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Of critical concern in the present day is the changing role of the public library within the

community and the consequent change in the role played by the public librarian. In this

world of increasing access to digital information of all kinds, many are predicting the

obsolescence of libraries and many are questioning the relevance of libraries.  Many

have begun referring to our modern culture as post-literate – one in which most of us

are only interested in entertainment and there is no desire for learning and self-

improvement.  (Annoyed Librarian, 2008)  Such luminaries as Benjamin Franklin and

Andrew Carnegie saw libraries as temples for the education of the masses (Grosso,

2008) so these new “post-literate” trends in our society, along with the rise of the World

Wide Web and such information services as Google, forces us to ask the question:

What is the role of the public library in modern society?  And what is the new role of the

librarian?

According to Robert Stueart and Barbara Moran in the seventh edition of their

book, Library and Information Management, the mission of a library “should answer

three primary questions: ‘Who (customers)?’ ‘What (services)?’ and ‘How (activities)?’”

(Stueart & Moran, 20047, p. 109)  In these three questions we find echoes of the

Raganathan’s famous Five Laws: 1) Books Are for Use, 2) Books Are for All, 3) Every

Book Its Reader, 4) Save the Time of the Reader, and 5) the Library Is a Growing

Organism  (Rubin, 2004, pp. 306-309)  Often, these laws are written in a slightly

different version: 1) Books Are for Use, 2) Every Reader His Book, 3) Every Book Its

Reader, 4) Save the Time of the Reader, and 5) the Library Is a Growing Organism.  In

both versions, Raganathan’s belief in both the democracy of a library – providing

needed information to all – and the usefulness of libraries is obvious.  Recently, many



2

attempts have been made to update the Five Laws to more accurately reflect the

changes we are seeing in modern librarianship.  In his blog, Tame The Web: Libraries

and Technology, Michael Stephens posted one such rewriting done by a group of his

students:

1) Collections are for use.
2) Every collection its user.
3) Every user his collection.
4) Save time and energy of user.
5) The library is a growing organism.

We based our revision off of his philosophy of democracy and service and on “honoring
the past while creating the future”.  (Stephens, 2007)

This reinterpretation stays true to the intentions of the original but recognizes that

libraries are far more than just books in the modern world – collections include

multimedia and digital content, as well as all the information accessible via computer

and the Internet, and library users are frequently looking for far more than just a book to

read.  On March 26, 2009, librarians met at the Darien Library in Darien, CT, to discuss

these issues, and they began with Mr. Stephens rewriting of Raganathan’s Five Laws,

“suggesting this framework as a starting point for any discussion of libraries’ futures”

and “challenging libraries to harness their best assets – their place in the community.”

(Deedy, 2009)

But what is the public library’s place in the community?  If a library is to serve the

needs of its community, how do we determine what those needs are?  Many libraries

see it as their role to provide whatever services their patrons request, and consequently

have added many popular entertainment services to their collections and duties.  CDs,

videos, audio books, and DVDs are now ubiquitous in public libraries throughout the

country, and “[i]ndeed it is common in urban public libraries to find more multimedia
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materials circulated than print ones.”  (Grosso, 2008)  Many libraries in the United

States have begun adding gaming stations to their stable of onsite technology, as well

as video games to check out and take home.  Customer service has always been a

leading mission of public libraries and if the patrons want popular entertainment, then

one could argue that the library has a duty to provide it.  In fact, the American Library

Association launched an initiative called “Gaming @ Your Library” during National

Library Week in 2008.  (Grosso, 2008)  Many believe that entertainment is the key to

getting more people to come to the library – a powerful argument when budgets are so

frequently tied to circulation and gate counts.  However, this begs the question – if the

public library becomes primarily a provider of entertainment, then what differentiates it

from any other entertainment venue, particularly when there are so many free online

TV, movie, and music sites?  And how does this affect the job of the librarian?  Do they

still need training and expertise in the organization and retrieval of information in a

community where the library is essentially a free movie and gaming rental service?

According to the Annoyed Librarian, “libraries should have some sort of purpose

larger and more important than subsidizing the puerile entertainment desires of the

mass of people who can’t afford Netflix or videogames.”  (Annoyed Librarian, 2008)

Despite the inflated rhetoric, there is a legitimate point to be made here.  As Joseph

Grosso argues in his article, “BackTalk: Mission Aborted?”, “shouldn’t we consider the

possibility that more gaming may lead to more gaming and even less reading?”

(Grosso, 2008)  Furthermore, “a decline in reading will have serious civic, social,

cultural, and economic implications” and “[p]oorer reading skills also translate to less

financial and social success.”  (Grosso, 2008)  Both Grosso and the Annoyed Librarian
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make a case for libraries “emphasizing their educational and political mission and

persuading the public that libraries provide a worthwhile public service that no other

institution provides.”  (Annoyed Librarian, 2008)  Some of these services include

“programs on such subjects as current events, civics, science, history, and literature…

[and] providing the kind of qualitative continuing education initiatives and literacy

programs that our country needs in the 21st century.”  (Grosso, 2008)  The call to civic

duty was echoed by the Darien Conference, “reminding the audience that the original

mission of libraries was to make information available for an informed public to engage

with their government.”  (Deedy, 2009)  Services such as these cannot be provided to

the community, free-of-charge and democratically, by any other entertainment provider.

These value-added services put the public library and librarians in a unique position.

Education has always been central to the mission of public libraries, thanks to the

influence of people like Franklin and Carnegie. However, education is becoming of

greater importance to libraries with the increasing popularity of online education.  In

their article, “The Role Of the Library In a New Learning Scenario”, authors Maria Laura

Bargellini and Luciana Bordoni state that “[l]ibraries have a central role in education,

learning, and vocational training…  The rapid evolution of information and

communication technology in the learning field imposes, supports and stimulates the re-

engineering of the library.”  (Bargellini & Bordoni, 2001)  Online educational institutions

provide many online resources for the student but if a student needs more or different

resources than the institution provides, they are left to fend for themselves.  Whereas

the student enrolled in a traditional onsite school has access to the school library and

classrooms, the online student does not.  Many online students are turning to their local
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public library as a research and resource center to supplement what is available to them

online.  One consequence of this shift in the educational mission of the public library is

that librarians’ “range of professional skills was extended to include computer science

and telecommunication expertise.”  (Bargellini & Bordoni, 2001)  In this age of online

education, with current economic factors necessitating the continuing education and

retraining of many professionals, with so many people in the community utilizing public

access computers in the library to surf the Internet, to search for jobs, and to do

research of their own, modern librarians must be fully aware of and comfortable with the

technology that drives these uses.  “In this way, libraries greatly contribute to the

transition from an information to a knowledge society.”  (Bargellini & Bordoni, 2001)  By

staying on the cutting edge of technological advance, by requiring modern librarians to

develop digital skills on par with more traditional library skills, public libraries can bring

their oldest mandate into this brave new digital world.

Another factor to consider when pondering the relevance of the public library is

the increasing presence of immigrants, particularly in large urban areas, in the United

States and throughout the Western world.  Many of these immigrants come to our

country without a working knowledge of English and little understanding of our

governmental and social processes – what Marina Mercado calls “the rules of the

game” in her article, “Multicultural Realities In the Information Age: Questions of

Relevance for Public Library Resource Allocation and Adequacy”.  She argues that

“immigrants must be educated to acculturate to the political structures, attitudes and

values of democracy as those ideas function within the milieu of the USA… to be able to

actively participate in a democracy” and “it is incumbent on the American people to
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accept the reality that the public library, as the premier educational institution for all of

society, continues to be the ideal change agent for integrating immigrants with the civic

culture of the Western democratic tradition.”  (Mercado, 1997)  Many public libraries

already provide English As a Second Language courses for both adults and children

and “are in the perfect position… to explain, describe and accept cultural nuances and

attitudes in a nonjudgmental manner.”  (Mercado, 1997)  She further emphasizes that in

a culture where access to information “determines one’s opportunities for socio-

economic betterment” public libraries provide access to the whole world of information,

through computers, the Internet, books, and government documents.  (Mercado, 1997)

However, many immigrants will not be “prepared… for its vistas” – that is, for many of

them, their cultural experiences have not conditioned them to the quantity and

availability of so much information.  (Mercado, 1997)  It is now the role of the public

librarian to bridge this gap of experience and knowledge, and, just as technology skills

are a necessity for the modern librarian, so too is the cultural sensitivity and awareness

to manage this feat.

Gobinda Chowdhury, Alan Poulter and David McMenemy put forth a very literal

interpretation of Raganathan’s emphasis on serving the community in their envisioning

of the modern public library as a “network of community knowledge”.  They begin by

pointing out what many already know – that “public libraries… are struggling to find a

new, unique and vital source of value”, that many traditional library services, such as

reference, “have seen web search engines take over their role”, and many libraries

“have generated an ever-increasing range of services… in an attempt to be all things to

all people.”  (Chowdhury, Poulter & McMenemy, 2006)  They argue, however, that the
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value of a public library is not in its ability to be an all-encompassing knowledge service

provider, but rather in its unique position to be a repository of local community

knowledge.  So much emphasis has been placed on connectedness through the

Internet and World Wide Web, libraries are struggling to serve such a variety of user

needs, and the push to digitize information is so decentralized and preoccupied with the

idea of universal knowledge that local community knowledge is being largely ignored.

However, “[l]ocal community knowledge is extremely valuable for the local community,

and local knowledge may be useful both local and global consumption.”  (Chowdhury,

Poulter & McMenemy, 2006)  They go on to “propose a new model for public libraries

that re-focuses them on the vital task of managing the knowledge inherent in their local

communities by forming a network of hubs for sharing and disseminating that

knowledge.”  (Chowdhury, Poulter & McMenemy, 2006)  They list such valuable

knowledge as expertise in local handicrafts and personal recollections of local history

and events, among other things.

Chowdhury, Poulter and McMenemy also offer a rewriting of Raganathan’s Five

Laws:

1) Community knowledge is for use.
2) Every user should have access to his or her community knowledge.
3) All community knowledge should be made available to its users.
4) Save the time of the user in creating and finding community knowledge.
5) Community knowledge grows continually.  (Chowdhury, Poulter & McMenemy,

2006)

To expand on Principle 1, they argue that “[t]he value of a community is the knowledge

it possesses”; for Principle 2, “community knowledge becomes valuable only when it

can be accessed and used by others”; for Principle 3, “such knowledge… is recorded
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and preserved, and… should not be allowed to be lost”; for Principle 4, that “public

library staff are ideally placed to fill the role of advisors on local content creation,… as

well as access schemes and the moderation of content and discussion”;  and for

Principle 5, they point out that “[b]ecause of the growth over time in the nature and

types of local knowledge,… public libraries acting as local knowledge hubs must use

existing standards and technology for digitization as well as metadata for the

management of, and access to, the digitized resources” or the collections will quickly

become overwhelming and unsearchable.  (Chowdhury, Poulter & McMenemy, 2006)

Under their scheme, the pubic library “would be both a physical place in the local

landscape and a busy portal in virtual space, offering local people access to local

knowledge” and that their role would be to act “as a platform for the storage and

dissemination of local community knowledge within the global context created by

twenty-first century digital technologies.”  (Chowdhury, Poulter & McMenemy, 2006)  In

this vision, libraries would look to hire staff with an emphasis on awareness of local

knowledge, expertise in the digitization of information, and information gathering

techniques that are more commonly identified with folklorists and anthropologists.

In the modern world, public libraries are faced with the need to change and adapt

to constantly changing circumstances, brought about by shifts in technology, community

needs, and the whims of patrons.  Managers and staff must be vigilant in keeping up to

date on shifts in the public consciousness and absolutely must be ahead of curve when

it comes to technology.  In the ideas explored above, the modern librarian must be a

purveyor of popular entertainment, a computer scientist, an educator and research

assistant, a social advocate, and a folklorist with roots in the local community.  Flexibility
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is key and continuing education to develop new skills as needed is essential.  Hiring

managers will look for people with new ideas, increased awareness of the world outside

the library doors, and a willingness to adapt as more library functions go virtual.

However, despite the rapid and massive changes happening in the world of

librarianship, the librarian’s new role must be grounded in an understanding of the

origins, history, and founding values of libraries – the utmost importance of the

democratic ideal of universal access to knowledge, the constant education of the

citizenry, and service to the community.  Library managers must find a way to tread the

tricky path between new ideas, new visions, and the deepest roots of our profession,

and discover the myriad connections between them.
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