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^ O P I N I O N
Each month, OPINION features 
contributions from invited guest writers. The 
opinions expressed in this co lum n do not 
necessarily reflect those of the Australian 
Library and Information Association.

Libraries never change (or do they?)
Wayne Bivens-Tatum is the Philosophy & Religion 
Librarian at Princeton University. In the course of his 
research, he came to muse on the seemingly ever­
present discussion of change and libraries. Why is 
change so constantly desired -  even demanded 
-  of us?

W hile  d o in g  so m e  resea rch  fo r a  p ro je c t on  
libraries a n d  E n lig h te n m e n t, I ran  across a n  a rt ic le  b y  
G ra c e  O . Kelley on  th e  "The D e m o c ra t ic  Func tion  o f 
P ub lic  Libraries" th a t  presents so m e  fa m ilia r critic ism :

"The library, e v e n  m o re  th a n  o th e r institutions, 
seem s n o t to  h a v e  b e e n  a lto g e th e r  a  tru e  p a r t o f th e  
soc ia l p rocess. In so m e  w a y , it has b e e n  s w itc h e d  o u t 
o f th e  c u rre n t o f soc ia l c h a n g e , o c c u p y in g  a  n ic h e  
o r e d d y  o f its o w n . For a  lo n g  tim e  it seem s to  h a v e  
b e e n  b u t s ligh tly  a f fe c te d  b y  th e  fo rce s  w h ic h  h a v e  
b e e n  c h a n g in g  th e  rest o f th e  w o rld . O n e  looks in 
va in  in histories o f c u ltu re  a n d  e d u c a t io n  fo r studies 
o f th e  m o d e rn  lib ra ry  as a n  a c t iv e  fo rc e  w h ic h  is 
m a k in g  its im press u p o n  th e  so c ia l fa b r ic . D ue  to  
th e  n a tu re  o f its o rg a n iz a tio n  a n d  o f its se rv ice  it has 
b e e n  possib le  fo r it to  c o n tin u e  to  fu n c t io n  la rg e ly  on 
its o rig in a l in d e fin ite  idea ls  a n d , in a  sense, to  le t th e  
m o d e rn  w o r ld  g o  by.

N o t o n ly  ou r k n o w le d g e  o f th e  w o rld , b u t th e  
w o r ld  itself, keeps  c h a n g in g  fro m  d a y  to  d a y .
‘The in e s c a p a b le  d rive  o f c h a n g e  u n d e r th e  
a c c u m u la t io n  o f ideas  a n d  trad itions , u n d e r th e  
relentless im p a c ts  o f s c ie n c e  a n d  in v e n tio n ,' m a k e  
a  fixed  re g im e  im poss ib le . ‘A n  industria l c iv iliza tion  
fo u n d e d  on  te c h n o lo g y , s c ie n c e , in ve n tion , a n d  
e x p a n d in g  m arke ts  m ust o f necess ity  c h a n g e  a n d  
c h a n g e  ra p id ly . ' A n y  institu tion  w h ic h  do e s  n o t 
c h a n g e  to o , a d a p t  itself to  th e  tim es, a n d  b e c o m e  
p a r t o f th e  o n w a rd  ‘d rive  o f c h a n g e , ' w ill b e  p ushed  
a s id e  to  b e  le ft p e rh a p s  fo r a  t im e  to  m a k e  a  
harm less life o f its o w n ."

The m ost in te res ting  th in g  fo r m e  a b o u t  th e  
a rt ic le  w a s  w h e n  it w a s  w ritte n . It's fro m  The Library 
Quarterly, Vol. 4, No. 1 (Jan., 1934), a n d  y e t  it 
seem s as tim e ly  as to d a y 's  h ead lines , b lo g  posts, 
o r c o n fe re n c e  p resen ta tions . I le ft o u t a  m id d le  
p a ra g ra p h  th a t  helps fix th e  d a te  o f th e  a rt ic le  m ore .

"O n  th e  w h o le , th e  p u b lic  lib ra ry  still has its e y e  on 
a  s ta te  o f s o c ie ty  w h ic h  it cons iders  to  b e  m o re  o r less 
p e rm a n e n t in n a tu re . It is a c a d e m ic  in its idea ls, a n d  
to  it th e  w o r ld 's  ‘ be s t b ooks ' o f lite ra tu re  a n d  fic tio n  
a re  still o f s u p e r im p o rta n c e ; it seem s som etim es 
‘ u n a w a re  o f th e  w o rds , th o u g h ts  a n d  th ings th a t 
s c ie n c e  a n d  in v e n tio n  h a v e  b ro u g h t ' b u t w h ic h  in 
th e  lo n g  run m ust b e  h e e d e d . The e f fe c t  on  g e n e ra l 
re a d in g  o f th e  a u to , th e  ra d io , th e  ta lk ie , th e  new s­
ree l, th e  te m p o  o f m o d e rn  life a n d  o f th e  m a c h in e  
a g e  in g e n e ra l, is o n ly  c o n fu s e d ly  sensed ."

I a lm o s t w ro te  th a t  this p a ra g ra p h  d a te s  th e  
a rtic le , b u t I d o n 't  th ink  th a t 's  true . The e f fe c t  on  
g e n e ra l re a d in g  o f th e  ta lk ie  a n d  th e  new s-ree l is still

p ro b a b ly  "o n ly  c o n fu s e d ly  sensed ."
W h a t has c h a n g e d  isn 't th e  critic ism  o f libraries 

fo r n o t a d a p t in g  ra p id ly  e n o u g h  to  soc ia l a n d  
te c h n o lo g ic a l c h a n g e , b u t th e  assum p tion  o f w h a t  
c h a n g e s  th e y  shou ld  b e  m a k in g  a n d  w h y . The 
p ro b le m , a c c o rd in g  to  this a rtic le , w a s  th a t  p u b lic  
libraries h a d  no  c le a r  c o n c e p t  o f the ir c lie n te le , a n d  
thus o ffe re d  re a d in g  th a t  m a y  o r m a y  n o t h a v e  b e e n  
a p p ro p r ia te . H ow ever, th e  p u rp o se  o f th e  lib ra ry  
w a s  to  o ffe r  re a d in g , e s p e c ia lly  re a d in g  d e s ig n e d  to  
fu rth e r th e  e d u c a t io n  o f th e  masses in a  d e m o c ra c y .

Kelley m akes a  lo t o f th e  d is tin c tio n  b e tw e e n  
p u b lic  a n d  s p e c ia l libraries. "The p rim a ry  a im s o f 
b o th  re la te  to  k n o w le d g e : in th e  c a s e  o f o n e , to  
th e  sp re a d  o f th e  fruits o f k n o w le d g e  a m o n g  th e  
p e o p le ; o f th e  o ther, to  th e  ex tens ion , th ro u g h  a id  
g ive n  to  resea rch  a n d  s tudy, o f th e  b o u n d a rie s  o f 
k n o w le d g e ."  P ub lic  libraries w e re n 't  a d a p t in g  fa s t 
e n o u g h  to  th e  sp e c ia lisa tio n  o f k n o w le d g e , a n d  
w e re  w ith  p u b lic  fu n d in g  a tte m p t in g  to  s u p p ly  
re a d in g  o f in te res t o n ly  to  specia lists. Ins tead , 
she a rg u e d , libraries shou ld  b e  su p p ly in g  g e n e ra l 
re a d in g  th a t  m akes th e  ra p id ly  in c re a s in g  spec ia lis t 
k n o w le d g e  a c c e s s ib le  to  th e  p u b lic . In fa c t ,  
" lib ra rians m a y  w e ll e n c o u ra g e  w riters to  c o u c h  the ir 
find ings in u n d e rs ta n d a b le  a n d  illu m in a tin g  fo rm , 
a n d , a t  th e  sa m e  tim e , im p ro v e  the ir o w n  e q u ip m e n t 
a n d  fac ilitie s  fo r d is tribu ting  this p ro d u c t  fre e ly  to  
e a g e r  reade rs ." A t first I th o u g h t this p la c e d  an  
u n re a lisa b le  g o a l b e fo re  librarians until I c o n s id e re d  
th e  e n o rm o u s  e xp a n s io n  o f re fe re n c e  pub lish ing  in 
th e  d e c a d e s  a fte r  this a rt ic le  w a s  w ritte n .

This isn 't a  serious issue n o w , if it e v e r w a s  o n e , 
so th a t 's  a t  leas t o n e  p ro b le m  w e 'v e  so lved . The 
p ra c t ic a l c o n c e rn s  o f th e  tim e  a re  as d a te d  as th e  
p rinc ip les  a n d  hopes. Kelley, also w ritin g  in a  tim e  
o f e c o n o m ic  u n c e rta in ty , w a s  still h o p e fu l in a  w a y  
I'm  n o t sure w e  w o u ld  b e  c a p a b le  o f to d a y , e ve n  
if w e  w e re  p ro n e  to  th ink  in he r term s. H ere 's her 
c o n c lu d in g  p a ra g ra p h :

"For w e  c a n  h a v e  fa ith  to  b e lie v e  th a t  th e  
in te llig e n t re a d in g  o f w o rth w h ile  books  on  im p o rta n t 
m a tte rs  th a t  a re  o f m u tu a l in te res t b o th  to  th e  re a d e r 
a n d  to  th e  a u th o r  w ill result g ra d u a lly  in a  c le a re r 
u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f th e  c h a n g in g  c o n c e p ts  o f s o c ie ty  
a n d  all o f its p ro b le m s. This in tu rn  w ill le a d  to  a  
m o re  e ffe c t iv e  a n d  e n lig h te n e d  c o n tro l o v e r soc ia l 
c o n d itio n s , in c re a se  th e  p ro b a b ility  o f h a p p ie r  a n r 1 
m o re  successfu l liv ing, a n d  in this w a y  jus tify  th e  vision 
o f d e m o c ra c y ."

It's a n  a tt ra c t iv e  vision in so m e  w ays , b u t o n e  I 
d o u b t  m a n y  lib rarians w o u ld  b e lie v e  these  days. 
There a re  c e rta in ly  p le n ty  o f w o rth w h ile  books  on  
im p o rta n t m a tte rs  b e in g  w ritte n , a n d  to  so m e  e x te n t 
e v e n  re a d , b u t fe w  still h a v e  a n y  fa ith  th a t  m o re  
p e o p le  re a d in g  g o o d  books  (or e v e n  b e in g  m o re  
e d u c a te d ,  fo r w h ic h  " re a d in g  g o o d  b o o ks" is just 
a  m e to n y m ) w ill le a d  to  a  c le a re r u n d e rs ta n d in g  
o f so c ia l p ro b le m s  o r a  "m o re  e ffe c t iv e  a n d
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Reclassified but d e m a n d  s te a d y
The fe d e ra l g o v e rn m e n t has re v a m p e d  its 

o c c u p a tio n  c a te g o r ie s  u n d e r th e  n e w  A ustra lian  
a n d  N e w  Z e a la n d  C lass ifica tion  o f O c c u p a tio n s  
(ANZSCO), p la c in g  lib ra ry  a n d  re c o rd  k e e p in g  s ta ff 
in th e  ‘ in fo rm a tio n  a n d  o rg a n is a tio n ' o c c u p a tio n s  
a n d  re p o rtin g  a  s ig n if ic a n t d ro p  in s e c to r num bers 
th a t  is o n ly  p a rt ly  d u e  to  th e  reshuffle  o f c a te g o r ie s .

The n e w  A N ZSCO  c a te g o r y  is d e f in e d  as 
w o rk in g  in " s u p p o r t o rg a n is a tio n s , g o v e rn m e n t,  
in d iv id u a ls  a n d  th e  c o m m u n ity  b y  a n a ly s in g , 
o rg a n is in g  a n d  m a n a g in g  in fo rm a tio n  a n d  d a ta ,  
a n d  p ro v id in g  a d v ic e  o n  p o lic y , business a n d  
o rg a n is a tio n a l m e th o d s , a n d  th e  v a lu e  o f p ro p e r ty  
a n d  o th e r  ite m s ."

A c c o rd in g  to  th e  la te s t skills resea rch  b y  th e  
C larius G ro u p , n e w  te c h n o lo g ie s , inc reas ing  
d e m a n d s  to  d ig itise  re co rd s  a n d  succession 
p la n n in g  a re  re p o r te d ly  d riv in g  c h a n g e s  across a  
w id e  ra n g e  o f indus try  sectors in w h ic h  in fo rm a tio n  
a n d  o rg a n is a tio n  o c c u p a tio n s  a re  fo u n d .

T echno log ies  d riv ing  this c h a n g e  in c lu d e  e -readers , 
sm a rt phones, a n d  ta b le t  co m p u te rs .

Skills re q u ire m e n ts  a re  b e in g  re s h a p e d  b y  
th e  c h a lle n g e s  o f te c h n o lo g y , re tirem en ts , a n d  
in c re a s in g  re q u ire m e n ts  fro m  b o th  th e  p r iv a te  s e c to r 
a n d  a ll levels o f g o v e rn m e n t.

The s e c to r is re p o r te d ly  shrinking d ra m a tic a lly , 
d ro p p in g  fo rm  23 700 w orkers in th e  June  2011 
q u a rte r to  just 13 900 in D e c e m b e r re p o rtin g .

L ibrary a n d  in fo rm a tio n  s e c to r re c ru itm e n t firm  
The O n e  U m bre lla  says th e  c h a n g in g  re q u ire m e n ts  
a re  re v e a lin g  sho rta g e s  o f arch iv ists a n d  reco rds  
s ta ff w ith  s e n te n c in g  (d o c u m e n t d e s tru c tio n ) a n d  
e le c tro n ic  d o c u m e n ts  m a n a g e m e n t e x p e r ie n c e  
fo r th e  business a n d  p u b lic  sectors, w h ile  th e re  is 
a  c o n tin u in g  d e m a n d  fo r c a ta lo g u e rs , te a c h e r  
lib rarians, a n d  lib ra ry -e x p e rie n c e d  sales co nsu ltan ts  
in th e  lib ra ry  sector.

S uccession p la n n in g  a n d  up-skilling o f existing s ta ff 
re m a in  o n g o in g  c o n c e rn s  fo r m a n y  em p loye rs .

e n lig h te n e d  c o n tro l o v e r soc ia l c o n d itio n s ,"  
a n d  e v e n  less fa ith  th a t  p u b lic  libraries a re  an  
essentia l p a r t o f th a t  p rocess.

This s n a p sh o t o f lib ra ry  c ritic ism  fro m  75 
years a g o  shows us b o th  th a t  libraries h a v e  in 
p ra c t ic e  a n d  p rin c ip le  c h a n g e d  d ra m a tic a lly  
in th a t  tim e  a n d  in u n p re d ic ta b le  w ays . The 
o n ly  th in g  th a t  h a s n 't s e e m e d  to  c h a n g e  is th e  
relentless c ritic ism  w e  a p p ly  to  ourselves a n d  
ou r profession, th e  ins is tence  th a t  w e  a re  o u t 
o f to u c h  s o m e h o w  w ith  th e  la rg e r w o rld , th a t  
w e 'v e  b e e n  "s w itc h e d  o u t o f th e  c u rre n t o f 
soc ia l c h a n g e , o c c u p y in g  a  n ic h e  o r e d d y "  o f 
ou r o w n . Unless w e  assum e th a t  libraries s u d d e n ly  
b e g a n  c h a n g in g  a n d  a d a p t in g  in response  to  
this a rt ic le  in th e  Library Quarterly, w e  h a v e  to  
assum e th a t  such  w a s n 't  tru e  th e n , a n d  w e  h a v e  
no  rea l e v id e n c e  th a t  it's  true  n o w . W h a t w e  
h a v e  in s te a d  a re  insubs tan tia l p a n ics  a n d  fa lse  
p ro p h e ts  o f d o o m , a n d  in this a re a  it's  tru e  th a t 
libraries h a v e n 't  c h a n g e d  a t  all.

W a y n e  B ivens-Tatum  
P hilosophy &  Religious L ibrarian 
P rince ton  University
rbivens@princeton.edu
W a y n e  a ls o  t e a c h e s  a r ts  a n d  h u m a n i t i e s  l ib r a r ia n s h ip  
p r o g r a m s  f o r  t h e  U n iv e r s i t y  o f  I l l in o is  G r a d u a t e  S c h o o l  
o f  L ib r a r y  a n d  I n f o r m a t i o n  S c ie n c e .  T h is  a r t i c l e  f ir s t  
a p p e a r e d  o n  W a y n e 's  b lo g ,  A c a d e m i c  L ib r a r ia n  
(b l o g s . p r i n c e t o n . e d u / l i b r a r i a n / 2 0 1 0 / 0 4 / l i b r a r i e s _  
n e v e r _ c h a n g e / ) a n d  is r e p r o d u c e d  w i t h  t h e  a u t h o r ' s  
p e r m is s io n .
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