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Book selection is a balancing act, navigating the high wire between the extremes of value and demand. “At one end of the spectrum, some librarians say a library is the primary means of raising the literary awareness of the community and therefore should contain only the ‘best’ literature. At the opposite end of the spectrum, others say a library is a public institution supported by tax monies and therefore the public should find whatever materials it needs and wants” (Evans & Saponaro, 2005, p. 1). Both skill and wisdom are required to achieve the proper balance.
Merritt (1970) suggests instead an environmental metaphor. “In very general terms,” he begins, “it may be said that there are two theories of public library book selection which are almost diametrically opposed to each other as the two poles”: value theory and demand theory (p. 11). Value theory, on the one hand, insists that collections include only those books that “tend toward the development and enrichment of life”: in short, “give them what they should have” (p. 11). Demand theory, on the other hand, emphasizes the tax-paying community which has an expectation (if not a right) of finding what they want: in short, “give them what they want” (p. 11).
Merritt then asks us to imagine that these two extremes are the two poles of our globe. “Just as no man can live well or for long at either pole, so no librarian can espouse either the value theory or the demand theory to the exclusion of the other. Nor is life on the equator especially salutary or easily possible” (pp. 11-12). The balancing act becomes in Merritt’s metaphor the search for a temperate zone. “So it is that each librarian works out some sort of ‘temperate’ compromise, and if all goes well, his library acquires and holds a clientele which is comfortable with the collection it finds” (p. 12).

To extend and update Merritt’s metaphor, we can say that postwar developments are inducing massive global warming, and that temperate zones are disappearing at an alarming rate. Any intellectual worth his or her salt will identify the year 1973, give or take, as the fundamental watershed of our time. Economically, a global depression began “of proportions as great if not greater than that of the 1930s, [and it] still engulfs us” (Saul, 1992, p. 10). Politically, we see “the dawn of a political downturn”: “Ronald Reagan and Margaret Thatcher were already looming ominously over the horizon” (Eagleton, 2003, p. 43). Buschman (2003) refers to this “Reaganism” as the New Public Philosophy in which all public questions are treated in terms of “economic rationality” (p. 16): hence a species of “Voltaire’s Bastards” (Saul, 1992). Culturally, this is the Age of Show Business, the Brave New World in which we have become “a trivial culture, preoccupied with some equivalent of the feelies, the orgy porgy, and the centrifugal bumblepuppy” (Postman, 1985, p. vii). Edmondson (2004) characterizes this “consumer Weltanschauung” as “Total Entertainment All the Time” (p. 7).
This paper looks at the 1930s value theory of book selection in Part 1, beginning with its roots in the German Enlightenment. In Part 2, the post-1980 demand theory will be examined to understand the economic and ideological forces at work. Part 3 compares and contrasts the two approaches, and Part 4 offers a personal take on this century of collection-development philosophy, concluding that librarians are abandoning their posts, or to borrow from Benda (1928), librarians qua intellectuals are committing la trahison (treason).
1. Value Theory: Give Them What They Should Have
The postwar reaction to all things German is no doubt the primary reason why the foundational role of the German universities in the nineteenth century has been dropped down the memory hole. It is ironic then that we in the so-called information society are ignorant of our German roots; it is doubly ironic that the postwar expansion of North American universities should have been facilitated in part by the influx of refugees from the Nazis.

There can be no doubt that our “knowledge industry” was a German invention. As intellectual background to Weber and Marx, MacRae (1974) outlines this history. “It was in the nineteenth century that knowledge became an industry. It was in the German universities that this industry was perfected” (p. 43). The library played a crucial role in the German Enlightenment programme. “To be involved in the knowledge industry is thus to be involved in a kind of progress. By way of learned societies, books and journals, laboratories and libraries, ... learning becomes an institution of society” (p. 43) Notice here the emphasis on “institution of society.”

Johnson (2004) underlines the foundational period of 1850-1900 and the German university in her history of collection-development philosophy. “The period from 1850 to 1900 witnessed a fundamental change in the structure of American scholarship, influenced by the ideas and methods imported from German universities, which had become centers for advanced scholarship” (p. 5). The importation of the knowledge industry and the concomitant increase in the importance of research coincided with the rise of library schools and increasing professionalism. Johnson notes that this professionalism was fuelled by the German university libraries. “German university libraries were unique in placing selection as the direct responsibility of librarians and staff” (p. 6).


The needs and ideals of progressive higher education therefore dominated the public libraries and the development of their collections. Johnson (2004) isolates two key dates in this regard. She quotes the trustees of the Boston public library, who in 1852 wrote in their first report, “We consider that a large public library is of the utmost importance as the means of completing our system of public education” (p. 7). She concludes that the “responsibility of libraries to educate their users and to bring them to the better books and journals has been a theme guiding selection in public libraries since their establishment” (p.7). The other date she mentions is 1862, the year of the Morrill Act by which libraries “were obligated to produce and share knowledge that would advance society” (p. 5).

The general position is best exemplified in Drury (1930). Haines (1950) in fact confirms the seminal and authoritative position of Drury in the book-selection literature. She modestly acknowledges that her own book “will not take the place of Mr. Drury’s manual of book selection, which must long remain the encyclopedic compendium of the subject” (p. xv). Indeed, Evans & Saponaro (2005) note the derivative nature of Haines (1950) and how her book “reflects Drury’s work, as it should, because Haines essentially updated his book” (p. 12). Accordingly, the following modus operandi is adopted in the following subsections: we will first establish Drury’s view on the matter, and then introduce amplifications or variations from Haines (1950), Wellard (1937) and Dewey (1904) as warranted.
1.1. Mission: Education
Drury (1930) begins with a commonplace: “book selection is obviously a fundamental function for the library” (p. 1). He then ventures a bolder claim regarding the relative importance of book selection. He asserts in no uncertain terms that “the place of book selection in libraries … is antecedent to order, classification, and cataloging work, and to reference and circulation use” (p. 1, his emphasis).

Drury writes of the “high purpose” of book selection. He defines high purpose in two ways. As a first approximation, he writes, “The high purpose of book selection is to provide the right book for the right reader at the right time” (p. 1, his emphasis). Later he defines high purpose in terms of his “fundamental hypothesis” borrowed from M. Dewey: “The best reading for the largest number at the least cost” (p. 236). Notice crucially the implied balance between the three terms: books, public, resources.

Haines (1950) amplifies Drury’s fundamental hypothesis with purple padding. “It was put in eleven words by Melvil Dewey, in a phrase that has been the motto of the American Library Association since its organization in 1876: ‘The best reading for the largest number at the least cost.’ On these three phrases hang all the law and the prophets in the scriptures of library book selection” (p. 23).

Haines spells out what Drury takes for granted, that public library’s high purpose is the provision of the best education to all citizens through books. Haines envisions the many “great opportunities to fulfill [the public library’s] high aim as an agency of self-education through reading” (p. 26, emphasis mine). Wellard (1937) offers a nuanced fourfold mission of the library; of the four objectives he writes, “two, the educational and recreational, seem to be fundamental, and two, the reformative and democratic, incidental” (p. 75). The educational objective remains a qualified priority. He also writes of the educational objective in terms of “humanism.” He describes his social philosophy as “prescribed by the two principles of utility and humanism” (p. 82), with strong echoes of the Enlightenment.
The central role of the library in the knowledge industry is made explicit in Haines’ tenth principle of book selection: “Provide as far as possible books that will meet the needs of specialists or others whose work will benefit the community. The public library is an armory of books, and those who use books (writers, teachers, scholars, students) have a special claim to its services” (p. 41). Elsewhere she writes of the “double aspect” of the library, in which the needs of the intellectuals are again given priority. The public library “must supply the mass demands of its users as effectively as possbile [sic], and at the same time it must render intensive personal service to that minority of readers who know and love literature and have the capacity to find in books sustenance for the mind and inspiration for the spirit” (p. 23).

Haines does emphasize “spirit” in many ways. She often brings education and spirit together in the same sentence. “The province and purpose of the public library is to provide for every person the education obtainable through reading. This does not mean education in any narrow or formalized sense but, rather, the culture of mind and spirit that books can diffuse in life” (p. 15)

Haines, writing in the immediate aftermath of World War II, understandably highlights the mission—and here the word retains its religious connotations—of librarians in the preservation of civilization itself. “In the clashing nationalisms of the postwar world,” she writes, “under the shadow of atomic annihilation, many deeply imprinted patterns of mass thinking must change. On the librarians rests a deepening responsibility for knowing and using books to enlighten prejudices, to enlarge understanding of vital issues” (p. 49). Indeed, she concludes her book by quoting Clive Bell (1881-1964), one of the founders of Formalism in art theory: “A sense of values and reason enthroned” (p. 570).
1.2. Good Books and Trash
Emerson defined the American “good book” in part II of his seminal 1837 lecture, “The American Scholar” (1946, pp. 27-32). “Books are the best of things, well used,” he intones; “They are for nothing but to inspire,” he concludes (p. 29). Edmundson (2004) refers to the Emersonian good book as the “consequential” book “that makes significant life possible” (p. 2). 

It is within this American tradition that Dewey (1904), in his editorial preface, refers simply to “the best book on a given subject” (p. 5). Similarly, the group of authors here write in some detail about scholarly and literary excellence and quality. All have something to say about “literary value,” though Wellard (1937) uses the phrase “intrinsic value” instead (e.g., pp. 92-93, 101). Wellard also prefers “taste” to “value”; in his terms, librarians are upholders of the “standards of taste” based on “certain æsthetic canons” (p. 80). Among the “library’s loftier obligations to society” is the “obligation to recognize [these canons]” in opposition to “vulgar taste” (pp. 79-80).
Drury (1930) qualifies “best” in many ways, however. The “best” might also mean “the best in its own field, the best that will be read, the best of which good use will be made, the best that will answer a certain demand” (p. 237). Usefulness in terms of “purposeful efficiency” does matter, for “we do not desire our libraries to be collections of worthwhile but unused books” (p. 3). Usefulness, however, has reference to “either now or in the future” (p. 2): “Responsibility for the future requires that the records of human thought and action be preserved” (p. 4).
Haines also refers to the best books of permanent value as “foundation stones in the library’s own structure” (p. 41): the library must “maintain its supply of ‘foundation’ books, and should seek constant enrichment in the quality of the material that composes its substance” (p. 47). These foundation books should be identified with Emerson’s inspiring books; as Haines counsels, “Select books that will tend toward the development and enrichment of life” (p. 49).
On the other hand, Haines reminds us repeatedly that “the strongest demand does not always represent the greatest value” (p. 23). Indeed, the likelihood is that the strongest demand is for “trashy literature” (Wellard, 1937, p. 131). Drury (1930) refers delicately to “worthless but widely read books” (p. 3); Haines characterizes trash as “the popular, the superficial, and the elementary” (p. 22). Haines also characterizes trash as ephemeral, warning that “above all there must be a realization that its density is not solid, but a continuous flow of change and motion” (p. 22). Dewey (1904) fervently hopes “that nothing untrustworthy or ephemeral has been admitted” into his catalogue (p. 6).
1.3. Background of the Good Selector
Another way to understand the concept of “good book” is to consider the requirements of good selectors of such books. First of all, says Drury (1930), the selector “should understand human nature and appreciate why people read” (p. 337). Second, the selector “should know books themselves and their contents” (p. 337). Finally, he insists that knowledge be crowned with “the discriminating love of books which is the inherent and distinctive characteristic of the cultured reader” (p. 338).


In what consists background knowledge of good books? “A knowledge of the fundamentals in all subjects must be assumed as a prerequisite to a study of library science. Some general acquaintance with history, art, science, and other subjects must be preparatory to the selection of books in those fields” (Drury, 1930, p. xii). Similarly, Haines (1950) explains that knowledge requires a “good literary background, or knowledge of foundation books, as, for example, the valued place of Gibbon in history, of Matthew Arnold’s essays in literature, of Morley’s Gladstone in biography” (p. 49). She continues, “In learning to know books, the whole domain of literature must be surveyed and charted. In its every division there are degrees and gradations of value and merit, standards of excellence, practical and literary requirements in substance and in style, which must be studied and applied” (p. 50). Wellard (1937) writes of “a knowledge of certain normative sciences, of rhetoric, poetics, æsthetics, and, above all, of literature itself” (p. 90).

In short, qualified selectors possess what we nowadays call “subject expertise.” “Subject expertise is central to successfully build a library’s collections. … Subject knowledge must be coupled with the skills of librarianship” (Fales, 1996, p. 20). The “skilled” librarian, uniquely equipped with this “special knowledge,” is able “to distinguish the enduring from the ephemeral, the valuable from the worthless, the good from the bad; and … has the right to prescribe for readers via the process of selection” (Dilevko & Gottlieb, 2003, p. 289, citing M. Harris).
Haines supplements general subject expertise with the extensive use of bibliographic aids (see useful summary, Evans & Saponaro, 2005, pp. 12-15). Similarly, Wellard (1937) expects that selectors “will turn more directly to the book review” in “evaluating books for actual readers” (p. 85) instead of engaging directly in literary criticism.


In addition to generalized subject expertise, the good selector must act “as an arbiter of taste” (Wellard, 1937, p. 91). Haines (1950) writes in terms of “sound critical judgment and discriminating literary taste” (p. 58).

2. Demand Theory: Give Them What They Want

In contrast to the prewar view, which may be summarized as MA + TLC, the postmodern librarian can be characterized instead by the formula MBA + IT. The highly skilled professional committed to the humanistic agenda and the noble ideal of public service has been deskilled (through automation and outsourcing) and redefined as a manager burdened with administrative and IT-systems responsibilities; this transformation, it can be argued, has been accompanied by a problematic polarization along gender lines (Dilevko, 1999, esp. pp. 39-40). Briefly summarized in Johnson’s terms, librarians are now “active managers of knowledge” that work “directly with vendor and publisher databases” (Johnson, 2004, pp. 24-25); at the same time, market forces are making over the library as “a bookstore-with-a-Starbucks” (Buschman, 2003, p. 109).
What economic and ideological forces could drive such a dramatic change? The primary drivers are the world-historical and economic forces that have created our postmodern world. Perhaps the best encapsulation is given by the noted historian, E. Hobsbawm (1994).
[T]he structure of the Short Twentieth Century [1914-1991] appears like a sort of triptych or historical sandwich. An Age of Catastrophe from 1914 to the aftermath of the Second World War was followed by some twenty-five or thirty years of extraordinary economic growth and social transformation, which probably changed human society more profoundly than any other period of comparable brevity. In retrospect it can be seen as a sort of Golden Age, and was so seen almost immediately it had come to an end in the early 1970s. The last part of the century was a new era of decomposition, uncertainty and crisis … . As the 1980s gave way to the 1990s, the mood of those who reflected on the century’s past and future was a growing fin-de-siècle gloom. From the vantage-point of the 1990s, the Short Twentieth Century passed through a brief Golden Age, on the way from one era of crisis to another, into an unknown and problematic but not necessarily apocalyptic future (p. 6).
Thus the wheels fell off the American Empire in the early 1970s, the result of a perfect storm of the Vietnam quagmire, ballooning military spending, abandoning the gold standard and the concomitant enthronement of currency and bond traders, repeated oil shocks, and run-away inflation. The welfare-state and countercultural experiments had to be terminated, giving way to “the brittle, avaricious Western world of the 1980s” in which the great neo-liberal rollback became a juggernaut under Reagan and Thatcher (Eagleton, 2003, p. 43).

The other major consideration is technology and the iron logic of late capitalism. Already in 1985, Postman could see the main lines of development of this infotainment capitalism, when the needs of corporations would drive the commodification of cultural output and, indeed, of the mind itself (with dire implications for education, politics, religion and so on).
In America, Orwell’s prophecies are of small relevance, but Huxley’s are well under way toward being realized. For America is engaged in the world’s most ambitious experiment to accommodate itself to the technological distractions made possible by the electronic plug. This is an experiment that began slowly and modestly in the mid-nineteenth century and has now, in the latter half of the twentieth, reached a perverse maturity in America’s consuming love-affair with television. As nowhere else in the world, Americans have moved far and fast in bringing to a close the age of slow-moving printed word, and have granted to television sovereignty over all of their institutions. By ushering in the Age of Television, America has given the world the clearest available glimpse of the Huxleyan future (Postman, p. 156).
To update Postman’s Huxleyan nightmare, we simply add that the internet, the “pipeline of the purported wide and democratic variety of information … [that] has been cast as the saving grace for the public purpose of libraries” (Buschman, 2003, p. 74), has proven to be TV on steroids and has only served to accelerate the disturbing corporate and ideological trends that Postman (1985) described over two decades ago (see further Dilevko, 1999).

What sort of philosophy of collections development and the library generally would we expect to come out of all this? The review of Baker & Wallace (2002), Woodward (2005) and especially Baltimore County Public Library’s Blue Ribbon Committee (1992; henceforth BCPL) below provides an outline.

2.1. Mission: Intellectual Freedom for the Middle-Class Tax-Payer

The proponents of demand theory take the high ground by declaring “intellectual freedom” in the name of the tax-paying citizens of the democracy—otherwise called “clients,” hence the “client-centered” approach (BCPL, 1992, p. 7; Baker & Wallace, 2002, p. 198). This is of course a bizarre definition of democracy: instead of one citizen, one vote, we now have one greenback, one vote. BCPL (1992) is quite frank about the implications for democratic theory, declaring in favour of the mythical “middle class” tax-paying citizen of neoliberal rhetoric to the exclusion of other citizens. “The public library’s public now is almost exclusively this middle class. Not the poor. Not the rich [sic]. The big middle, where most of the taxes, the public policy, and the votes come from” (p. 1).

On the one hand, intellectual freedom is defined in terms of the instant gratification of this middle class: “[t]he reading and listening public, with their urgent needs [that] set the demand” (BCPL, 1992, p. 12). Freedom is contrasted with the frustration of their instant gratification, which is bad. “As you are reading this chapter,” warns BCPL, “library patrons all over the United States are leaning over information desks in their local libraries, with frustrated looks on their faces, as they are told that the book they just heard about on Donahue [nowadays Oprah], or the local radio station … is not in or not even owned” (p. 12).


On the other hand, the enemy of intellectual freedom, according to BCPL, is the librarian qua missionary. “Librarians, like teachers and ministers, have a very strong missionary streak—they are trying to make ‘better’ people of us all” by pursuing their “mission in terms of moral absolutes” (p. 154). These nostalgic librarian-missionaries, “prisoners of 1938” (p. 5) and consumed by “the custodial ethic” (p. 7), heap nothing but contempt on the middle-class tax-payer, “placing value judgments on other people’s interests and reading” that certainly constitutes “a violation of the intellectual freedom which librarians profess to hold so dear” (p. 5). The “starry-eyed book selector with impeccable ‘taste,’ a moral agenda, or a socio-political bent” is the problem; the pinkos must therefore be given a pink slip. BCPL argues that “it is evident that the choice of minimizing the influence of the moral viewpoint of public librarianship has enabled us, we believe, to maximize public use,” hence by definition maximize intellectual freedom (p. 155).


The radicalism that would eliminate the “warehouses housing millions of unneeded, unwanted, out-of-date collections of books” (BCPL, 1992, p. 4) is tempered by the qualms of Baker & Wallace (2002) that a collection should meet “both the short-term demands of library patrons and the long-term needs of the community” (p. 268). They go on to quote Martin, which deserves to be given in full.
The collection is at once an investment in the past and in the future, a salutary reminder to those who concentrate solely on the present that that present will soon be past. Fads in learning, trends in management, crises in finance come and go, but the library’s collections are a reminder that human wisdom is permanent, cumulative, and all-encompassing. What has been spent is not lost. It is still there, represented by the collections, and still earns its keep (Martin, 1995, p. 4).

2.2. Fiscal Austerity and Paraprofessionals
The “sentimental” or “nostalgic” or “romantic” (BCPL, 1992, p. 156) or “high-minded and noble” (Woodward, 1995, p. 22) librarians—or to borrow an apt Thatcherism, the “wets”—have yet to come to terms with fiscal austerity. “Professional practice has met its greatest adversary in the emergence of emphasis on cost-effectiveness,” BCPL assures us (p. 155). 

“Cost-effectiveness,” of course, translates as the elimination of costly staff. “Initially there was a great uproar. It was difficult for librarians to relinquish one of the jobs they felt made them a librarian—book selection” (p. 14). In short, “The bottom line was [book selection] cost too much to do it the old way” (p. 14, italics original).
Centralized selection staffed by cheaper paraprofessionals can be the only response to regimes of fiscal austerity. “We recommend that whenever possible public libraries establish a centralized selection unit, staffed by paraprofessionals … to do formula-based purchasing,” with the proviso that the postmodern librarian qua manager supervise (Baker & Wallace, 2002, 260). This frees up those few librarians who remain to manage (p. 261). BCPL (1992) calls the paraprofessionals “library associates” or LAs (p. 58); by downloading the work of librarians to the LAs, BCPL boasts that it can “work with fewer librarians, and [the downloading] ended the need to look for the elusive children’s specialist” (p. 106).

2.3. Inventing a Bottom-Line: Stats and the Bookstore
In a twee pseudo-article, Raymond (1998) argues that we have little to fear from bookstores, assuming of course that the library must compete for customers or clients with a bookstore. This misses the crucial point, however: we have much to fear from bookstores when libraries are turned into überbookstores “by focusing on ways to attract customers and better satisfy their needs” (Woodward, 2005, p. xiii).

MBA-think requires a bottom line. Woodward (2005) identifies the “increasing [percentage of] community participation in the library as our equivalent of the bottom line” (p. 136). Further, “[i]t is clear that the bottom line must be a measure of library effectiveness” or success (p. 22). “After trying out different measures of success, I’ve concluded that there is probably none better than the total number of people who use some service provided by the library. The comparison of this figure with the total population served by the library provides a pretty good indication of the library’s effectiveness” (pp. 22-23). Finally, success or effectiveness is achieved through the implementation of a clear marketing plan (chap. 11).

Buschman (2003) criticizes this “bookstore-with-a-Starbucks model” at length (chap. 6). He writes of “a kind of professional stew that both responds to and reinforces an economic vision of librarianship at its base,” culminating in what he calls “customer-driven librarianship” (p. 109). He identifies the practical outcome. “Essentially the idea is to ignore merit or lasting value in selection and put a large number of ‘hot’ items on the shelf to compete with bookstore chains” (p. 121), thereby implementing a “democracy of consumers” (p. 122).


In this vein, Brewis, Gericke, & Kruger (1996) introduce the “Light Fiction Question” (citing J. Dixon, Introduction to fiction in libraries, 1986) as the acid test for this bookstore approach. The question can be phrased as “whether light (popular) fiction of questionable literary merit and aesthetic value should be purchased and made available to public library patrons” (p. 17). “In view of the demonstrated overwhelming predilection of the adult user for light and medium-level fiction, the acid test for determining the extent to which public library policy and practices meet user preferences is to be found in the institutional policy and attitude towards these levels of fiction and the actual provision thereof to users” (p. 29). In short, only buy the best-sellers (BCPL, 1992, p. 19). Indeed, judge the book by its cover: “[a] glamorous cover will sell a book and for our heavy reserving communities, the women demand lots of these glamorous ‘glitter novels’” (p. 20).

The practical outcome is heavy duplication, since “public libraries can enhance patron satisfaction by increasing title availability rates” (Baker & Wallace, 2002, p. 252). The question of waste and opportunity cost in heavy duplication is addressed as follows. True, such books are “faddish, or [have] very rapid life cycles, attract quick and vigorous, but brief, market attention,” concede Baker & Wallace (2002, p. 81); the policy is therefore “most challenging and risky,” since “some celebrities fail dismally to appeal to our patrons, while other dark horses just take off” (BCPL, 1992, p. 18). True, “the significant expense of purchasing or leasing duplicate copies of items devours money that could fund the purchase of a greater variety of titles” (Baker & Wallace, 2002, p. 256). Baker & Wallace’s response is twofold: first, this policy is less wasteful (in their terms) than low circulation (p. 253); and second, we need only weed “heavily once demand wanes” (p. 81) and hold periodic book sales (p. 253).

3. Discussion

How would the venerable Drury (1930), Haines (1950), and Wellard (1937) respond to the various charges? Ironically, since they were dealing with financial depression and anti-intellectual challenges in the 1930s, we already have their responses in their own words.


The theorists of the 1930s, of course, were keenly aware of fiscal constraints imposed by the Great Depression and the war years. Thus we read in Stewart’s preface to Wellard (1937) that fiscal austerity and “the resulting closer scrutiny of the expenditure of public money, has also compelled the librarian to re-examine the basic principles” of book selection and the theory of librarianship (p. vii). Haines is very much aware of “the close economy necessary in library expenditures” (p. 530). Drury often writes in terms of the resulting cost-benefit dilemmas, dollars versus demands. For example, he counsels, “Buy no book without first asking whether its purchase is depriving the library of a better book in as great or greater demand” (p. 246). It is simply ridiculous to charge professional librarians with ever being unaware of fiscal challenges.

Nor is it fair to charge librarians with contempt of readers or never considering their demand for light fiction. Haines (1950) is the most vociferous in responding to these charges. First, regarding contempt, she responds that “[t]he librarian who looks upon the ever-moving throng of book users only as an unending influx of unreasonable or stupid consumers of the trivial and the commonplace, should find another vocation” (p. 35). Second, in response to the charge of “vestigial remains of traditional moralism” (p. 508), she writes of an “ever greater need among librarians for a broader background of personal familiarity with fiction, a deepened responsiveness to the qualities and influences of the novelist’s art” (p. 507); and she in fact supplies a list of postwar novels to master (pp. 536-537).


Indeed, these theorists are conscious of the need to stay close to the public and its needs and wants. “This first-hand front-line contact,” emphasizes Drury (1930), “brings [the librarian] close to the reading public, where he can observe their ways and their wants, their actions and reactions, and where he can study and recognize the usual and unusual demand” (p. 9). This need to understand users culminates in a social-scientific “absorption in statistical analysis of readers’ capacities and readers’ interests,” as Haines (1950) characterizes Wellard (1937) (p. 32). Stated simply, the whole problem of a well-regulated system of book selection “is to provide a reader whose interests and ability are known with the book which suits those interests and that ability better than any other book”: this is “perfect” book selection (Wellard, 1937, p. 165).

Finally, it is worth commenting on the importance of circulation statistics, especially in Drury (1930). He describes circulation stats as “a thermometer of interest” and “a constant guide to the subjects of interest to readers” (p. 12). The many means of surveying patrons “all show what the patrons are asking for, and hence what they wish the library to supply” (p. 12). Librarians will listen attentively to these wishes, for “[n]o library … wishes to have its shelves stocked with items which do not ‘move’” (p. 3); accordingly, he suggests, “do not hesitate to install a mediocre book that will be read in preference to a superior one that will not” (p. 238).

What all three argue for is balance. “How then is discriminating selection to be reconciled with public demand? This is a problem that cannot be solved by rigid formulation of standards or uncompromising enunciation of principles. It requires flexibility and tolerance” (Haines, 1950, p. 529, italics mine). Similarly, Wellard (1937) insists that we “observe a balance between the utilitarian principle as it is expressed by the actual reading needs, interests, and abilities of the whole library clientele and between the humanist principle based on literary standards” versus the “subjection of standards of taste to vulgar preference” (p. 92).

4. Conclusion: La Trahison des Bibliothécaires

I end with a few personal observations, which is appropriate since book selection and librarianship generally “is a highly personal, highly subjective activity” (Evans & Saponaro, 2005, p. 2).

To the charge that librarians are missionaries defending civilization, I think we should plead guilty as charged. The neocons and theocons have targeted “the arena of public cultural institutions” (museums, schools, institutions of higher education, and so on, crucially including libraries; Buschman, 2003, p. 10), triggering a three-decade-long crisis (pp. 3-4).


Librarians as educators and humanists are engaged in a struggle against mass amnesia no less real than that faced in the 1930s: “culture-death is a clear possibility,” as Postman warned (1985, p. 156), and as Jacobs (2004), among others, warns again. This time, the enemy does not need to burn books, since in the Huxleyan dystopia, there will be no one who wants to read one: “Big Brother turns out to be Howdy Doody” (Postman, p. 111). There is a crucial role, therefore, for the librarian qua intellectual “in the organized memory and rational discourse in a democracy” (Buschman, 2003, p. 121). My great fear is that librarians will abandon their posts altogether, as intellectuals have been prone to do in the past: what Julien Benda (1928) famously disparaged as la trahison (treason) of the intellectuals (les clercs).

I think Buschman (2003) is right in calling for librarians once again to share “in the educative mission” of the Enlightenment (p. 10). I think he is right in calling for librarians to occupy the high philosophical ground in enunciating a “democratic public sphere theory of librarianship” (p. 180). “The compelling case for the democratic purposes of librarianship is the same as for public educative projects: in a democracy, producing and reproducing the circumstances that enable democratic processes is the fundamental, core value” (p. 175). To which I would add that Habermas is not the only thinker on the topic.


Resistance is not futile. De-skilling and de-professionalization are not inevitable.


Postman (1985) and Jacobs (2004) still cling to hope. On the one hand, Jacobs (2004) concludes sadly, “History has repeatedly demonstrated that empires seldom seem to retain sufficient cultural self-awareness to prevent them from overreaching and overgrasping”; on the other hand, there are our core values, best expressed by Lincoln: “that government of the people, by the people, and for the people shall not perish from the earth” (p. 176). She concludes, “[t]he many indispensable minutiae for expressing and safeguarding that core were added into the culture over centuries; as long as they are not lost to practice and memory, the possibility remains that they can be augmented for centuries to come” (p. 176).
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Notes





� It is interesting to contrast Drury’s claim with the qualified position of today’s American Library Association. The subcommittee responsible for the training guide writes instead, “With the millions of dollars spent each year on library collections and staff salaries and benefits, the training of selectors becomes one of the most fundamental functions library administrators must undertake to ensure consistent and ever-improving service effectiveness within the increasingly changing world of librarianship” (Fales, 1996, p. 1, emphasis mine). In other words, book selection is just one among many functions.





� On high-quality “core collections” and standard lists, see the recent offering by Alabaster (2002). The issues of “canon formation,” institutional “filters” and various “frames,” and the politics of bibliographical tools generally are beyond the scope of this paper, for which see further the recent study by Dilevko & Gottlieb (2003).





� The BCPL (1992) response takes the policy one step further. They simply reduce the number of titles purchased to increase duplication; they do this by limiting the number of new titles to 8000—the same number as in 1961! (p. 41). Of these, 70 percent are now ordered prepublication (p. 44). “We choose to buy fewer titles so we can buy more copies of requested titles” (p. 22).
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