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HOW SHOULD 
LIBRARIES RESPOND?



Avoid chokepoints (just in time vs. just in case)





FOOD SECURITY
ENERGY SECURITY
KNOWLEDGE SECURITY





The Temple Library of E’ulmash in Sippar, Iraq (excavated, 
1988) first half of the first millennium BCE
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Focus on the five functions



FIVE FUNCTIONS OF A 
LIBRARY: 
Libraries as infrastructure for 
democracy

British Library
Image: Paul Grundy



1. Supporting the education of citizens



‘society’s concern [with 
education lies] … in such 
essential things as acquiring 
the capacity to understand 
public culture and to 
participate in its institutions, 
being economically 
independent and self-
supporting members of 
society over a complete life, 
and in developing their 
political virtues’

John Rawls, Political liberalism (New 
York, 1993)



“Why have so many public officials 
and civic leaders failed to 
recognize the value of libraries and 
their role in our social 
infrastructure?’

‘Their core mission is to help 
people elevate themselves and 
improve their situation. Libraries 
do this, principally, by providing 
free access to the widest possible 
variety of cultural materials to 
people of all ages, ethnicities and 
groups.’

Eric Klinenberg, Palaces for the People (New York, 2018)



2. Preserving the rights of citizens







3. Reference points for facts and truth 







Trusted knowledge

• DOI
• PERL
• ARK
• Shelfmarks 

…

Martin Joseph Routh (1755-1854), 
President of Magdalen

I think sir, since you care for the 
advice of an old man, sir, you will 
find it a very good practise, always 
to verify your references, sir!



4. Ensuring a diversity of knowledge is 
available to all 



‘Only through a diversity of 
opinion’ John Stuart Mill wrote 
in On Liberty, ‘is there in the 
existing state of human 
intellect a chance of fair play 
at both sides of the truth.’ 

John Rawls went further 
in Political Liberalism, arguing 
that a ‘diversity of reasonable, 
comprehensive religious 
philosophical and moral 
doctrines ... is a permanent 
feature of the public culture of 
democracy.’





Brooklyn Public Library, 2023



5. Supporting the identity of 
communities and society
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S. R. Ranganathan's bust at 
Department of Library and 
Information Science, 
University of Delhi

‘Save the time of the 
reader’

Ranganathan’s Fourth Law of 
Library Science (1931)





‘When it was proclaimed 
that the Library 
contained all books, the 
first impression was one 
of extravagant 
happiness.’

Jorge Luis Borges, ‘The Library of Babel’ in 
Labyrinths: selected stories and other 
writings ed. Donald A Yates and James E 
Irby (New York, 1964), 54-55.

Grete Stern, Jorge Luis Borges, 
1951
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