librarians can find, at no cost, interactive materials ranging from original historical documents to the notes from recent city hall meetings. Physical libraries have never been more vital, interesting, useful places. The people who work in libraries are helping other people make sense of the overwhelming mass of information online—and making it immediately relevant to their lives.


We need both physical libraries and digital libraries today. Physical spaces and digital platforms will both play an essential role in providing access to knowledge in democracies around the world in the near future. If we don’t maintain physical libraries, we will lose essential public, intellectual spaces in our communities, places where people can meet face-to-face, and if we don’t build digital libraries connected to them, those physical spaces may become obsolete as big companies such as Google and Amazon increasingly meet our need for knowledge. Physical and digital libraries are interdependent: each can make the other more effective and valuable.


THERE ARE FEW, if any, more diverse communities in the world than the borough of Queens in the city of New York. That diversity is on clear display at its public libraries. At the Forest Hills branch library, you may not be able to find a seat on a Saturday afternoon. Patrons of many races and ages sit elbow to elbow among computer terminals. There are books there, too, on tables and in low bookshelves that line the wall, but the eye doesn’t go to the books in the room. What you can’t help but notice is that most of the patrons are sitting at computers. The place is not quiet either; chatter fills the crowded room. It’s a productive and vibrant sound, not unhappy. The predominant activity most definitely is not looking for and reading books.


The changing atmosphere in libraries, which is not limited to Queens and other big-city environments, does not spell doom for libraries. Public libraries in cities and towns across America, as well as school and university libraries, are changing their spaces and their rules to accommodate shifts in the ways people access and relate to information. Today library spaces are often vibrant—for some, too vibrant—and many libraries are setting records for attendance, circulation of materials, and provision of access to ideas and events.


The need for access to knowledge has never been greater than it is today. Although no one disputes that access to knowledge is a good thing in modern democratic societies, the problem is that access to this knowledge is unevenly distributed. Libraries, and librarians, can be a central part of solving that distribution problem if we support them and push for innovation, instead of more of the same.


THE BOSTON PUBLIC Library and the Queens Borough Library are not outliers, but neither are they the norm. Across America and the world, libraries are in peril. Not every big-city mayor is pledging to “find the money” for a top-to-bottom renovation of historic library buildings. Queens, despite the public demand for its library system, has been among the places hardest hit over the past decade by cuts to its libraries, a leadership scandal, and controversies over spending. Too many mayors and town managers, forced to make hard budget choices, are slashing library budgets to save other essential services.3


Libraries of all kinds are facing budget pressures. Worried about spiraling tuition increases, college presidents are freezing pay in libraries, reducing the rate of new book purchases, and laying off librarians and archivists. Public school libraries are under the greatest budget pressure of all in some parts of the country: they have responded by firing librarians, reducing the number of books they buy, limiting the hours that they are open, and closing school libraries outright. Library buildings are being repurposed as community centers and even bed-and-breakfasts. The important cultural heritage institutions that are keepers of unique records in communities and often partner with libraries—such as archives and local historical societies—are also struggling to keep their doors open. We now run a very high risk of failing to maintain complete historical records, especially those held in digital formats.


While the job of remaking physical libraries is best accomplished one at a time, with a view toward the needs of the particular community, developing digital library platforms ought to be a highly collaborative process. Individual librarians need not work alone to find fresh ways to use new technologies to reinvigorate their library’s services. Large-scale digital initiatives make possible extraordinary new forms of library services. For years librarians have bandied about the possibility of creating a “digital Library of Alexandria.” Today that project is finally under way. With massive digital libraries becoming sources of knowledge, inspiration, and innovation for the global community, the possibilities are breathtaking.


It is unlikely that a single global digital library will emerge. Dozens of governments and groups of librarians are developing national-scale digital library platforms, especially in Europe, East Asia, and the United States. A series of nationally or regionally interconnected digital library platforms will not replace physical libraries but rather will support librarians and open up new opportunities for libraries to focus on the work they do best, without requiring each of them to develop redundant infrastructure and unique collections. Developing digital library platforms is a massive project, and they are taking some time to come to fruition, but one thing is clear: libraries are already innovating in important ways. Our job now as citizens and library patrons is to support them in their efforts so they can fulfill their essential role in our communities. Libraries are well on their way to becoming networked organizations that can thrive in the years to come.


THIS BOOK PROJECT began while I was the director of a library. I was what people in the library business call a “feral”—a nonlibrarian who ends up working in a library. I was a law professor and a director of a research institute, the Berkman Center for Internet and Society at Harvard University. I focused my teaching and writing on the ways in which our use of digital technologies can transform democratic institutions. I have long been fascinated by the changes wrought across our society by our growing use of information technology. My boss at the time, then-dean of Harvard Law School and now a US Supreme Court Justice, Elena Kagan, offered me the job of running the world’s largest academic law library, and I jumped at the chance.


I began my career as a library director by admitting how little I knew about how libraries operate and how much I needed to learn. Over the past decade or so, I’ve read widely in the academic literature about library and information science. More important, I’ve met with many hundreds of people who work in and around libraries and with others who care a lot about libraries too. This book has also been enriched by a series of interviews conducted with some of the most innovative librarians in this country and around the world. I emerged from my experience as a library director with deep respect for librarians—as well as for the “ferals” who work in libraries.


Since 2010, I have also been working, along with many others, to establish a national digital library system for the United States. The Digital Public Library of America, or DPLA, brings together the cultural and scientific heritage of the United States in digital form. It is large-scale, highly distributed, and incredibly ambitious. Collaboratively designing the DPLA took over two years of open meetings and involved thousands of people throughout the country, both in person and online. This book is informed by the years of conversations during the DPLA planning process that ensued when we asked: how do we develop a shared system that enables all of us to benefit from the scale and access that digital technologies make possible but that also retains the local touch and personal connection that have long been the specialty of physical libraries? (As fate would have it, the DPLA’s physical offices are nestled within the BPL’s Johnson building—the same building undergoing a total overhaul.)


Now, at the end of this learning process, I find myself at once excited and worried about the future of the profession and about libraries as institutions. There is so much that libraries and librarians can offer in a digital age; much of it is already a reality, and on the horizon is even more that we cannot envision today. Unfortunately, we tell survey researchers how much we value and love libraries, but we do too little to support them. Libraries are much like the environment in this respect: we say we care deeply about clean air, clean water, and reversing the harm associated with climate change, but we somehow continue to vote for people who do little to carry out our good intentions.


Support for libraries, both financial and otherwise, is crucial during this period of transition from a predominantly analog to a predominantly digital world. All of us, especially nonlibrarians, need to consider the important role of libraries in our lives and in the shared lives of our communities. At the same time, libraries themselves, as institutions, need to take advantage of changes in the digital environment. Though many libraries are making these changes, too many others are not; moreover, some of these changes are not ambitious enough, or they’re poorly coordinated. Some librarians will no doubt chafe at my recommendations, upset that they are not getting enough credit for the change already under way in their institution, whether it’s a library, archive, historical society, or other cultural institution. It may be true that they are not getting enough credit, either here in this book or elsewhere, but my target audience is everyone else—all those who do not work in libraries and who should be taking a greater interest in the fate of these essential knowledge institutions on which we rely more than we seem to realize.


Above all else, this book is a celebration of libraries. I make the case for what libraries can do for people of all ages and from all walks of life, even—and especially—in a digital age. There is much to love about the libraries of the past. With ample reason, most people harbor warm feelings about the libraries they have frequented. But as libraries undergo the necessary changes described here, we should honor, support, cheer, and fund those library leaders who are well ahead of the curve as they continue their excellent work. Other librarians who are deeply unsure of themselves as they adjust to radically different circumstances need our support as well.


Though a celebration of libraries, this book also administers a dose of tough love. With a sensibility primarily focused on possibilities rather than nostalgia, I look ahead to the libraries of the future and propose what may be some uncomfortable changes for current institutions if they are to thrive. But this is by no means a hopeless project. In any conceivable version of the digital future that emerges, both libraries and librarians are absolutely necessary. Libraries must, and can, reinvent themselves as institutions.


As citizens, we need to support our libraries during this transition time by encouraging library reform geared toward meeting the needs of our communities and communities across the world. We also need to be ready to foot the bill for library reform—as private citizens, as institutional leaders, and as taxpayers. Just as it took individuals like Benjamin Franklin and Joshua Bates to pay for the founding of the great libraries in America, we will need a new generation of library philanthropists to step up for the digital age. Philanthropy certainly has a role to play at this time of transition, but ultimately, in every free republic, the state needs to support libraries as an essential public good. In America, that means that the Congress, the state legislatures, and municipal governments should all be stepping up to fund libraries more than they are today. Compared to most other shared public costs, such as education, security, and health care, libraries do not require big money. In relative terms, tiny public investments in libraries go a very long way.


Individual libraries are remaking themselves into collaborative and much better connected organizations, but more librarians need to get involved and collaborate with each other to an extent that was unnecessary in the past. Such collaboration will establish networked digital library systems that can help to meet many of the historic aims of libraries without undercutting the system of writing, publishing, and library support that has served societies well in the analog past. Until then, these vast, expensive, ambitious projects to bring about large-scale digital library systems around the world need to come together. In the United States, the Digital Public Library of America today is up and running, growing quickly, and becoming one of the building blocks in a new world for libraries in a digital age. Similar projects are in the planning or operating stages in countries around the world. There is no reason why these national programs cannot be connected into an international network—a worldwide library platform in the service of the global public.


Libraries are in danger because they are caught between two ideas that are not easily reconciled: on the one hand, the public sentiment that the digital era has made libraries less relevant, and on the other, the growing number of expectations we have for libraries, stemming in no small part from the very digitalization that the public assumes is making them obsolete. These two ideas cannot both be right.


Much turns on how well we manage this transition from an analog to a digital world, and the fate of libraries hangs in the balance. If we do not have libraries, if we lose the notion of free access to most information, the world of the haves and the have-nots will grow further and further apart. Our economy will suffer, and our democracy will be put at unnecessary risk. Everyone has a stake in the future of the libraries, archives, and historical societies that safeguard our culture and inspire our people.




Chapter One
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Crisis


A Perfect Storm


          Libraries are screwed. Libraries are screwed because we are invested in the codex [the traditional book format]. And the codex has become outmoded.


—Eli Neiburger, “A Library Journal/School Library Journal Online Summit,” September 29, 2010


AS A NEWLY appointed library director, I was amazed at the number of times I had the exact same conversation with friends at backyard barbecues and cocktail parties. It went something like this.


       FRIEND: Oh, how interesting, you’re now the director of a library? I thought you were a law professor. You’re not even a librarian.


       ME: Yes, I am very excited about the challenge, and no, I am not trained as a librarian.


       FRIEND: But wait. We don’t really need libraries so much now that we have Google, right?


       ME: No, actually I think we need them more than ever—


       FRIEND (cutting me off): Oh, now I’m getting it. You’re the digital guy, and you’re coming in to get rid of the library, right? Now this all makes sense.


I’d start again with my reply about the growing, not diminishing, importance of libraries, but I’d get nowhere.


People in the United States still have very positive views of libraries, but those views rest too heavily upon a sense of nostalgia. We remember libraries as they were twenty, thirty, fifty years ago, as quiet, inviting places to read and learn. There’s no question that libraries are wonderful, but nostalgia is too thin a reed for librarians to cling to in a time of such transition. Nostalgia can actually be dangerous. For one thing, thinking of libraries as they were ages ago and wanting them to remain the same is the last thing we should want for them. For another, our nostalgic view doesn’t give libraries enough credit. Libraries offer a whole slew of services that we ignore when we just focus on pleasant reading rooms.


The profound threats to libraries today are not merely a result of our own misperceptions but stem from meaningful shifts in society. It sounds like a cliché, but it is worth stating plainly: we live in a time of rapid and transformative changes in the world of publishing, information technologies, and learning. The changes in each of these areas have been brought about by the transition from an analog-based world of atoms to an increasingly digital and highly networked world in which bits play a greater and greater role in virtually every aspect of modern life.


The changes wrought by the digital revolution add up to a perfect storm for libraries and librarians. Every kind of librarian—whether in a public library, a school library, a major research university, or an archive—faces a series of problems that can’t all be solved at once using the resources they have today. This perfect storm is so terrifying because the role that many librarians have seen for themselves historically is not a great fit for the current era. In ages past, librarians saw their job as “collectors” and “keepers” of information. These tasks were easier in the past than they are today because of the relative scarcity in the past of information that was available to be collected, kept, and made accessible.1


For the libraries of antiquity, the amount of recorded information that they could collect was extremely small by comparison to today’s world of information overload. Think of the library at the palace of Ebla, in what is now modern-day Syria. This early library, one of the first on record, operated between about 2600 and 2300 BC. Its collection, among the largest of its era, consisted of about 17,000 tablets. The library’s holdings, essentially archival materials, covered administrative, legal, and commercial topics. The library also held hymnals, dictionaries, and epic narratives. The scale of what could be collected, even by a monarch, was modest. This collection of tablets fit in two rooms of the palace.2


In early libraries, part of the job of librarians was to gain access to other libraries so that they could copy information by hand (or, if necessary, steal it). A primary means of adding to the Library of Alexandria’s collection—much larger than Ebla’s—was by fiat. Any ship that landed in the port of Alexandria had its books confiscated so that they could be copied and then returned. Alexandria’s library wasn’t the only one built this way. Stephen Greenblatt’s best-selling history The Swerve tells the story of a fifteenth-century Italian scholar named Poggio Bracciolini who traveled throughout Europe seeking monasteries that might have hidden treasures that he could somehow spirit back to his native country. The essence of Poggio’s job was to collect recorded knowledge and bring those original copies to another location. The point was to make this information available to be consulted, in person, by scholars and nobles.3


The printing press changed just about everything in publishing, but not all that much in the way libraries operated. Modern libraries continued the tradition of their earlier counterparts in preserving the historical, cultural, and scientific record and making it available to some of the most privileged members of society. Even in the centuries that followed the introduction of the modern printing press, the number of titles printed was still relatively small, and the reading public was limited to the very wealthy or the unusually well educated. Librarians could serve a very useful function by accumulating and cataloging an amount of information that one scholar could get his (almost always a male back then) mind around. These functions were extremely important, but the benefits they offered were far from evenly distributed throughout society.


The mass democratization movement in the nineteenth century changed the field of libraries forever. In Boston the new public library replaced the pay-for-access, Brahmin-dominated Athenaeum as the primary source of recorded information and the keeper of the city’s cultural and historical record. The example of the Boston Public Library was quickly emulated in many other towns and cities, especially elsewhere in the northeastern part of the United States. Henry Hobson Richardson, among the most famous architects of his time, traveled extensively through Europe and brought back designs to New England. A series of iconic libraries designed by Richardson, based on the Episcopal vicarages and other buildings he had loved in Europe, would spring up on the village greens of towns in Massachusetts, such as Woburn and Quincy.
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