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IN ORDER to supply a t e x t f o r w h a t f o l -

lows, I am g o i n g to quote, w i t h permis-

sion, f r o m the letter w h i c h J o h n E . 

B u r c h a r d , the c h a i r m a n of y o u r p r o g r a m 

committee, w r o t e to D r . E v a n s last Sep-

tember, in w h i c h he suggested the topic f o r 

this discussion. 

You, of course, also are well aware of the 
uncertainty which exists in the minds of the 
directors of the private library resources of 
the nation and especially of the East as to the 
full ambitions of the principal Federal col-
lections and especially those in Washington, 
as to the extent to which the ambitions are 
likely to be realized and as to the bearing 
which these things have on the responsibili-
ties of the private reference collections and on 
the relations of the private libraries to the 
Federal ones. I have felt that discussion of 
this subject has always been something less 
than forthright and that it is perhaps time 
that we got down to brass tacks, if this can 
be dared. 

I can give an i m m e d i a t e and categorical 

assurance on one or t w o of the points raised 

in this f o r m u l a t i o n of the topic. I can 

assure y o u that w e at the L i b r a r y of C o n -

gress h a v e no desire to hide any of our 

pretensions or a m b i t i o n s ; w e h a v e e v e r y 

desire that discussion of any s u b j e c t in 

w h i c h the L i b r a r y of C o n g r e s s is i n v o l v e d 

should be c o m p l e t e l y f o r t h r i g h t ; and w e are 

prepared at a n y time to g e t d o w n to brass 

tacks. 

1 Abridgement of a paper presented at the Con-
ference of Eastern College Librarians, Columbia Uni-
versity, Nov. 29, 1947. 

A c t u a l l y , h o w e v e r , I should remind y o u 

that this is not a n e w question. A t least 

since 1 8 7 9 , w h e n the A . L . A . , by official 

action recognized " t h e importance of pro-

v i d i n g the N a t i o n a l L i b r a r y of C o n g r e s s 

w i t h n e w and convenient quarters, w o r t h y 

of its national i m p o r t a n c e , " 2 the question 

of the place of the L i b r a r y of C o n g r e s s in 

the national l ibrary e c o n o m y has come up 

at f r e q u e n t intervals. T h e question w a s 

t h o r o u g h l y canvassed before a c o m m i t t e e of 

C o n g r e s s in 1 8 9 6 , w h e n the transfer of the 

l ibrary f r o m the C a p i t o l to the then n e w 

b u i l d i n g w a s u n d e r c o n t e m p l a t i o n . H e r -

bert P u t n a m ' s W a u k e s h a address is still a 

f a i r l y comprehensive s t a t e m e n t on the sub-

j e c t ; and A r c h i b a l d M a c L e i s h touched on 

the salient points of the question in his an-

nual report for 1 9 4 0 . F i n a l l y , the ques-

tion has been considered in detail in the 

report of the L i b r a r y of C o n g r e s s P l a n n i n g 

C o m m i t t e e as recently as last M a r c h . 

T h e r e are really t w o kinds of ambitions 

i n v o l v e d h e r e : the ambitions w h i c h the L i -

brary of C o n g r e s s has f o r itself, and the 

ambitions w h i c h the l ibrary w o r l d has for it. 

T h e s e are not a l w a y s identical, nor have 

they a l w a y s been c o m p l e t e l y reconciled. F o r 

e x a m p l e : it has l o n g been the officially 

adopted v i e w of the o r g a n i z e d A m e r i c a n 

l ibrary w o r l d that the L i b r a r y of C o n g r e s s 

should possess a copy of every publication 

w h i c h appears in the U n i t e d States, and 

this is an ambit ion w h i c h is c u l t i v a t e d — 

w i t h some r e s e r v a t i o n s — b y the l ibrary it-

2 Library Journal i : 303, July-August 1879. 
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self. B u t when, as it does with particular 

categories, the library refuses to lend cer-

tain materials in interlibrary loan, the fruit 

of the attainment of this ambition is denied 

to many of those w h o supported it. A g a i n , 

w i t h printed catalog cards: the library's 

ambition is, of course, to get its o w n books 

cataloged; and the card distribution system 

rests legally upon the theory that they are 

a by-product of the library's domestic opera-

tions. O n the other hand, the equally natu-

ral ambition of other libraries is to have the 

printed cards serve their uses as f u l l y as 

possible. T h u s , w e have had to ask our-

selves, for w h o m are w e c a t a l o g i n g — f o r 

ourselves or for other libraries? B u t in-

stances of such oppositions are not too nu-

merous, nor do I believe them to be un-

resolvable. 

A t this point I w a n t to make a general 

observation, the implications of which ought 

to be interesting, but w h i c h I cannot here 

pursue to their ultimate conclusion. T h i s 

is that the functions and responsibilities of 

the L i b r a r y of Congress derive from its col-

lections, rather than the other w a y about. 

First Collections—Then Functions 

T h o s e of you w h o have read D a v i d 

Mearns' The Story up to Now in Dr. 

E v a n s ' 1946 report (also issued as a sep-

arate) k n o w that the L i b r a r y of Congress 

was never even really established; it became. 

W e trace our foundation from the l a w of 

A p r . 24, 1 8 0 0 ; but that l a w did not men-

tion a L i b r a r y of C o n g r e s s ; it merely 

authorized the purchase of a collection of 

books " f o r the use of both Houses of C o n -

gress and the members t h e r e o f ; " and the 

name " L i b r a r y of Congress" was not men-

tioned in legislation until five years later. 

H o w e v e r — a n d this is the important thing 

— a s soon as the collection was organized, 

its functions were extended beyond the 

original restricted purpose; and this is w h a t 

has happened consistently ever since. 

I t was not until after the middle of the 

century, however, that the use of the library 

became a matter of general public concern. 

A n act of 1846 had given the library a 

share in the deposits under the copyright 

laws. Final ly , by an act of 1866, the library 

became the depository of the twenty-year 

old library of the Smithsonian Institution, 

w i t h its rich and continuing collections of 

scientific and other materials secured as the 

result of exchanges w i t h academies and 

learned societies all over the world. It was 

logical that at that moment the service of 

the library should be extended still f u r t h e r ; 

and the same act of 1866 consequently pro-

vided that the "public shall have access . . . 

for purposes of consultation on every ordi-

nary weekday except during one month of 

the year, in the recess of Congress, w h e n 

it may be closed for renovation." B y this 

enactment the library, though it remained 

the L i b r a r y of Congress, became genuinely 

a national library in the sense of public 

ownership and public access. 

In 1 8 7 0 responsibility for the perform-

ance of "all acts and duties required by l a w 

touching copyrights," was assigned to the 

Librarian of Congress, w h o thenceforth re-

ceived, in compensation for the administra-

tive burden, copies of every article regis-

tered for copyright, not only books, but also 

periodicals, picture-postcards, circus posters, 

and labels for cigar boxes and hair tonics, 

and, at a later date, motion pictures and 

designs. 

It is obvious that these enactments, w h e n 

enforced by an energetic librarian, could in 

a short time very radically affect the com-

plexion of the collections. T h e y did. T h e 

collections g r e w apace. A n d w i t h their 

g r o w t h came insistence from the nation at 

large that they be made available for use. 

T h i s insistence took form, for example, in 
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President H a y e s ' message to Congress in 

December 1 8 7 8 : 

As this library is national in character, and 
must from the nature of the case increase 
even more rapidly in the future than in the 
past, it cannot be doubted that the people will 
sanction any wise expenditure to preserve it 
and to enlarge its usefulness. 

Subsequent history has fol lowed in a like 

course. Y o u all k n o w the story of the origin 

of the distribution of printed catalog cards. 

( I t is summarized in the preface of the 

A . R . L . - E d w a r d s Brothers 168-volume 

Catalog of Books Represented by Library of 
Congress Printed Cards.) A source of 

central cataloging had been the desideratum 

of the A m e r i c a n library w o r l d at least since 

1 8 5 0 w h e n Professor J e w e t t announced his 

plan for stereotype cataloging. Several 

methods were tried. O n e significant ad-

vance in practicability was contributed by 

the library of the D e p a r t m e n t of A g r i c u l -

ture. B u t the g e n u i n e — t h o u g h perhaps 

not the f i n a l — s o l u t i o n to the problem w a s 

not discovered until a method was employed 

which utilized the operations of a library 

already receiving and cataloging for its own 

uses a large proportion of the very books 

in which libraries generally were interested. 

So it w a s w i t h the national union catalog 

and w i t h books for the adult blind and w i t h 

state publications and state laws. T h e re-

sponsibility has fol lowed the collections in 

almost every case; not preceded it. 

I am inclined to think that this question 

— t h e question of w h a t are the ambitions of 

the L i b r a r y of Congress, the extent to 

which these ambitions are likely to be real-

ized, and their bearing upon the private 

reference c o l l e c t i o n s — m a y w e l l be taken in 

three steps. T h e first of these w o u l d have 

to do w i t h w h a t I w o u l d like to differenti-

ate, if that is altogether possible, as the 

purely local situation; the second w i t h the 

relations w h i c h have g r o w n up w i t h other 

libraries throughout the c o u n t r y ; and the 

third w i t h the general question of w h a t 

should be the functions of a national li-

brary. 

The Local Situation 

First, as to the local situation. U n d e r 

this head I refer to the service which is 

required of the library by l a w or custom 

and which derives f r o m the fact that it is 

established at the seat of government and 

is an agency of government. W h a t does 

this situation require of the l ibrary? It re-

quires, first, a general library service to 

Congress, and then a special legislative 

reference service w h i c h is spelt out carefully 

in substantive l a w enacted during the 79th 

C o n g r e s s — e v e n to the extent of specifying 

the subjects in which the library shall have 

specialists, and the grade of those special-

ists. It requires the extension of the facili-

ties of the collections to the agencies of the 

executive and the judiciary. I t requires 

the further extension of these facilities to 

qualified members of the public. I t re-

quires, above all, that the collections be 

organized through indexes and otherwise; 

and several laws, chief of which is the 

C o p y r i g h t A c t , specifically require this. 

W h a t does this involve in the w a y of 

ambitions? V e r y simply, it is to live up to 

our legal obligations. B u t if w e can do this, 

w e shall have nearly w o n the w h o l e battle, 

for it is exactly the product of the prepa-

ration for the local service which fits us to 

be of service beyond this boundary. 

O u r ambitions include, consequently, the 

development of cooperative enterprises 

w h i c h w i l l relieve us, equally w i t h others, 

of cost. Nevertheless, w h e n all biblio-

graphic assistance is accounted for, there is 

still a domestic operation which must be 

performed. T h e burden of w o r k w h i c h 

n o w confronts us is more than w e can effi-

ciently carry in almost every department. 
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O u r estimates for 1 9 4 7 , w h i c h c o n t e m -

plated a d o u b l i n g of the staff, included, it is 

true, certain n e w activities, but w e r e f o r 

the most part based entirely upon actual 

w o r k - l o a d s in exist ing operations. 

Specifically, the local situation involves 

certain v e r y definite allocations of fields of 

responsibility a m o n g the federal libraries, 

and a l t h o u g h the L i b r a r y of C o n g r e s s has 

not divested itself of its a c c u m u l a t i o n s 

either in a g r i c u l t u r e or m e d i c i n e — f o r it 

finds considerable use of the collections in 

both fields in connection w i t h its other 

c o l l e c t i o n s — i t makes no purchases in these 

fields beyond essential reference books. A s 

all of y o u k n o w w h o purchase L . C . cards, 

series p r o v i d i n g the results of c a t a l o g i n g of 

a n u m b e r of the other g o v e r n m e n t libraries 

are represented therein. O u r interest in 

this connection is in e c o n o m y and efficiency 

of l ibrary service, and it is our belief that 

l ibrary service can be g i v e n most economi-

cal ly if there is one central collection, com-

prehensive w i t h i n defined limits, supported 

by w o r k i n g or special collections in the vari -

ous agencies or o p e r a t i n g units. In this 

belief w e are supported by the r e c o m m e n d a -

tions of the L i b r a r y of C o n g r e s s P l a n n i n g 

C o m m i t t e e . 

The National Situation 

W i t h respect to the national s i t u a t i o n — 

the relation of the L i b r a r y of C o n g r e s s to 

the other libraries of the c o u n t r y — I re-

assert the principle w h i c h I have tried to 

establish: these relationships depend and 

m u s t depend, not upon any p r i m a c y estab-

lished by l a w , not upon a n y executive au-

thority, but upon a capacity for service, 

w h i c h in turn depends historically upon the 

collections. 

A s m a n y of y o u probably k n o w , the L i -

brary of C o n g r e s s has resisted any sugges-

tions that it be equipped w i t h an executive 

f u n c t i o n . I t w a s perhaps f o r this reason 

that A r u n d e l l E s d a i l l e , in his v o l u m e on 

the National Libraries of the World? failed 

to include, in the chapter on the L i b r a r y 

of C o n g r e s s , a section on " P l a c e in a N a -

tional S y s t e m " w h i c h he had incorporated 

into the chapter on almost e v e r y other na-

tional l ibrary. 

I t has been repeatedly pointed out that 

C o n g r e s s w o u l d never have required t w o 

copies of every c o p y r i g h t e d publication 

solely for its o w n use, nor purchased great 

collections of A m e r i c a n a , of incunabula, of 

Russian books, or of the papers of the presi-

dents exclusively for its o w n s e r v i c e ; nor, 

finally, constructed buildings at great ex-

pense to house these collections solely for its 

o w n e n j o y m e n t . O b v i o u s l y the benefits of 

these collections are intended for the entire 

nation. B u t h o w ? C o n g r e s s has ruled that 

the collections are to be made accessible to 

qualified members of the p u b l i c ; b u t beyond 

that C o n g r e s s has not prescribed the details 

in a n y broad, over-al l legislation. C o n -

gress, has, nevertheless, authorized or faci l i -

tated specific activities w h e n they h a v e been 

represented as in the national interest, such 

as interl ibrary loans, the card distribution 

service, the union c a t a l o g and the photo-

duplication service, the service of books f o r 

the blind, as w e l l as various publications 

i n c l u d i n g the L . C . classification schedules, 

the lists of subject-headings, the service in 

the decimal classification, the biennial In-

dex to State Legislation, the Monthly 
Checklist of State Publications, calendars 

and checklists, and texts such as the Jour-

nals of the Continental Congress. Finally, 

the d e v e l o p m e n t of a n u m b e r of specialist 

units in the l ibrary, some on a s u b j e c t basis, 

some by area or l a n g u a g e , and still others 

by the f o r m of the material , makes pro-

vision for supplying, in response to in-

quiries, statements w h i c h are to a h i g h de-

gree a u t h o r i t a t i v e r e g a r d i n g the content 

3 London, Grafton and Co., 1934. p. v. 
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and location of the l i terature of a part icular 

s u b j e c t . 

The Functions of a National Library 

I m u s t press on to m y third s t e p : a con-

sideration of w h a t f u n c t i o n s are appropriate 

to a nat ional l ibrary. T h e A m e r i c a n li-

b r a r y w o r l d has been c a l l i n g the L i b r a r y of 

C o n g r e s s the nat ional l ibrary for some 70 

y e a r s ; yet n o w h e r e h a v e I f o u n d an actual 

content of m e a n i n g assigned to the term. 

A r u n d e l l E s d a i l l e speaks of the national 

l ibrary as " t h a t c o m p a r a t i v e l y m o d e r n prod-

u c t ; " he adds, " t h e idea of a national li-

brary has f o r over a c e n t u r y , and for 

l o n g e r still, if w e consider it r i g h t l y , been 

e x p a n d i n g ; " and he notes that the A b b e 

B i g n o n in Paris, B a r o n K o r f in M o s c o w , 

Sir A n t h o n y P a n i z z i in L o n d o n , and D r . 

P u t n a m in W a s h i n g t o n each in his genera-

tion took some fresh and v a l u a b l e e lement 

into the f u n c t i o n s of a national l ibrary. 

" W h a t their successors w i l l d o , " he con-

cludes, " w e c a n n o t foresee. T h e age of 

wireless, the g r a m a p h o n e , the f i lm and the 

m i c r o p h o t o g r a p h m a y c h a n g e the w h o l e face 

of libraries. W e m a y at least be certain 

that the process of expansion is not at an 

e n d . " 4 

I t is not u n i n s t r u c t i v e to trace the de-

v e l o p m e n t of the nat ional l ibrary concept 

in the case of the L i b r a r y of C o n g r e s s . 

In its earliest f o r m it implied, in addit ion 

to the already established m e a n i n g s of pub-

lic o w n e r s h i p and public access, h a r d l y more 

than the principle of comprehensiveness of 

collections, at least w i t h respect to the pub-

lications of the c o u n t r y itself. T h e em-

phasis upon this m e a n i n g is apparent in the 

resolution adopted by the A . L . A . at its 

m e e t i n g in the A r m y M e d i c a l L i b r a r y on 

F e b . 10, 1 8 8 1 : 

Resolved: That the American Library As-
sociation of Librarians, assembled in annual 

4 Ibid. 

conference in Washington, shares the con-
viction of the people of the United States of 
America, that the Library of Congress is 
emphatically the one national library, the only 
one in the country destined to the encyclo-
pedic and universal in its comprehensiveness, 
like the goverment libraries of the Old 
World. . . .5 

T w o years previously, in a discussion of 

book selection for a national l ibrary, the 

l ibrarian of the L o n d o n L i b r a r y had 

stressed this aspect of comprehensiveness. 

H e emphasized that a national l ibrary 

should be first a m o n u m e n t of the litera-

ture of its o w n c o u n t r y and a repertory of 

the best samples of the l iteratures of other 

c o u n t r i e s ; and second a "school of instruc-

t i o n " in proportion to its completeness in 

l i teratures in all l a n g u a g e s . 6 

T h e concept of comprehensiveness w a s 

of course not a novel concept even in the 

' 7 0 ' s ; it w a s e m p h a s i z e d then because it w a s 

not y e t an accomplished f a c t ; j u s t as it is 

n o w being emphasized in C a n a d a w h e r e it 

is not y e t an accomplished fact . 7 

B u t at the same time there w e r e stirrings 

of other uses for a nat ional l ibrary. Basset 

C a d w a l l a d e r , in 1 8 7 7 , proposed that there 

should be established at the L i b r a r y of C o n -

gress a central b u r e a u f o r cooperative li-

brary purchasing, and f o r p r e p a r i n g a uni-

versal c a t a l o g w i t h union c a t a l o g symbols. 8 

B y 1 8 9 6 the l ibrary's n e w b u i l d i n g w a s 

a p p r o a c h i n g complet ion, and the j o i n t c o m -

mittee on the l ibrary held hearings on its 

o r g a n i z a t i o n and f u n c t i o n s . 9 T w o repre-

sentatives of the A . L . A . appeared to t e s t i f y , 

3 A.L.A. Papers and Proceedings of the Fourth Gen-
eral Meeting. 1881. p. 73 f. 

6 Library Journal 2: 1945, November-December 1877. 
1 Davis, J. Basset. " A National Library for Can-

ada." Ontario Library Review 2: 107, May 1918. 
Libraries in Canada—A Study of Library Condi-

tions and Needs bv the Commission of Enquiry. Chi-
cago, American Library Association, 1933. 

Kyte, E. Sockburn. " A National Library for 
Canada." Ontario Library Review 23: 181, May 1939. 

Canadian Library Council. Library Service for 
Canada, n. p., 1944, p. 9. 

Scollard, R. J. "Cataloguing for the Nation. 
Canadian Library Association. Proceedings of the 
Organisational Conference. 1946, p. 21. 

8 Library Journal 1: 364, 369, June 1877. 
9 54th Congress, 2d Session, Senate Report 1513. 
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as w e l l as G e o r g e B a k e r of C o l u m b i a , W i l -

liam F l e t c h e r of A m h e r s t , S a m u e l L a n g l e y 

of the Smithsonian Inst i tut ion, and 

W . T . H a r r i s , the U . S. C o m m i s s i o n e r of 

E d u c a t i o n ; in addition, M e l v i l D e w e y , 

A i n s w o r t h S p o f f o r d , and H e r b e r t P u t n a m , 

then l ibrarian of the B o s t o n P u b l i c L i b r a r y . 

H e r e w a s an ideal occasion for a r i n g i n g 

statement as to the f u n c t i o n s to be expected 

of a national l ibrary. A c t u a l l y , h o w e v e r , 

the great need of the m o m e n t w a s to devise 

a f o r m of o r g a n i z a t i o n and administration 

for the great n e w b u i l d i n g ; and the task 

i m m e d i a t e l y at hand w a s to transfer the 

immense collections f r o m the C a p i t o l to the 

n e w structure, and to g e t them into order 

and use. N e v e r t h e l e s s , buried in the discus-

sion of the housekeeping details, m a y be 

f o u n d solid proposals for national service 

w h i c h h a v e not been m u c h i m p r o v e d upon 

since. M e l v i l D e w e y described, in almost 

exact prediction, the distribution of printed 

c a t a l o g cards. H e mentioned reference and 

c o p y i n g services, distribution of g o v e r n m e n t 

publications, the preparation of a n n o t a t e d 

selective bibliographies, a union catalog, and 

interl ibrary loans. D r . P u t n a m suggested, 

as addit ional appropriate functions, a clear-

i n g house for international exchanges, and 

influence t o w a r d s t a n d a r d i z a t i o n in index-

i n g and bibliographic w o r k . 

B y 1 9 0 1 the l ibrary w a s well -established 

in its n e w b u i l d i n g and in its renovated 

tasks. O n J u l y 4 of that year D r . P u t n a m , 

by then L i b r a r i a n of C o n g r e s s , addressed 

the W a u k e s h a C o n f e r e n c e of A . L . A . on 

" W h a t M a y B e D o n e f o r L i b r a r i e s by the 

N a t i o n . " 1 0 T h e r e i n he forecast almost 

e v e r y t h i n g that w a s to be accomplished d u r -

ing his administration of the l i b r a r y : the 

w o r k in c a t a l o g i n g and classification, the 

avai labi l i ty of specialists to a n s w e r inquiries, 

a union catalog, cooperative bibliographical 

10 A .L .A. Papers and Proceedings of the 23d Meet-
ing. 1901. p. 9ff. 

undertakings (such as the A.L.A. Catalog, 
1904, and the A.L.A. Portrait Index, 
1 9 0 6 ) , c learing house for duplicates and 

interlibrary loans. B u t the o v e r w h e l m -

i n g l y i m p o r t a n t a n n o u n c e m e n t m a d e at the 

W a u k e s h a C o n f e r e n c e w a s that L . C . w a s 

p r i n t i n g cards, and m i g h t soon be able to 

m a k e them available to other libraries. 

T h e next f o r t y years added n o t h i n g n e w 

to the concept of the national l ibrary f u n c -

tion in the U n i t e d S t a t e s ; the i n t e r v a l w a s 

filled w i t h the execution of the plans of 

1 8 9 6 and 1 9 0 1 , and the only elaboration 

w a s in the specification of that al l - inclusive 

term, "cooperative bibliographical under-

t a k i n g s . " I n 1 9 3 8 , h o w e v e r , appeared 

C a r l e t o n Joeckel 's s t u d y of l ibrary service 

prepared for the A d v i s o r y C o m m i t t e e on 

E d u c a t i o n w h i c h had been asked by Presi-

dent R o o s e v e l t in 1 9 3 7 to s t u d y the general 

relationship of the federal g o v e r n m e n t to 

education. D r . Joeckel , a f t e r n o t i n g f o u r 

principal defects in the federal l ibrary m a -

chinery, expressed the opinioji that " c o m -

parat ively small increases in current expen-

ditures w o u l d result in relat ively large in-

creases in the efficiency of the present biblio-

graphical and technical operations." H i s 

recommendations included, a m o n g other 

things, the i m p r o v e m e n t and expansion of 

the c a t a l o g i n g and classification services of 

the Library of Congress to the full extent of 
their potential usefulness to American li-
braries of all types (italics mine), and men-

tioned several w a y s in w h i c h this should be 

d o n e ; he r e c o m m e n d e d the o r g a n i z a t i o n at 

the l ibrary of a national center for biblio-

graphical i n f o r m a t i o n ; and, finally, he sug-

gested that a survey of the needs for regional 

l ibrary service, f o r m u l a t i o n of plans for g i v -

i n g such service, and the administration of a 

regional l ibrary system be c o n d u c t e d under 

the general direction of the L i b r a r i a n of 

C o n g r e s s . 1 1 

11 joeckel, Carleton B. Library Service. Washing-
ton, Government Printing Office, 1938. p. 33L 
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I n 1 9 3 9 D r . R o b e r t C . B i n k l e y , c h a i r m a n 

of the j o i n t C o m m i t t e e on M a t e r i a l s f o r 

R e s e a r c h of the A m e r i c a n C o u n c i l of 

L e a r n e d Societies and the Social Science 

Research C o u n c i l , developed a national ac-

quisitions p r o g r a m i n v o l v i n g a r a d i c a l l y 

n e w conception of the role of the national 

l i b r a r y . 1 2 P r o c e e d i n g on the assumptions 

that "acquisit ion policy is directed t o w a r d 

m a x i m u m national completeness," and t h a t 

the acquisition policy of the L i b r a r y of 

C o n g r e s s should be one that w o u l d en-

c o u r a g e cooperation on the part of other 

libraries t o w a r d a t t a i n i n g this goal of c o m -

pleteness, D r . B i n k l e y suggested m e t h o d s 

for this, i n c l u d i n g the p u r c h a s i n g by the 

l ibrary of all c u r r e n t f o r e i g n books, or, 

a l t e r n a t i v e l y , of all c u r r e n t f o r e i g n books 

not purchased by other libraries. A l t h o u g h 

these suggestions w e r e not adopted, t h e y 

w e n t into the m e l t i n g pot out of w h i c h the 

F a r m i n g t o n P l a n later issued. 

I n 1 9 4 5 the j o i n t C o m m i t t e e on I n d e x i n g 

and A b s t r a c t i n g in the M a j o r F i e l d s of R e -

search, representing the A . L . A . and nine 

other l ibrary and professional o r g a n i z a t i o n s , 

w h i c h since 1 9 3 7 had been w r e s t l i n g w i t h 

the p r o b l e m indicated by its title, rendered 

a final report. 1 3 I t r e c o m m e n d e d t h a t the 

f e d e r a l g o v e r n m e n t take responsibility for 

the preparation of a g e n e r a l i n d e x i n g and 

a b s t r a c t i n g p r o g r a m w h i c h w o u l d include 

all fields of research; t h a t the w o r k i n g unit 

w h i c h should e x e c u t e the p r o g r a m should 

be operated in b u t not necessarily by the 

L i b r a r y of C o n g r e s s ; and that the p r o g r a m 

should be supported by g o v e r n m e n t subsidy 

as w e l l as by the societies and associations 

w h i c h w o u l d benefit f r o m it. 

I n the same year the director of the O f f i c e 

of Scientific R e s e a r c h and D e v e l o p m e n t 

( D r . V a n n e v a r B u s h ) in his report to the 

President entitled Science, the Endless 
12 Memorandum, November 27, 1939. A National 

Acquisition Policy. Typescript. L . C. files. 
»A.L.A. Bulletin 39: 370-71, Oct. 15, 1945-

Frontier,1* suggested that exist ing g o v e r n -

m e n t agencies, such as the A r m y M e d i c a l 

L i b r a r y and the L i b r a r y of C o n g r e s s , 

could do m u c h to i m p r o v e exist ing biblio-

g r a p h i c facilit ies if provided w i t h sufficient 

m e a n s ; and that federal aid for the l ibrary 

system of the c o u n t r y m i g h t w e l l h a v e as 

its central o b j e c t i v e the s t r e n g t h e n i n g of the 

L i b r a r y of C o n g r e s s so that it could foster 

p r o g r a m s of cooperation. 

S t i l l in 1 9 4 5 it w a s f o u n d to be in the 

national interest that the L i b r a r y of C o n -

gress should extend to other research li-

braries its o w n facilities f o r acquisition ( i n -

c l u d i n g State and W a r D e p a r t m e n t 

c h a n n e l s ) in countries w h e r e c o m m e r c i a l 

channels w e r e not avai lable as a result of 

the w a r . A t the same t ime the l ibrary 

c o m m e n c e d , on its o w n initiative and at its 

o w n cost, the p r o g r a m of d o c u m e n t distribu-

tion w h i c h has since developed into the 

D o c u m e n t s E x p e d i t i n g P r o j e c t . 

I n 1 9 4 6 the P r i n c e t o n C o n f e r e n c e on 

I n t e r n a t i o n a l C u l t u r a l , E d u c a t i o n a l , and 

Scientif ic E x c h a n g e s directed f o u r of its 

t w e n t y - f o u r r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s t o w a r d the 

L i b r a r y of C o n g r e s s — r e c o m m e n d a t i o n s 

h a v i n g to do w i t h the complet ion of the 

union c a t a l o g , the compilat ion of a union 

list of w a r t i m e periodicals, the preparation 

of plans f o r a national b i b l i o g r a p h y , and 

the p r o c u r e m e n t and distribution of f o r e i g n 

g o v e r n m e n t a l publications. 1 5 

T h e latest s t a t e m e n t on the s u b j e c t is 

still fresh f r o m the press, and is being re-

printed in the 1 9 4 7 a n n u a l report of the 

L i b r a r i a n of C o n g r e s s . T h e H o u s e A p p r o -

priations C o m m i t t e e , in 1 9 4 6 , had reported 

a reduction in the l ibrary's estimates, p a r t l y 

as it stated, in order " t o give attention to 

the need f o r a determination as to w h a t 

14 Washington, Government Printing Office, 1945, p. 
112. 

15 Recommendations Adopted by Conference on In-
ternational, Cultural, Educational, and Scientific Ex-
changes . . . Chicago, American Library Associa-
tion, 1947. 
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the policy of the Library of Congress is 
going to be in the way of expansion and 
service to the public and to Congress." In 
order to provide a basis for the discussion 
of this question, Dr . Evans appointed the 
Library of Congress Planning Committee, 
headed by the director of libraries of 
Harvard University, and consisting of lead-
ers in various walks of life—the law, the 
humanities, specifically history, research li-
braries, public libraries, federal libraries, 
the natural sciences and bibliography. This 
committee was requested to review anew, 
"in a spirit of free inquiry," the role of the 
library, and to report recommendations 
which might be laid before the appropriate 
committees of Congress. 

The report is now before Congress await-
ing action. It spells out the relations of the 
library in the federal system; it specifies 
the kinds of collections which the library 
should amass. With respect to the relation-
ships with nonfederal libraries and with 
the public the report states that "the Li-
brary of Congress as the National Library 
and as the largest and most nearly complete 
of all the libraries in the United States, 
should supplement the other libraries in the 
country, should take a leading part in co-
operative movements among libraries, and 
should thereby help to bring about satis-
factory nationwide library service to re-
search workers and other seekers for 
information." Specifically "as its share of 
the national library program," the com-
mittee recommended a long list of services 
so carefully worded that it would be unfair 
to attempt to abridge them here; these in-
clude not only most of the services men-
tioned in previous discussions, but added 
certain new ones, such as "the printing at 
regular intervals of as complete a list as 
possible of publications currently issued in 
the United States," and a program of trav-
eling exhibits. 

It is apparent from the foregoing that if 
the library wants ambitions, it has not far 
to seek. But I refuse to call these objectives 
the ambitions merely of the Library of Con-
gress. If they are not the ambitions of the 
American library world, and if the Ameri-
can library world cannot truthfully declare, 
as it did in 1881, that with respect to these 
objectives "it shares the conviction of the 
people of the United States of America," 
then the Library of Congress may properly 
disown these ambitions. Let me give you 
the status of the more important of them. 

Ambitions—Present Posture 

In matters relating to bibliographical or-
ganization, the fundamental operation is 
still the system of card distribution. There 
is still much work to be done. Cards are 
not printed quickly enough, and they are 
still far from complete in coverage. Whi le 
we are busily cataloging the publications 
of foreign countries, their libraries are busily 
cataloging ours. The cooperative catalog-
ing operation, though contributing to the 
usefulness of the system, does not rest upon 
a sound policy either in logic or finance. 

But card distribution, though in many 
senses fundamental, is itself an end-product; 
it is made possible by a number of ante-
cedent operations—among them those of 
cataloging and classification. When we 
say at L .C. that we catalog and classify 
primarily for our own uses we are stating 
a policy to guide immediate operations only. 
In the long run it is hardly the fact. The 
proof of this is that we are involved up 
to our ears in the revision of the A .L .A . 
catalog code; and with respect to classifica-
tion—we have recently witnessed the ex-
penditure of a large sum, which will be 
matched over and over by expenditures into 
the indefinite future, in the elaboration of 
a new schedule for medicine, simply because 
the L .C. schedule had not been sufficiently 
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w e l l - a d a p t e d to c h a n g i n g conditions. A n d , 

too, w e feel some concern at complaints re-

g a r d i n g the incompletion of the l a w sched-

ule. T h e t r u t h is, t h a t if L . C . ' s card 

distribution is i m p o r t a n t , its c a t a l o g i n g and 

classification processes are also i m p o r t a n t . 

T h e union c a t a l o g is increasing at the 

rate of a third of a mil l ion n e w titles and 

a mil l ion and a quarter n e w locations a 

y e a r ; to this w o r k m a n y libraries are con-

tributing. W e still ta lk of a s u b j e c t union 

catalog. H o w b a d l y is it w a n t e d ? T h e 

C a d w a l l a d e r r e c o m m e n d a t i o n of 1 8 7 7 for 

a universal c a t a l o g w i t h union symbols 

( w h i c h w a s s l a p p e d d o w n editorial ly as 

being too Utopian in the issue of the Library 
Journal in w h i c h it appeared) is m a t c h e d 

in 1 9 4 7 by a suggestion for a union loca-

tion index, by L . C . card n u m b e r , to the 

E d w a r d s B r o t h e r s or the L . C . Cumulative 

Catalog—a simple device w h i c h w o u l d 

bring a large part of the national union 

catalog, in a f e w volumes, into e v e r y l ibrary. 

W e h a v e not taken up D r . Joeckel 's 

suggestion that the L i b r a r i a n of C o n g r e s s 

should administer a system of regional li-

brary c e n t e r s ; nor does it seem l ikely, f r o m 

our policy of a v o i d a n c e of e x e c u t i v e au-

thority, that w e shall do so. B u t w e are 

anxious to cooperate w i t h regional centers. 

I t has been suggested that L . C . m a i n t a i n 

the Union List of Serials. It is proposed 

that w e take over the e d i t i n g of the Writ-

ings on American History. It is recom-

m e n d e d t h a t w e issue complete lists of 

c u r r e n t publications in the U n i t e d S t a t e s ; 

that w e submit plans for the national bibli-

o g r a p h y ; that w e e n g a g e in i n d e x i n g and 

abstracting. H e r e caution is needed. T h e 

w o r k to be done is infinite, and the criterion 

as to w h a t m a y appropriately be done is 

not too clear. W e n o w issue the Catalog 

of Title Entries of the Copyright Office, 
the Monthly Checklist of State Publica-
tions, the Cumulative Catalog of Library 

of Congress Printed Cards, all fragments 

(some of them rather large f r a g m e n t s ) of 

the national bibl iography. W e do some in-

dexing, some annotation of select lists, l i tt le 

abstracting. W e are anxious to s t u d y the 

problem, because w e h a v e as m u c h stake in 

the o u t c o m e as a n y institution, and more than 

most. W e are ambitious to see the problem 

solved, but not necessarily to execute the 

solution. S o m e of y o u m a y have seen M r . 

V a n d e r b i l t ' s m e m o r a n d u m on this s u b j e c t 

w h i c h w a s distributed at the San F r a n c i s c o 

C o n f e r e n c e of A . L . A . last s u m m e r . 1 6 A t the 

present m o m e n t w e are anxious to get dis-

cussion and c o m m e n t on this m e m o r a n d u m . 

I n matters r e l a t i n g to acquisitions, I 

remind you again that the collections are 

historically and operational ly ( t h o u g h not 

necessarily l o g i c a l l y ) at the basis of all the 

services, and that any proposal for biblio-

graphic a c t i v i t y assumes in the first place 

that collections are avai lable and o r g a -

n i z e d . C o n s e q u e n t l y , the l ibrary w o r l d 

that is interested in our cards, our c a t a l o g -

i n g or our classification m u s t be interested 

also in our collections. T h e r e m a y be 

alternatives, but they are not yet w i t h i n 

practicable reach. Y e t the F a r m i n g t o n 

P l a n w a s born out of discussions in the 

L i b r a r i a n of C o n g r e s s ' C o u n c i l ; w e are 

anxious to see the proposal pushed to a 

conclusion even t h o u g h w e are not at all 

certain w h a t that conclusion w i l l be. B u t 

w e are convinced that leadership is in the 

r ight h a n d s ; and the forces of economics, if 

n o t h i n g else, w i l l assure a final determina-

tion. A s to a distribution center for dupli -

cates and f o r e i g n documents, this is one 

of the f e w suggestions d a t i n g f r o m 1 8 9 6 

and 1 9 0 1 w h i c h has never been f u l l y de-

veloped. T h e a p p r o a c h i n g dissolution of 

the A m e r i c a n B o o k C e n t e r as a rehabili-

16 Vanderbilt, Paul. "National Bibliography and 
Bibliographical Control." [Washington] 1947. In-
cluded in this issue of College and Research Libraries, 
together with comments by a bibliographer and two 
librarians. 
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tation agency provides the occasion for at 

least an experimental project to show possi-

bilities. W e are w i l l i n g to assume a risk. 

In connection w i t h all of the foregoing, 

I wish to underscore several assumptions 

basic to any ambitions which L . C . may 

cherish: it has no wish to police or ad-

minister; it wishes to do nothing that others 

can do better; it wishes to take on no func-

tion w h i c h cannot be f u l l y justified on 

grounds of economy, efficiency, and the na-

tional interest. T h e federal government 

cannot be looked to as a fairy godmother 

to take on projects merely because they are 

good and cannot be supported commercially 

or locally. 

The Public Interest and the Interested 
Public 

A parting w o r d — t h e public interest w i l l 

be served, in the long run, only as a result 

of the interest of the public. T h i s is cer-

tainly true w i t h respect to the services of a 

national library. T a k e a ready example, 

again the card distribution s y s t e m — a sys-

tem in the efficient operation of which 

most of you have a close interest. L a s t 

year L . C . sold, for $635,000, the immense 

quantity of 19,000,000 printed cards, each 

of which represented w o r k in cataloging 

and classification amounting to from $2 to 

$ 5 . ( I leave you to calculate the potential 

value of these 19,000,000 cards to their 

purchasers.) T h e receipts of $635,000 

actually more than reimbursed to the U . S. 

T r e a s u r y the cost of the overrun and of 

distribution. 

In anticipation of a still greater demand 

for the cards during the present years w e 

requested a "cushion" of w o r k i n g capital, 

w h i c h w o u l d not be used unless needed, 

and w h i c h — i f u s e d — w o u l d be similarly 

reimbursed through sales. T h e cushion was 

not appropriated. A s things stand, sales 

are running 37 per cent over last year, but, 

for lack of this cushion, w e have fallen t w o 

weeks behind in the execution of card 

orders, and w i l l probably fall even further 

behind as the year progresses. 

Cause and effect are very evident in this 

operation; but they w o r k just the same w a y 

in all the underlying operations of catalog-

ing, maintenance of classification schedules, 

and formation of collections; and if card 

distribution is of interest and of community 

importance, so are they. 

T h r e e presidents of the U n i t e d States 

have felt the position of the L i b r a r y of C o n -

gress in the national economy of sufficient 

moment to just i fy mention of it in annual 

message to Congress. I have already 

quoted from President Hayes. L e t me 

quote from President T h e o d o r e Roosevelt's 

message of D e c . 3, 1901. 

There are now over five thousand libraries 
in the United States, the product of [the past 
50 years]. In addition to accumulating ma-
terial, they are also striving by organization, 
by improvement in method, and by co-opera-
tion, to give greater efficiency to the material 
they hold, to make it more widely useful, and 
by avoidance of unnecessary duplication in 
process to reduce the costs of its administra-
tion. 

In these efforts they naturally look for as-
sistance to the Federal library, which though 
still the Library of Congress, and so entitled, 
is the one national library of the United 
States. . . . This library has a unique op-
portunity to render to the libraries of this 
country—to American scholarship—service of 
the highest importance. Resources are now 
being provided which will develop the collec-
tion properly, equip it with the apparatus and 
service necessary to its effective use, render 
its bibliographic work widely available, and 
enable it to become, not merely a center of 
research, but the chief factor in great co-
operative efforts for the diffusion of knowl-
edge and the advancement of learning. 

T o be "the chief factor in great coopera-

tive efforts." T h a t might w e l l be the 

ambition of any institution! B u t , in this 

phrase I w o u l d underline the w o r d "co-

operative." 
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