Hed: Who Needs Libraries Anymore?

Dek:  Important Lessons Drawn from Books, Librarians, Neighbors and the Pulse of Community Life 




With plentiful information online and well-stocked book superstores which evoke the feel and function of libraries with children’s story hours and cushy chairs to curl up with a book, 
who needs libraries? Aren't they relics of a pleasant but no longer useful past just like the corner soda fountain and walk-in telephone booths?

Not at all. First, a surprising number of North Americans—not to mention people in the developing world—don't have convenient access to the Internet, nor the budget to purchase every book that happens to interest them or their children.  

The truth is: Libraries are packed these days. New York, Los Angeles and many library systems in between set all-time user records last year, as people flocked there to research jobs, use the Internet and simply have someplace to go that costs no money. In San Francisco, attendance at story hours was up a whopping 43 percent. In St. Paul, Minnesota and its suburbs, computer users climbed 38 percent, use of the libraries’ free wireless networks jumped 61 percent and attendance at computer classes increased 24 percent. 
But in many communities this rise in library use began before the economy sunk. Circulation figures at Minneapolis’ public libraries jumped 37 percent from 2000 to 2008.  And the Hennepin County library system in suburban Minneapolis saw a 23 percent rise in circulation during the same period. 

The Power of Serendipity & Spontaneous Encounters
Yet someone would say this surge in library patrons are people down on their luck.  Most Americans, the people who pay taxes to support these expensive institutions, no longer use them.  I would seem to a prime example of that.  With a high-speed Internet line at home and a huge personal library thanks to many years of work as a book reviewer, why would I bother going to the library?  Well, here’s why. I go there to do research—the best-stocked Barnes & Nobles superstores, Amazon.com and the Internet don't have all you need to know. And, of course, they don’t have librarians, who in my experience know everything about everything and are remarkably generous in sharing it with you. Being on good terms with a reference librarian is more valuable over the long run than being the favorite niece or nephew of a wealthy great-aunt with no children.

Another reason I like doing research in libraries is to tap into the power of serendipity. I not only find the important information I am looking for, but also the even more important information I was not looking for.  The Internet is great for pinpointing minute bits of data. But researching in a library widens your vision on a particular subject.  Recently when I was searching the shelves for a book on what to see when in Rome in my spare time on a business trip, I glanced to the side and spotted one about the Isle of Capri, which turned out to be the highlight of my trip. 

But the most important reason I go to the library is simply because it is a wonderful commons—a prime place to hang out, bump into friends and check out the bulletin board full of info about what's happening around the neighborhood. Through the years I've met any number of interesting people—including years ago a girlfriend of longstanding—across a library table. I once broke up with a girlfriend on the steps of the library, too—but it was a different girl and a different library.

Libraries stand as a prime example of social capital, which more and more observers see as the secret sauce that makes the difference between a community that thrives and one that struggles. Just like monetary investments capitalize businesses, making things happen, social capital is an investment of people’s time and energy that makes things happen throughout society.  Financial capital is measured in dollars and euros, while social capital is measured in civic organizations (the PTA, garden clubs, unions, bowling teams, church choirs, activist groups) and public institutions (senior centers, youth centers, park sports leagues, libraries) that bring people together, making strangers into neighbors and friends. 

Libraries in many towns function as a town square where people cross paths, making informal connections as well as gathering for specific and important purposes.  The Iowa City Public Library (where I logged quite a few hours as a college student), hosts more than 3000 citizens meetings a year—that’s more than 10 a day in a city of 67,000.

My Debt of Gratitude to the Librarians of Linden Hills
I credit libraries, and one library in particular, with boosting my journalism career. The longest sustained period of hanging out in libraries in my life was not in college but during the years I was editor of Utne Reader. I joined the now nationally recognized magazine in its infant days when a staff of four was crammed into a tiny office where every phone conversation was a communal experience. And don't ask about the bathroom, barely concealed behind a folding partition right next to my desk. Editing and writing articles was almost impossible in such close quarters, so I fled for hours each day to the nearby Linden Hills branch of the Minneapolis Public Library. That became my other "office," and for years I edited nearly every word in the magazine right there at one of the tables, cheered on by a distinguished crowd of investigative reporters, essayists, novelists and other authors sitting on the shelves all around me.

I owe a huge debt of gratitude to Linden Hills library and its knowledgeable and accommodating staff. It was a proud moment for me to be asked to speak at a neighborhood celebration of the library's 60-year history.

But at one point it looked as if the library would never see 70. A budget crisis, brought on in large part by cuts in state aid, threatened to swamp the Minneapolis Library system. The lovely, popular Linden Hills library ended up on a list of those to be shut down. An outpouring of community support saved it, but three other libraries, despite similar outpourings of support in their communities, were closed. And they remained closed for several years. 

Of course, in the recent era of “no new taxes” and disregard for the commons and public institutions, many libraries around the country have closed and see little hope of reopening their doors.  What a tragic loss—for a library to be shutdown, even for a few years. Some kids will miss out on the chance to be amazed about all the people, places, and things out there in the world the way I was. Some young couples may never meet. People will be shut out of information that could change their lives. And, saddest of all, those communities lose an important common ground where people can come together. 

I can only hope that as America looks back on several decades of runaway greed and short sighted devotion to the market as the answer to all our needs, we rediscover the inexhaustible value of commons-based institutions such as libraries. 

-- Jay Walljasper

