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The author, a graduate school dean, conveys his vision of what the university library should be 
like in the twenty-first century. Three major topics are discussed: librarianship as a scholarly 
discipline; politics and the university library; the library as an active agent in the life of a uni
versity. 

he public library is the treasure 
house of civilization, and the 
great university research li
brary is the crown jewel of that 

treasure house. I have said this and be
lieved it for many years. I'm a true friend 
of the library. Because I am a friend, I will 
take some liberties in order to tell you 
some tough things. Some of them you will 
like, and some you won't like. 

I want to convey my vision of what the 
university library should be in the next 
century, just fourteen years away. 
Achievement of such a vision will require 
change, a lot of change. Therefore I do 
have some criticisms to impart. But they 
are friendly criticisms! 

First, I want to present an overview of 
what the library can becom~ in the next 
century. Based on that conception, I wish 
to address three topics: librarianship as a 
scholarly discipline, the political stance of 
a great university library, and the concept 
of the library as an active agent in the life 
of a university. 

Please keep in mind that I am an out
sider. The fact that I love libraries doesn't 
mean that I know much about them. But 
lack of knowledge doesn't preclude 
strong opinions. One of the few privileges 
that I have experienced as a graduate dean 
is the right to have a firm opinion on al
most all matters pertaining to the univer
sity. 

THE VISION 
The library will still exist in the next cen

tury. It will not only exist, but it will be
come increasingly important in the life of 
the university community and the wider 
society. The doomsayers who predict the 
dispersion or demise of the library are 
wrong. As knowledge continues to multi
ply, the need for expertise-to collect, cat
egorize, store, sort, retrieve, and advise 
and comfort bewildered users-will also 
multiply. 

The library of the twenty-first century 
will become much more diverse in its ac
tivities. Books will undoubtedly continue 
to exist throughout the new century, but 
the media available for recording and 
transforming knowledge will increase 
substantially, perhaps in ways not now 
foreseen . The proliferation of media, plus 
the increasing specialization and complex
ity of knowledge, suggests that the library 
will become a much more complex social 
institution. The keepers of the treasure 
house, the professional librarians, will 
also have to become both more of a gener
alist and more of a specialist in the many 
areas that will develop. In the next century 
the librarian will work almost entirely 
with the intellect. The tedious muscle 
work of yesterday and today will be done 
by machines and nonprofessional staff. Of 
course the librarian will have to adminis
ter those machines and staff. Thus librari-
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ans will become administrators of the sci
ence of knowledge, or, in short, 
administrative/knowledge scientists. 

Commensurate with this enlarged role 
for the librarian, the university library as a 
social system must become a true power 
center in the university community. To do 
so, it must assert its own status as a social 
system much more strongly than it does 
now or has in the past. At the same time, 
the library must permeate other sectors of . 
the university more fully than is now the 
case. 

In summary, my vision is that the library 
must move from the posture of beautiful 
but somewhat passive treasure house to 
the active role of knowledge mediator for 
the society. As a matter of fact, I believe 
that the continued viability of a coherent 
society depends on such a proactive role 
for the library. Without a central mediat
ing force to channel the knowledge explo
sion, we will all be lost in the spiraling 
fragmentation of information chaos. 

THE LIBRARIAN 
OF THE FUTURE 

As I view the next century, the librarian 
will become the critical factor in the suc
cessful management of knowledge. Tech
nology will not make your jobs obsolete. 
Technology will reduce the manual labor. 
Welcome the machines. They will free 
your intellects for their proper role. A 
good machine deserves respect for what it 
can do. It does not deserve love. The ma
chines must be mastered, lest a new kind 
of enslavement engulfs the library profes
sion. 

The growth of knowledge will lead to 
ever greater complexity of knowledge. 
Therefore organization of that knowledge 
is likely to become more complex, and the 
physical media for storing and sorting in
formation will become more diverse. The 
user's task therefore will become more dif
ficult in two ways: (a) mastery of the phys
ical means of getting at the information 
and (b) mastery of the conceptual systems 
for the organization of the library's store 
of knowledge. Once the physical and con
ceptual systems of organization are mas
tered, utilization will be enormously more 
efficient than it is today. 
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Thus "entry difficulties" into the library 
will increase, ·while "utilization difficul
ties" will decrease. Solution of the entry 
difficulties will require teaching by the li
brarian, and this teaching will need to be 
systematic and sustained. From the user's 
point of view, solutions to the entry prob
lems of the machines and the abstract or
ganization of knowledge will be high-level 
technical skills that must be mastered in 
order for students to succeed in college. 
As a matter of fact, in the next century, I 
expect that one or more courses on library 
instruction will be required of every col
lege student, much like freshman English 
is required of all students today. Faculty 
will also need comparable systematic tu
toring. 

This development implies that one ma
jor role change for the professional librar
ian will be uniform movement to faculty 
status. Such faculty status, probably with 
tenure, will be of a special nature, on 
which I will elaborate later. 

It follows that the library profession 
should move as rapidly as possible toward 
the Ph.D. as the terminal degree. I do not 
prejudge exactly how the doctorate for li
brarians should be structured, but I sus
pect that an interdisciplinary approach 
will be modal. The traditional skills 
courses required for an M.L.S. will still be 
needed, and I would expect the M.L.S. to 
be the entry degree into doctoral pro
grams. I do know that the doctoral pro
gram should require some expertise in 
computing, science and mathematics, and 
research methods. Some business skills 
and management training will also be 
needed. The program should also allow 
for one extensive minor in some academic 
discipline. In addition, the research ethic 
should permeate the doctoral training of 
the librarian of the future. 

So, in the year 2025, suppose we have a 
brand new Ph.D. hired for a faculty posi
tion in the library. Will that person be free 
to set his or her own schedule for research, 
except for teaching a library instruction 
course? Not exactly. I don't have that kind 
of freedom as a dean. Libraries, like grad
uate schools, are different from academic 
departments-the librarian will not be 
able to avoid a substantial administrative 



role, and such a role requires specific du
ties in specific locations at specific times. 

My approach to a solution is simple. The 
librarian will become a person of thirds
one-third administrator, one-third 
teacher, and one-third researcher. There 
are many ways of implementing this 
three-faceted role approach. One method 
is use of three-year cycles: during two 
years the librarian's duties would consist 
almost entirely of administration and 
teaching; during the third year the duties 
would consist of research, writing, and 
other forms of scholarly activity. 

This conception may sound rather . 
strange and farfetched. But in fact it fol
lows rather naturally from the notion that 
the librarian's role must become more ab
stract and intellectual: the training must 
become more extensive and complex. The 
research ethos is terribly important-any 
discipline that cannot generate its own ap
proaches to knowledge at a high level of 
skill is in danger of either becoming extinct 
or at best becoming a minor servant of 
other disciplines. 

I realize that the librarian's greatly ex
panded role and status raises a host of is
sues. For example, what happens to the 
hierarchical authority structure of a uni
versity library? Should .librarians have 
tenure like that of faculty in academic de
partments? Indeed, will the library in 
some sense become one giant academic 
department? I can't answer all questions! 
Indeed, some of these questions are not 
very interesting to me. For example, li
brarians work under a lot of different au
thority structures now-the critical item is 
their increased status. Once that upgrad
ing occurs, authority structures will be re
arranged to accommodate the reality of 
the changed library profession. 

With the doctorate as the terminal de
gree, and with the increased levels of ex
pertise and confidence that will go with it, 
the librarian can go forth boldly-even 
aggressively-in conceptual liaisons with 
faculty from the many disciplines. I don't 
think any of us can foresee the net results 
of an intellectually -aggressive library pro
fession interacting routinely with faculty 
from academic specialties. I do know that 
one social effect-over time-will be that 
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the library's influence will permeate every 
nook and cranny of the university cam
pus. In so doing, the library would, of 
course, become a major power center on 
the campus. 

The notion of the library as an institu
tion with campus power leads to my sec
ond topic, but I close this first topic by 
stressing the centrality of the librarian. 
Greatly enhanced training, as well as the 
status that goes with it, is the basic ground 
for the success of the library in the next 
century. Without a strong cadre of librari
ans with doctorates, I suspect that the li
brary will lose ground in the influence 
game. And in that case we would all lose. 

THE POLITICS OF THE LIBRARY 

Every social system has its political fea
tures, both in terms of internal dynamics 
and in terms of its relations to other social 
systems. The library is certainly a social 
system, and it is certainly a political ani
mal. 

I have found it an anomaly during my 
academic career that most faculty have a 
positive attitude toward libraries, yet li
braries often have little real power. There 
is also the attitude that libraries are merely 
service organizations. Perhaps most li
brarians. buy this conception, dropping 
the-merely, of course. 

The library is a service organization; but 
so is every academic department! Just be
cause you serve others doesn't mean that 
you are only servants. The service mental
ity, carried too far, leads to a kind of pas
sive stance toward other social systems. It 
leads to conservatism and lack of bold ini
tiatives but most importantly, it leads to 
ineptitude in the struggle for power. 

All social systems within an overall sys
tem both compete and cooperate with 
each other. The systems that prevail in the 
resource struggle by definition have the 
most power-! don't think university li
braries have been very successful in this 
kind of power struggle. 

I have seen faculty scramble to "pro
tect" the library during a budget crisis: 
there is an implicit attitude that the library 
is unable to scramble for itself the way a 
school or college can. Like a fancy "kept" 
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lady, the library must be protected and 
cared for. It seems not to occur to many 
faculty that the library could be aggressive 
in looking out for its own needs and could 
administer real pain if its needs are not 
met. 

In my view the library as a social system 
must become much more aggressive 
about university campus life . A different 
approach to developing political constitu
encies needs to be effected-the perme
ation concept discussed earlier is basic. Ul
timately, influence rests on a rich base of 
complex interactions between librarians 
and members of other social systems on 
campus, but there are many other things 
that can be done. For example, why isn' t 
the library always represented on every 
major administrative search committee? 
Why don't deans and chairs feel a vital in
terest in meeting with library staff at least 
once a year-to ensure that their depart
ments and colleges are "getting their fair 
share" from the library? Why do deans 
worry sometimes about other deans en
croaching on their territory, but almost 
never worry about the head librarian stab
bing them in the back? It's not because the 
head librarian just happens to be a nice 
guy. 

As a young faculty member in 1967, I 
witnessed the major growth explosion of 
university computer centers. I wondered 
then, and I wonder now why computer 
centers did not develop as part of the li
brary system. It seemed a natural thing to 
happen. 

My point is not to shame you but to 
point out that the very worthy service ori
entation of the library needs to be linked to 
an attitude of centrality to the life of the 
university. Holding this attitude with 
pride implies seeking influence and 
power to command the resources to do the 
job right. Ultimately, beyond the persua
sion and power techniques, it is a matter 
of values and the self-confidence of a pro
fession. The library and the library profes
sion need to develop a value for aggres
sive assertion of their importance in 
proportion to their actual importance to 
the larger society. I hope I have made it 
abundantly clear that in my view you are 
very important. 
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THE LIBRARY AS 
ACTIVE AGENT 

This topic is really a corollary to the 
other two topics. As the role of the aca
demic librarian is enhanced and the li
brary as a social system becomes more po
tent politically, the library will necessarily 
become a more active agent in the life of 
the university and the wider society. 
Mostly, I want to present a few ideas, 
some of which might be good enough to 
attract funding for trying them out-it is 
understood that most of them will cost 
money. But the first one is "for free." 

1. The library should develop a strong 
proprietary/cooperative role toward new 
forms of information systems as these sys
tems emerge. If it is a medium that has to 
do with knowledge or even "mere infor
mation," the library ought to be there 
ready and waiting to take it over. 

2. Libraries should have extensive pro
grams for scholars-in-residence. Such 
programs could range from the scholar's 
choice to stipulated research projects that 
the library wants done. I can think of no 
better way to start the permeation process 
mentioned earlier. From my point of view 
it was simply the aribtrariness of history 
that made academic departments respon
sible for funding research and scholarly 
leaves. There is no reason why libraries 
can't be vitally important in this role, and 
as the librarian's training is upgraded to 
doctoral status, librarians should become 
avid competitors for scholars-in-residence 
positions at other libraries. 

3. A related notion involves the crea
tion of research fellowships for faculty and 
doctoral students. In this arena a little 
goes a long way. A regular, competitive 
funding program would orient academic 
departments toward the library like nails 
to a magnet. 

4. Beyond programs for individuals, 
why couldn't the library create its own in
stitutes and centers of excellence? It could 
hire its own scholars to work coopera
tively with the department most related to 
the center. I suppose the tenure issue for 
librarians would currently be a stumbling 
block, but my point is that once librarians 
have faculty status and full stature among 
the other academic disciplines, there will 



be few reasons not to hire regular academ
ics, as needed, as members of the library 
staff. 

5. We've all heard of midlife crises. Ac
ademics seem to have them also. One way 
to acquire a cadre of Ph.D.'s is to create a 
fellowship program for academics who 
want a career change. The fellowship 
would allow Ph.D.'s to retrain as librari
ans in an M.L.S. program. As in any re
training program, candidate selectivity is 
crucial. I conjecture that the number of 
faculty who would be interested might 
surprise you. 

6. As the number of "for-charge" ser
vices increases (e.g., bibliographic 
searches), I suggest that academic libraries 
should go after off-campus business. The 
payoff will be more than just dollars. Over 
time the library would build a strong ex
ternal constituency and the benefits that 
go with it. 

7. In anticipation of the movement to
ward doctoral status for librarians, univer
sity libraries should begin to experiment 
with authority arrangements. Some deli
cate blend of hierarchy and collegiality 
will probably work best. But the knowing 
will only come from the doing. Change 
can be tough, but also fun. 

8. The electronic mail concept needs to 
be exploited fully for maximum contact 
with other universities. I've not stressed 
relations with other libraries, but they are 
important. The large changes ahead won't 
happen to single libraries-they will occur 
in all university libraries moving more or 
less in unison. The future progress of li
braries will depend substantially on ease 
of communication with other libraries. 

9. Finally, the chief librarian should 
have status and authority at least equal to 
a major dean and preferably higher. At-
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tention to such self-interested issues is im
portant. Frankly, I don't think this issue 
would be that tough to win if a unified, 
concerted effort was made over a span of 
several years. 

Perhaps these examples are enough to 
give you some idea of what I have in mind 
when I speak of the library as an active 
agent. It is a state of mind, rather than spe
cific acts, a general orientation to be proac
tive rather than reactive. Such active 
stances on a wide range of fronts, along 
with transformation of the professional li
brarian, will, in time, make the library a 
dynamic center of power on the university 
campus. 

IN CONCLUSION 

I said in the beginning that I am a friend. 
By now, you probably feel that with a 
friend like me, you'll never need enemies. 
But that's not true. I really believe my met
aphor of the treasure house. There are a 
few institutions that are vital to 
civilization-the family and church are 
most often mentioned-the library is a 
third such institution. The outer forms of 
these institutions change and evolve, but 
the central concepts endure. The quest for 
belonging is a sacred quest, answered by 
home and family. The quest for the Crea
tor is another such quest, and the quest for 
knowledge and understanding of our 
place in the cosmos is also a sacred quest. 
The library is the visible symbol and one 
actual means of striving toward knowl
edge and understanding. Thus, the li
brary is as much a matter of the spirit as it 
is a matter of physical place. As such, and 
in this sense, the library is the wellspring 
of our slow ascent from below toward 
whatever future the cosmos has in store 
for us. 


