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1. PRACTICAL CONSIDERATIONS
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Chapter 5 Practical considerations

Following passages from chapter 5; Practical considerations
Practical considerations

To raise the question of practical values with a man whose whole life
is voluntarily devoted to a professional activity usually seems to him dan-
gerously close to sacrilege. & It does not always contribute to the ameni-
ties of the occasion to remark to an artist, a musician, or a philosopher
that the social value of his labor is a matter for question. Even to note ap-
preciatively that certain aspects of it are worth while will probably offend
him by the implication that anything about it is not. @ The scientist also
has a similar attitude. To him any extension of systematized human
knowledge is its own justification. ® Yet a layman in the privacy of his
own mind finds this question of utility a matter not without interest. We
may therefore be justified if, in this general discussion of library science,
we turn our attention, for the moment, to consider some of the possible

benefits which may be expected to result from the development.

1

A professional philosophy would give to librarianship that directness
of action which can spring only from a complete consciousness of pur-

pose. Certainly it will make a great difference for communal welfare

@ A B RS AP 59 AR5, 1) A4 s L ER L S PR 1A Y 1) R
JUF-Rnt i) — R 3
@ BB AR AT I B A 3 07 TR A B Y, oA T R TR A
7, B A v & B AT R4 7 TR A M
@ MRS ERGAR AR IAY A 5 iR 5 KB A M E
AIER
2



whether this public agency is conceived as a necessary and normal social
element, or as a supererogatory benefaction to fortunate individuals. T By
the one view the service will be rendered as an obvious duty, by the other
it may easily degenerate to bureaucratic favoritism. @ It will make a great
difference for library extension whether the proposed institution is consid-
ered an essential part in the machinery of public education or as provision
for certain incidental elegancies of life. ® The one opinion will inspire im-

mediate action at public cost, the other will defer to the chances of pri-
vate munificence. It will make a great difference whether the librarian is
regarded as a public official, or merely the holder of a desirable position.
By the one theory he must be selected for his professional education, ex-
perience, and efficiency, by the other it may be for pity or personal obli-
gation. ® It will make a great difference to young man hesitating in the
choice of his career whether he believes that librarianship is a profession
or an occupation. It will make an equal difference in the quality of his
training whether the school looks upon his future activity as the adminis-
tration of a public trust or as the correct supervision of a routine proce-
dure. And so the tale might easily be continued, but, afier all, it should
require no long argument to convince anyone who will consider this matter

seriously that an understanding of the social theory of the library will con-
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tribute to its successful administration. ©

Perhaps the practical value of exact psychological knowledge will be
less apparent. It may be said plausibly that since every librarian has him-
self been a reader, his remembered experience should be a sufficient
guide for an understanding of the perplexities of others. @ Yet this certain-
ly is not true in other but similar matters. To have been a pupil does not
quality one as a teacher. A long and varied experience of the benefits and
abuse in political life does not of itself produce the statement. While a
reader reads, his attention is held by the book. He seldom observes him-
self during the process.

But even more than this, each individual’s taste in reading, his mo-
tive, his method, and his profit are peculiarly his own. They are the
compounded result of himself and his intellectual experience. To use
these as a norm for evaluating the abilities, needs, ideals, and desires of
another is almost as foolish as it would be to judge his physical state by
one’s sense of well-being. @ Any man who sees in society only the endless
duplication of his own personality usually lives a life of perpetual intellec-
tual turmoil. @ He quarrels with his fellows ceaselessly for not doing as he
does. He ascribes their departures from his standards to stupidity or per-

verseness. He cannot conceive that they are true to themselves just be-
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cause that they differ from him in their thought and in their actions. Until
he can imagine himself acting differently if he and his past had been dif-
ferent, no one can attain a sympathetic understanding of humanity. An i-
magination of this sort is impossible unless one has observed, without
prepossession, the actions of others.

For so personal a matter as reading these considerations assume an
overwhelming importance. The library is no mission station for the prom-
ulgation of an established literary gospel that is eternally true. The
librarian’s duty is not to entice men, against their wills if it need be, to
convert themselves to his way of thinking. © He is merely society’s custo-
dian of its cultural archives. The responsibility which he assumes with his
office is to exploit those archives for communal advantage to the utmost .
extent of his ability. Therefore, a major phase of the library’s service to
any individual reader will be to assist him to an effective method for a-
chieving his own private purpose, so long as this is not anti-social, and
to safeguard him from losing his labor in activities which are futile with
reference to his own immediate desire. @ For all this there must be a sym-
pathetic understanding of that individual’s motive and mental ability. Ef-
fective librarianship is largely a matter of accurate psychological diagno-
sis.

Of much the same fashion is the librarian’s office with respect to the
books in his custody. His effectiveness in exploiting them for communal

benefit will depend on his knowledge of what they are. Yet it is clearly
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impossible for any individual to learn of the contents of very many works
by reading them through. In the course of a year the most assiduous read-
er can seldom peruse more than two hundred volumes. A whole life-time
at this rate will be insufficient to establish a personal acquaintance with
the thousand books. Against this the world’s literature has been computed
to embrace some eight and a half million separate writings. The librarian,
in his professional capacity, must endeavor to learn about books rather
than to know them directly. His basic study is bibliographical history.
This consists, as we have seen, of the separate histories of literature, of
science, and of their combined effectiveness in the current system of
scholarship. Furthermore it is obvious that his profit from these studies
will depend very largely upon his skill in reading the tabulations of formal
bibliography as a shorthand history. The librarian must be leamed not
merely in specialized sociology and psychology, but also in a particular

type of historical science.
||
The development of library science may be expected to do more for
professional practice than even the undoubted benefits which will accrue
from a clear definition of the professional motives. © It will establish that
theoretical framework without which no deliberate extension of knowledge
1s possible. Modern man’s acceptance of science is characterized by two dis-

tinct phases ; He believes that the knowledge which he has is of the utmost

usefulness; he is likewise possessed of an optimism that it can be in-
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creased, with the same rate of value, almost indefinitely. © He may carp
" at the apparent futility of particular investigations but his faith in re-
search, as such, in unshaken. Yet in spite of the sirength of these con-
victions he usually has a conception of the scientific methods of explora-
tion which is hopelessly mistaken. One may suspect in turning over the
pages of almost any library journal that the recurrent demand for research
in librarianship involves only too often a presumption that nothing will be
required for this except time and industry. @ In reality there is no such
thing as scientific research until a theoretical hypothesis has been formu-
lated. @ Chemists do not make random mixtures to see what will happen.
Biologists do not thrust under their microscopes the first living organism at
hand. Educators do not rush to the nearest classroom or sociologists to the
nearest jail. Before there can be scientific observation there must be in-
tellectual consideration. Chronologically experiment comes after hypothe-
sis, not before it.

There are many factors in the present state of scientific studies which
obscure the real nature of science itself. The most potent perhaps is that
in the multitude of activities popularly called scientific so conspicuous a
part is taken by what are merely pedagogical techniques. ® For every la-

boratory that is devoted to research there are hundreds which serve no
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other purpose than to establish in students a direct knowledge of phenom-
ena and the habit of scientific procedure.  To a lesser degree this is also
true of many of the investigations which are carried out by candidates for
the higher academic degrees. The student himself is still too ignorant of
the field to discover a serious problem; his teacher is usually so harassed
by the same need in each of his long series of pupils that his imagination
cannot produce one on the spur of the moment. @ Indeed, in some fields
that have long been worked it is almost impossible to discover a reasona-
ble dissertation subject that has not already been used. And, after all,
the interests of both the candidate and his director is concentrated on the
question of method. It is therefore neither surprising nor deplorable that
much of the output of this kind of research should be superficial, a mere
collection of obvious facts discussed with every possible pomposity of sci-
entific manipulation and technical jargon. ®

Fortunately science does not depend upon this sort of thing for its
sustenance. It continues its progress in spite of, rather than by virtue of
the multitude of its votaries. Only those may assist in the process who
conceive their quest with reference to its general significance, and for this

an intellectual theory is prerequisite. @ But unfortunately, to the neophyte
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