October 14, 2009

Dear Chancellor Cantor,

At a recent departmental meeting, the English faculty reviewed a draft memo of a plan for mass de-accessioning of books from Bird Library and transferring them to a remote storage facility.   Without an iota of exaggeration, we can describe the response to this plan among us as universal astonishment and dismay, and find ourselves moved by the gravity of this situation to appeal to you personally and to plead for a change—indeed a reversal—in policies regarding the library.   

It should first be said that our concerns do not issue from a faculty either resistant to change, or disdainful of new technologies.   Not only did the “Humanities in a Digital Age” initiative that the College of Arts and Sciences is currently pursuing as one of its principle foci for development originate with us, but many of us were early and eager adaptors of web-based research, databases, digital archives and so on, and have long appreciated and integrated these into our research protocols.  Some of us began our dissertations back in the days when even the British Library still used ponderous folio catalogues-- with a hodgepodge of handwritten, typewritten and printed entries, pasted-in by hand over centuries.  Given our early experiences, in fact, we perhaps appreciate much more than our students, who grew up on the web, how much things have changed for the better with the introduction of new research tools, and, in any case, we feel absolutely no nostalgia for the cumbersome and laborious process that even locating library material once required.  We learned how to use p.c.s with alacrity and never looked back; but curiously enough, what made our spirits droop the most about the current proposed de-accessioning plan was how remarkably it seems to be reinstituting the old inconveniences in a new form.  We wish to underscore, however, that this is not a chagrin elicited from being on the wrong side of the digital divide, nor is it generational—at least not in any simple sense.

The generational predicament, such as it is, would better be described as professional: the difference between researchers who value the library as a workplace, and young students who have not developed such a relationship to libraries.  There is nothing new about this generational difference, but what is new is the tendency of administrative policy at SU to privilege undergraduate preferences over the research—and pedagogical-- needs of faculty. Indeed, the library at SU has already gone so far in the “de-accessioning” direction we sometimes find ourselves wondering if we have perhaps absent-mindedly wandered into the wrong building when we come in, so little difference is there now between the student union next door and the “library,” given that so much of the latter’s space has been devoted to non-research activities.   We heartily advocate providing laptop-borrowing, food emporia, flirting venues, browsing shelves of self-help and exercise DVDs, web-surfing stations, and so on, for the undergraduates in appropriate locations, but spaces of this sort can be produced anywhere on campus—in the dorms, the union, the stadium, the gym. We also realize that the administrative goal has been to bring more students into the library, and in this, at least, recent changes have been manifestly successful.  But is it really evident only to faculty that students who can be lured into the library only by transforming it into a coffee shop—that is, by making it as unlike a library as possible--are not having their intellects appealed to much less stimulated?  These sorts of appeals, in fact, are depressingly of a piece with the general dumbing-down and anti-intellectualism of U.S. culture.  Why isn’t it sufficient for university students to be brought into the library with intellectual challenges—that is, by assignments that make it necessary to use scholarly resources? Surely the point should not simply be to get students into the library no matter what they do there!  The point should be to get them to use the library as a workplace to become better students-- and perhaps, in time, even intellectuals.  Strategies that have proved effective in drawing 10-year olds into public libraries by making them more entertaining from a child’s point of view—however important and admirable that undertaking-- should not become the model for research libraries, which have a quite different-- but also important and admirable-- intellectual role to play. 

Still, the coffee shop and the other alternative uses of the library in one sense are, of course, beside the point: if we had infinite, or even sufficient, space for books, then we would be less troubled at having any number of other functions relegated to library space.  One need not be a luddite or elitist, however, to expect that the library, at least, should have scholarship—which is not at all the same thing as “study hall” [aka “learning commons”]-- as its principle agenda at a Research I University.  The contempt for faculty and graduate students—and by extension, therefore, of the educational needs of the undergraduates in the long run—implied by the current trends in the library is breathtaking.   We are embarrassed at the thought of ushering parents of prospective students through a building that looks less like a library than a Starbuck’s (we wish we could say Borders, but Borders actually compares favorably to Bird at the moment, since it still has books as the featured part of its fabric), and so we find it worrisome that this embarrassment does not seem to afflict the administration: it should.

If Bird had ever been a library with sufficient holdings and of sufficient size to be respectable as a Research I library, then current trends would be less disturbing, but compare the square footage and the holdings of libraries of institutions to which we are typically told we aspire-- much less the top research libraries-- and we come up short—often very short.  This is, surely, one of the problems with the statistics provided by the draft proposal.  Of the 62 AAU libraries, how many of them are actually comparable to Bird in current square footage devoted to stacks?  Surely this should be relevant when deciding how much space Bird should hand over to even more “alternative” uses?  We don’t expect the university to be acquiring treasures left and right for special collections (though that too would be welcome)— but we would hope that a decent permanent collection, and the space to house it in the main library --should, at least, be an inviolable priority, rather than the current preoccupation with turning over already manifestly inadequate research space to undergraduate activities that could easily be transferred elsewhere! If you want the quality of the teaching and scholarship at this institution to be maintained and improved, then accommodation of the undergraduates cannot continuously come at the expense of the specifically scholarly uses of the library, especially since, from a faculty perspective, current trends in the library do not even best serve the education of undergraduates, much less the research needs of the faculty and graduate students. 

To be specific: research in the Humanties does not exhaust itself in 5 year cycles, nor does failure to be checked out mean that a book in a Research Library has exhausted its useful life! When starting a new project, many of us do the first read-through of material in the library.  A book that has not been checked out in what might look like a long time to someone eager to cull it, might have actually been consulted numerous times.  Many books, as Bacon once pointed out, are for nibbling rather than devouring, but nibbling, too, is use. Monographs on particular subjects might be current—even crucial-- for decades, as are standard scholarly editions, and translations.    Books may lie untouched for an extended period, only to suddenly become sites of fervent activity once again when a new cohort of graduate students arrives with different interests than the previous ones, or new faculty are hired (and older ones begin new projects).  In addition, any scholar will tell you that one of the principle delights of open stacks is serendipity—the books one stumbles across as a graduate student—perhaps volumes neglected by one’s professors—that make all the difference to one’s research. If all research libraries start to follow policies such as the ones proposed in this draft, one shudders to imagine the cost to scholarship of all the books that are literally put out of sight and therefore, in effect, perpetually out of mind, of whole generations of scholars.  Books that it had once seemed normal to neglect given earlier institutional myopia – books by women and minorities come to mind—might never have been rediscovered had these practices held sway when the various projects of literary and scholarly reclamation were undertaken in the 1970s and 80s.  When Milton proposed that to kill a book should be feared even as much as to kill a man, he had the loss to scholarship in mind, but also to thought itself.  And the sort of draconian de-accessioning proposed, is indeed—however unintentionally—a form of censorship, which Milton so eloquently urged us to eschew.  

We question, then, the message that we are sending to the undergraduates by turning the library into yet another playhouse for them, rather than a site of serious-- even a little intimidating—intellectual activity.  At many universities, the needs of these two-- very different-- constituencies, are met by providing a small cozy undergraduate library, which never closes, but is not housed in the main library (the “Hut” at Hopkins comes to mind, but there are many others), while the scholarly library is reserved for the tasks of advanced research, which are, actually, proper to it.  SU might use the lovely study suite that the Honors students have at their disposal, for example, as a model for an undergraduate library (which respects that undergraduates have particular needs—as do faculty and graduate students).   

But the most important point is that no amount of kindles and computer terminals, at least for the foreseeable future, can replace the scholarly imperative to browse widely and comprehensively in the stacks, preferably without having to endure undergraduates holding endless cell-phone conversations, or making plans for the weekend with their table-mates.  Simply situating students in a library—especially one that doesn’t look like a library—does not, by osmosis, transform the quality of their conversation, alas, or turn them into scholars; to the contrary, as the library staff could certainly confirm, the incidence of undesirable behavior-- such as eating in the stacks, shopping online (as well as other non-academic uses of computers), and casual conversation-- has certainly increased, if only because there are so many more undergraduates spending time in the library.  That these uses of the library are being privileged over books and the professional needs of the faculty, is stunning, especially when we contemplate how many layers of inconvenience, not to mention wasted time, and even outright disadvantages to us as researchers and teachers, that the implementation of the proposed plan will entail, irritations rendered worse by being inflicted upon a library already so gutted—and, from the point of view of scholarship—so infelicitous.  

We beg you to reconsider, then, and to see to it that Bird library receives the spatial and resource priorities of a proper scholarly library consonant with the standing that you wish this institution to have, and, instead of affirming the bulk de-accessioning of research materials, to recommend the transfer all non-scholarly activities to alternative venues as soon as possible.  
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