L ocal studies: a

th e global village

Jan Partridge, president, National Local Studies section

C ommitted enthusiasts of local studies have for many
years worked to ensure that their local 'patches’' have
been cherished and preserved. Their devotion to their

cause has in the main been unnoticed and unacknowledged

in the wider community. With the introduction of the con-
cept of the global village, people have been encouraged to
think globally, not locally, and interest in communities de-
clined. This idea of a global village has been supported and
encouraged through the growth of the Internet, so that al-
though one is an ideology and one a technology, we have
come to accept them as being the same. They are not, and

misconceptions occur with both.

The global network (the Internet), has been accepted as
a total resource for access to information, for communica-
tion, and for acquiring knowledge, even at a local level.
There has been a presumption that this network could,
should, and does, provide access to all the information avail-
able in the world. While the global network is successfully
accessed by millions of people world-wide, and users de-
velop '‘communities of interest' with like-minded people, this
interaction is still controlled by the technology and the avail-
ability of resources. Despite the joy of being able to access
government, commercial and some specialist material, ac-
cess to primary source material of interest to historians is
negligible. Researchers may peruse websites and library
catalogues across the world with great gusto, but the ar-
chives, manuscripts, ephemera and out-of-print books are
simply not accessible. The issue is critical for local studies
material which is currently very poorly represented. Oppor-
tunities for networking local studies collections are rapidly
expanding and local studies professionals must ask them-

selves if access to the material is the main issue, or should
a global network replace face-to-face contact, the experience

of the senses, and the ambience of the physical environment?

Local and public history enthusiasts must ask themselves

the questions, should local history resources be available
world-wide? In what format should they be presented? Who
are the beneficiaries? What will be the impact on local com-
munities if this information can only be accessed electroni-
cally? Can the cost be justified or would money and effort be

better spent in co-operative efforts in compiling indexes and
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bibliographies at a regional and national level? Because of
the uniqueness of this local material it may be very valuable
but only to a limited audience. Studying the original in its
cultural environment may well reveal a wealth of pertinent

but hitherto unknown information.

Further, what will be the impact on local communities if
the emphasis is to make resources available internationally?
Will the community lose cultural control? Are we to consider
that physical, cultural and emotional attachment to a particu-
lar locality is no longer acceptable? In the social sense the
term 'global village' is an oxymoron. A ‘'village' denotes a
small community of people belonging to a defined locality,
with common experiences and memories of activities, events
and people connected with that region as well as the wider

community.

Dr Geoff Gallop in his paper at the Timekeepers: forging
links in local studies conference (Perth, 1997), stressed that
the move toward, and acceptance of, non-residential com-
munities could result in a breakdown in neighbourliness, an
increased gap between rich and poor, and the collapse of
‘local identity, local memory, local participation, and local
facilities'. It is this fragmentation which is causing a resur-
gence of interest in local studies. In an age of high technol-
ogy, where the cultural emphasis is on global events, there
is a yearning for a tangible connection with the past and a

community which nurtures and supports.

The power of a strong local studies collection together
with dynamic personalities can provide a catalyst for re-cre-
ating a sense of local identity and a vision for the future. The
library profession has a key role to play in fostering co-op-
eration among diverse community groups to make sure suf-
ficient funding is made available for the retention, preserva-
tion, and access to these unique records. Public libraries can
play a major part in supporting local communities. Discus-
sions on professional standards and recognition of social and
cultural, as well as information and technology needs, should
take place at a national, regional and local level to preserve
not only the records but the uniqueness of the local commu-
identity we contribute to the

nity. In preserving the local

preservation of our national identity. ]
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1997. In the spirit of that conference,
entitled Timekeepers: forging links in
local studies, the aim of aliaLOCAL is
to forge links between: historical re-
searchers and local communities;
new directions in local history and
the broader community; previous
generations and their descendants;

theory and practice in local studies li-
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studies professionals and historical
researchers. For more information
(including subscription instructions),
take a look at the ALIAnet listserv
web pages at http://www.alia.org.au/
alianet/listservs. Please direct any
enquiries, concerns or problems to
the aliaLOCAL Roger

Horgan rhorgan@ois.com.au ]
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