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Together librarians can preserve collections

by Stephen Enniss

THE WAY I SEE IT

Th e  M o d ern  L an g u ag e  A s so c ia tio n ’s 
(MLA) 1995 “Statem ent on  the  Signifi­
cance o f Prim ary R ecords” m ade an im p

tan t con tribu tion  to the  ongoing  d iscussion 
o f the  role o f libraries in an  increasingly elec­
tronic environm ent. T he sta tem ent affirm ed 
the  con tinued  role o f the  b o o k  in its origi­
nal form at for a range o f scholarly  inquiry, a 
role that will remain im portant even as other 
formats are adopted  for specialized purposes?

T he follow ing year, ARL form ed a task 
force w ith represen tation  from  scholarly  so­
cieties, libraries, an d  the  archival com m u­
nity w ith th e  aim  o f translating the  goals o f 
th e  MLA sta tem ent into specific strategies. 
T he Preservation o f th e  Artifact Task Force 
sought to  m ake th e  issue o f th e  p reserva­
tion  and  re ten tion  o f m aterials in their origi­
nal form ats m ore w idely  k n ow n and  sought 
to  identify specific steps to  address the  m ul­
tiple threats facing aging prin t collections.

More recently  the  d ialogue has con tin ­
u ed  w ithin the  English an d  Am erican Litera­
ture Section of ACRL and , this past sum m er, 
at the  Rare B ooks and  M anuscripts Section 
(RBMS) Preconference in W ashington, D.C.2 
W hat is em erging from  these  ongoing  d is­
cussions is a dual em phasis o n  education  
an d  co llabora tion  b e tw ee n  librarians an d  
their teach ing  colleagues.

Collaboration  is necessary
W hile w e sh o u ld  certainly w elcom e su p p o rt 
for library collections from  o u r college and

o

university  teach ing  faculty, and  from  schol­
arly societies such  as MLA an d  the  Ameri­

r­can  Historical Association, w e  n eed  to  be  
clear ab o u t th e  b read th  o f the  p rob lem s fac­
ing o u r academ ic libraries and  the  form s of 
co llaboration  that a re  needed .

Implicit in the  original MLA statem ent and 
in m uch recen t d iscussion has b een  the  idea 
that scholars sim ply n eed  to  be  m ore vocal 
in articulating to library colleagues w hat m a­
terials are m ost im portant to  them . W hile 
this is certainly true— as it has alw ays b een  
true— librarians m ust take a longer view . It 
is w orth  rem inding ourselves that the  roots 
o f  o u r o w n  profession  lie in th e  system atic 
organization  o f b ro ad  fields o f know ledge. 
The th rea ten ed  loss o f large portions o f the 
p rin t re co rd  calls fo r eq u ally  b ro a d  an d  
sw eep ing  responses. We will be  b e tte r p re ­
p a red  for this challenge if w e  acknow ledge 
that the prim ary responsibility  for the  sur­
vival o f the  p rin t record  rests squarely  w ith 
librarians them selves.

Costs m atter
T he reaction  against the  original MLA sta te­
m en t w as largely b ecause  th e  sta tem ent did 
no t adeq u a te ly  address costs. M any w ere 
a larm ed  by  th e  absolutist language of som e 
parts o f  th e  docum ent, such  as: “T he loss of 
any copy  o f any edition— from  th e  earliest 
incunables to the  latest paperback  reprints—  
dim inishes the  bod y  o f ev idence  on  w hich  
historical understand ing  d ep en d s .” W hile w e
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m a n a g e  c o l le c t io n s ,  w e  a ls o  m a n a g e  c o s ts , 

s o m e  w e r e  q u ic k  to  p o in t  o u t . T h a t , to o , is 

a n  e s s e n t ia l ,  th o u g h  p e r h a p s  le s s  in s p ir a ­

t io n a l , p a r t  o f  o u r  w o r k . Y e t  c o s t s  a lo n e  c a n ­

n o t  le a d . A n y  d is c u s s io n  o f  c o s t s  m u s t  b e  

in fo r m e d  b y  a  c l e a r  u n d e r s ta n d in g  o f  o u r  

h o m e  in s t i tu t io n ’s  v a lu e s  a n d  m is s io n .

O n e  o f  th e  p o s itiv e  m e s s a g e s  to  c o m e  o u t 

o f  th e  R B M S s e s s io n  in  W a sh in g to n  D .C . w a s  

P au l C o n w a y ’s  (Y a le  U n iv ersity ) su g g e stio n  that 

b r ittle  b o o k s  m a y  in  fa c t b e  a b le  to  s e r v e  a 

u s e fu l life  fo r  y e a rs  to  c o m e , e v e n  in  th e ir  

b rittle  sta te . I f  b o r n e  o u t in  p ra c tic e — a n d  I 

d e fe r  to  th e  p re s e rv a tio n  c o m m u n ity  o n  th is 

p o in t— it m a y  b e  th a t c o s ts  o f  r e p la c e m e n t  

c o p ie s  c a n  b e  s ta g e d  o v e r  m a n y  y e a rs . C o sts  

d o  m atter, a n d  c o s ts  w ill c e r ta in ly  e f fe c t  th e  

c h o ic e  o f  s tra te g ie s  th a t c a n  b e  a d o p te d  a n d  

e f fe c tiv e ly  e m p lo y e d ; h o w e v e r , c o s ts  sh o u ld  

n o t b y  th e m s e lv e s  re d e f in e  o u r  m is s io n .

Im p lic it  in  t h e  c u r r e n t  d is c u s s io n s  is  a  

s u b t le  b u t  d e e p - s e a te d  s e n s e  o f  c r is is . L e t ’s 

f in d  o u t  f r o m  t h e  s c h o la r ly  c o m m u n ity  w h a t  

o u r  to p  p r io r it ie s  a r e , s o m e  s e e m  to  b e  s a y ­

in g ; o th e r s  a d d , L e t’s  b e  r e a l is t ic  a b o u t  w h a t  

w e  c a n  a f fo r d  to  d o . B o t h  p o s i t io n s ,  h o w ­

e v e r , a r e  e v id e n c e  o f  a  r e t r e a t  f r o m  th e  n o ­

t io n  o f  la r g e  r e s e a r c h  lib r a r ie s  w ith  c o m p r e ­

h e n s iv e  c o lle c t io n s .  Q u ie t ly  g a in in g  g r o u n d  

in  t h e s e  d is c u s s io n s  is  th e  id e a  e x p r e s s e d  in  

a  r e c e n t  N ew  Y o r k  T im e s  h e a d l in e  “W e  C a n ’t 

S a v e  E v e r y th in g .”3

We can't save everything and we 
shouldn't want to
T h is  o p - e d  p i e c e  d e s c r ib e s  in  c o m p e l l in g  

te r m s  th e  ra p id  p r o l if e r a t io n  o f  e l e c t r o n ic  

d a ta  a n d  t h e  c h a l le n g e s  p o s e d  b y  th e  lo n g ­

te r m  p r e s e r v a t io n  o f  in f o r m a t io n  in  e l e c ­

t r o n ic  fo rm . Y e t  m a n y  r e a d e r s  u n d o u b te d ly  

c a m e  a w a y  fr o m  th e  a r t ic le  w ith  th e  a s s u m p ­

t io n  th a t  th e  p o in ts  w e r e  e q u a l ly  a p p l ic a b le  

to  p r in t  c o l le c t io n s .

W h a t  w e  a r e  ta lk in g  a b o u t ,  w e  n e e d  to  

re m in d  o u r s e lv e s , is  n o t  “e v e r y th in g ” b u t  th a t 

p o r t io n  o f  th e  p r in t r e c o r d  th a t  a lr e a d y  e x ­

is ts  in  t h e  n a t io n ’s  l ib r a r ie s . In d e e d , th e  a c ­

c o m p a n y in g  i l lu s tr a t io n s , w h ic h  s h o w  a r e ­

s e a r c h e r  m o v in g  fr o m  a  c a r d  c a ta lo g  to  th e  

b o o k  s ta c k s  w h e r e  h e  f in d s  o n ly  a  c o m p u te r  

d is k e tte , p e r p e tu a te  o n e  o f  t h e  p e r v a s iv e  fa l­

la c ie s  a b o u t  l ib r a r y  c o l le c t io n s ,  th a t  is , th e  

n o t io n  th a t  b o o k  c o l le c t io n s  w ill b e  s to r e d  

in  e l e c t r o n i c  f o r m a t  th u s  e l im in a t in g  t h e

n e e d  f o r  la r g e  b o o k  s ta c k s  in  t h e  lib ra r y  o f  

t h e  fu tu re .

S u c h  s h i f t s  o c c u r  o f t e n  in  d is c u s s io n s  

a b o u t  lib ra ry  c o lle c t io n s , e v e n  th o u g h  it n o w  

a p p e a r s  th a t e le c tr o n ic  te x ts  w ill re m a in , fo r  

th e  f o r e s e e a b le  fu tu re , a d d itio n s  to  th e  lib rary ’s  

p rin t c o lle c t io n s  ra th e r  th a n  r e p la c e m e n ts  fo r  

it. T h e  d e m a n d s  o f  e le c tr o n ic  a n d  p rin t c o l ­

le c t io n s  a r e  q u ite  d if fe re n t  ( n o t  to  m e n tio n  

th o s e  o f  o th e r  fo rm a ts ) , a n d  w e  n e e d  to  u s e  

c a u tio n  w h e n  th e s e  d if fe r e n c e s  a re  b lu rre d . 

S im ila r ly , w e  m u st a ls o  p a y  c lo s e  a tte n t io n  

w h e n e v e r  th a t s ta te m e n t “W e  c a n ’t s a v e  e v ­

e ry th in g ” is e v o k e d . “W e  c a n ’t s a v e  e v e ry th in g ” 

s h o u ld  n e v e r  b e  u s e d  a s  ju s tif ic a tio n  fo r  n o t 

sa v in g  a n y th in g .

W h a t is  o f te n  m is s in g  fro m  th e s e  d is c u s ­

s io n s  is  a n  a p p r e c ia tio n  fo r  th e  lib ra r ia n ’s  tra ­

d itio n a l c o m m itm e n t  to  b r o a d  a n d  c o m p r e ­

h e n s iv e  re s e a rc h  c o lle c tio n s . A m o n g  s o m e , th e  

v e ry  n o t io n  o f  b ig  l ib ra r ie s  s e e m s  a n tiq u a te d , 

a  re lic  o f  a  p r e -c o m p u te r  a g e , y e t  w h a t  lib rary  

h a s  s to p p e d  b u y in g  a n d  a d d in g  n e w  b o o k s ?  

F o r  m a n y  d is c ip lin e s , b o o k s  re m a in  a  re m a rk ­

a b ly  c o s t-e f f ic ie n t  a n d  e f fe c tiv e  m e a n s  fo r  th e  

p re s e rv a tio n  a n d  th e  tra n s m is s io n  o f  id e a s .

A t a  t im e  w h e n  fa cu lty  o f te n  re m a in  a t a  

g iv e n  u n iv e rs ity  n o  m o r e  th a n  a  fe w  y e a rs , it 

is  th e  lib ra ry  c o lle c t io n  th a t  p ro v id e s  in stitu ­

tio n a l id e n tity  a n d  a d v a n c e s  th e  u n iv e rs ity ’s 

r e s e a r c h  m is s io n . Y e t  a t  m a n y  c o lle g e s  a n d  

u n iv e rs it ie s , lib ra r ia n s  th e m s e lv e s  a r e  in  r e ­

trea t. C o lle c t io n s  a s s e m b le d  o v e r  m a n y  y e a rs  

a re  th re a te n e d  a s  m u c h  b y  lib ra r ia n s ’ d e c is io n s  

a s  b y  th e  s lo w  d e c a y  o f  a c id ic  p a p er.

F a c e d  w ith  th e  b rittle  n a tu re  o f  1 9 th -c e n ­

tu ry  c o lle c t io n s , s o m e  s e e m  e a g e r  to  c u t  th e ir  

lo s s e s , re c la im  b a d ly  n e e d e d  s h e l f  s p a c e , an d  

m o v e  o ffs ite  o r  e v e n  d e a c c e s s io n  p o rtio n s  o f  

th e ir  1 9 th -c e n tu ry  c o lle c t io n s . W h ile  th e  p o o r  

q u a lity  o f  p a p e r  fo u n d  in  m a n y  1 9 th -  ce n tu ry  

b o o k s  is a  m a jo r  c o n c e r n , it is  b y  n o  m e a n s  

th e  o n ly  p ro b le m . A  g r e a te r  th re a t  m a y  b e  th e  

a ttitu d e  sh ift  th a t o c c u r s  w h e n  b o o k s  o r ig i­

n a lly  a c q u ire d  fo r  th e ir  c o n te m p o ra r y  p e r s p e c ­

tiv e  o n  a g iv e n  s u b je c t  lo n g  o u tliv e  th e ir  h is­

to r ic a l m o m e n t . A s lib ra r ia n s  w e  m u st striv e  

to  m a k e  in fo rm e d  d e c is io n s  a b o u t  th e  g ro w th  

o f  o u r  l ib ra r ie s ’ c o lle c t io n s  a n d  a b o u t  th e  o n ­

g o in g  m a n a g e m e n t  o f  c o s ts .

T h e  te n s io n  b e tw e e n  th o s e  w h o  sa y  “w e  

c a n ’t s a v e  e v e ry th in g ” a n d  th o s e  w h o  res is t 

“th e  lo s s  o f  a n y  b o o k ” is  a  fa ls e  o n e  th a t  

( c o n t in u e d  o n  p a g e  4 6 4 )
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I believe that libraries should  ac­

q uire  som e re v is io n ist m ateria ls  

(and not filte r online access to  it) 

…  because they …  are exam ples 
o f anti-Sem itism  and prejudice that 

could, and should, be utilized by stu­
d e n ts  an d  te a c h e rs  as p r im a ry  

source m aterials to illustrate first­
han d  th e  u g ly  fa ce  o f b ig o try .

How to classify?
A s id e  fr o m  a c q u is i t io n , a c c e s s  is th e  o th e r  

p r o b le m  r e la t in g  to  t h e s e  m a te r ia ls . N e ith e r  

th e  L ib ra ry  o f  C o n g r e s s  n o r  D e w e y  h a v e  c r e ­

a te d  a  s e p a r a te  c la s s if ic a t io n  fo r  H o lo c a u s t  

r e v i s io n i s m , s o  l ib r a r ie s  t h a t  o w n  t h e s e  

b o o k s  g e n e r a l ly  h a v e  th e m  c la s s if ie d  in  th e  

H o lo c a u s t  h is to r y  s e c t io n , s h e lv e d  s id e -b y -  

s id e  w ith  th e  s ta n d a rd  w o r k s . H o w e v e r , l i­

b r a r ie s  th a t  d o  n o t  f in d  th is  s u i ta b le  c o u ld  

c la s s if y  H o lo c a u s t -d e n ia l  to  m o r e  a c c u r a te ly  

r e f le c t  its  c o n te n t— a n ti-S e m it is m  a n d  p r e ju ­

d ic e  a r e  b u t  tw o  o f  t h e  e x a m p le s  th a t  h a v e  

b e e n  o f f e r e d  a s  a lte r n a t iv e  c la s s if ic a t io n s  in  

t h e  lite r a tu r e , w h ic h  w o u ld  m o v e  th e m  fro m  

t h e  h is to r y  s e c t io n .

A d m itte d ly , th is  is  a  v e r y  s e n s it iv e  is s u e , 

b u t  it is  o n e  th a t  is  n o t  g o in g  to  ju s t  g o  

a w a y . A lth o u g h  w e  h a v e  t r ie d  to  ig n o r e  

th e m , r e v is io n is ts  c o n t in u e  to  p u b lis h  a n d  

d is tr ib u te  th is  m a te r ia l  ( w h ic h  n o w  in c lu d e s  

v id e o s )  a n d  th e  d e n ie r s  h a v e  b e c o m e  v e ry  

a c t iv e  o n  th e  In te r n e t , f r e q u e n t ly  ta rg e t in g  

y o u n g  p e o p le ,  w h o  a r e  b y  n a tu r e  s k e p t ic a l  

o f  “e s ta b lis h e d  h is to r y .” T h e  m a jo r  p u r v e y o r  

o f  th is  m a te r ia l  in  t h e  U n ite d  S ta te s  is  th e  

In s t itu te  f o r  H is to r ic a l  R e v ie w , w h ic h  ( a lo n g  

w ith  its  s is te r  o r g a n iz a t io n  T h e  N o o n tid e  

P r e s s )  is  a  s u b s id ia r y  o f  th e  L e g io n  f o r  th e  

S u rv iv a l o f  F r e e d o m .

W ith in  th e  n e x t  d e c a d e  o r  tw o , th e r e  m a y  

b e  n o  H o lo c a u s t  s u rv iv o r s  s till  l iv in g , le a v ­

in g  n o  o n e  a b le  to  p o in t  th e ir  f in g e r  a t  a  

r e v is io n is t  a n d  s a y , “Y o u ’r e  a  lia r ! I w a s  

t h e r e .” A s lib r a r ia n s , w e  b e l ie v e  in  in t e l le c ­

tu a l f r e e d o m  a n d  a b h o r  c e n s o r s h ip , n e v e r ­

th e le s s ,  d o e s n ’t f ig h t in g  to  in c lu d e  H o lo ­

c a u s t -d e n ia l  l ite r a tu r e  in  l ib ra r y  c o l le c t io n s  

le a v e  a  te r r ib le  ta s te  in  o n e ’s  m o u th ?  ■

( “C o lla b o r a t iv e  . . . ” c o n t . f r o m  p a g e  4 6 0 )  

m isrep resen ts th e  co m p lex ity  o f  th e  issu es. N o 

sin g le  library c a n  o r  sh o u ld  a cq u ire  a n d  retain  

ev eryth in g . T o  d o  s o  w o u ld  b e  to  d isregard  o u r 

h o m e  institu tion’s m issio n  a n d  to  sq u a n d er its 

reso u rces. H o w ev er, co llectiv ely  w e  sh o u ld  b e  

c o n c e r n e d  w ith  th e  survival o f  th e  prin t reco rd  

b ro a d ly  co n ce iv e d . T h e  P reserv atio n  o f  th e  Arti­

fa c t T a s k  F o r c e  is  rig h t to  u rg e  g re a te r  c o l ­

la b o ra t io n ; h o w e v e r , th e  c o lla b o r a t io n  th a t  is 

m o s t n e e d e d , I b e lie v e , is  c o lla b o ra t io n  a m o n g  

lib ra r ia n s  th e m s e lv e s . C o lle c tin g , p re se rv in g , 

re fo r m a tt in g , a n d  d e a c c e s s io n in g  d e c is io n s  

s h o u ld  a ll b e  m a d e  w ith  a  se n sitiv ity  to  th e  

ra n g e  o f  h is to r ic a l e v id e n c e  th e  b o o k  e m b o d ­

ie s  a n d  w ith  a tte n tio n  to  th e  c o lle c t in g  p ro ­

g ra m s o f  o u r  c o lle a g u e s  in  o th e r  lib ra r ie s .

A s I h o p e  w e  a ll r e c o g n iz e , th e  p ro b le m s  

fa c in g  re s e a r c h  lib ra r ie s  a re  b ig  o n e s . W h ile  

th e r e  a re  m a n y  g o o d  reaso n s to  e m b ra c e  e le c ­

tro n ic  texts, restrain ing  th e  g ro w th  o f  a  library 

c o lle c tio n  is n o t o n e  o f  th em . T h e  so lu tio n — o r 

so lu tio n s, I  sh o u ld  say— w ill co n tin u e  to  in clu d e 

b ig  library co llectio n s. T h e y  w ill in v o lv e  a  su b ­

stantial c o m m itm e n t  o f  re s o u r c e s  fo r  u n fa s h ­

io n a b le  th in g s  lik e  s h e lv in g  a n d  p re s e rv a tio n  

m e a s u r e s . In  o r d e r  to  s e r v e  o u r  in s titu tio n s  

w e ll a n d  s e r v e  th e  lo n g -te rm  in te re s ts  o f  s c h o l­

a rs , p a rt o f  th e  so lu tio n  m u st a ls o  b e  m e a n ­

in g fu l c o lla b o r a t io n  a m o n g  lib rarian s.

W e s h o u ld  a p p la u d  th e  e ffo rts  o f  th e  P re s ­

e rv a tio n  o f  th e  A rtifact T a s k  F o r c e  fo r  p u sh in g  

fo r  a  g re a te r  r e c o g n it io n  o f  th e  is s u e s  a n d  fo r  

its  a d v o c a c y  o n  b e h a lf  o f  libraries. E v e n  a s w e  

d o  so , h o w ev er, w e  m u st a lso  re c o g nize  th a t th e  

19th-centu ry print reco rd  w ill survive o r  n o t, b ased  

o n  d e c is io n s  librarian s a re  m ak in g  tod ay. W h at 

w e  n e e d  are  fo rm s o f  co lla b o ra tio n  th at ad v an ce  

th e  m is s io n  o f  o u r  re s e a r c h  lib ra r ie s , ra th e r  

th a n  s tra te g ie s  th a t re tre a t  fro m  th a t  m is s io n .

Notes
1. T h e  “MLA S ta te m e n t o n  th e  S ig n if ic a n c e  

o f  P rim a ry  R e c o r d s ” w a s  d ra fte d  u n d e r  th e  

a u s p ic e s  o f  th e  M LA A d  H o c  C o m m itte e  o n  

th e  F u tu re  o f  th e  P rin t R e c o rd  a n d  in c lu d e d  

r e p re s e n ta t io n  fro m  b o th  th e  sc h o la r ly  c o m ­

m u n ity  a n d  th e  lib ra ry  p ro fe s s io n . T h e  s ta te ­

m e n t  a p p e a r e d  in  P r o fe s s io n  9 5  (N e w  Y o rk : 

M o d e m  L a n g u a g e  A ss o c ia tio n , 1 9 9 5 ) : 2 7 - 2 8 .

2 . F o r  a  re p o r t  o n  th a t d is c u s s io n , s e e  C &RL  

N ew s  5 9  ( S e p te m b e r  1 9 9 8 ) : 5 7 0 - 7 1 .

3 . D e a n n a  M a rcu m , “W e C a n ’t S a v e  E v e ry ­

th in g ,” N ew  Y o rk  T im e s  ( Ju ly  6 , 1 9 9 8 ) : A 1 5 . ■


