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The Librarian 
In a Changing World 

DR. CLARENCE C. WALTON, Dean 
School of Business Administration 

Duquesne University 
Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania 

The nature of his work and the nature of the world he 
works with make the librarian especially sensitive to 
the call of romance. His work is one of preserving, en- 
riching and utilizing the knowledge of humankind; his 
world is the stratosphere of the intellect where new 
ideas, new theories and new projects move with ever 
increasing tempo. 

LTHOUGH exploration and discovery A are both exhilarating experiences, 
they do not necessarily go hand in 
hand. The number of fruitless explora- 
tions is legion-yet awareness of that 
fact should not obscure the equally im- 
portant fact that discoveries borne of 
chance are indeed rare. For an American 
citizen to rely passively on beneficient 
fates for his bodily needs is foolish; for 
an American nation to rely on blind 
fate for national survival is catastrophic. 
We need to apply knowledge to achieve 
those discoveries necessary for our sur- 
vival and we need wisdom to use these 
discoveries wisely and well. This is pre- 
eminently an age of high adventure, of 
calculated risks, yes, even of an occasion- 
al leap in the dark; an age wherein the 
modern explorer needs as much daring 
as Columbus. We must face this reality. 

What unique kinds of exploration are 
open to librarians? There are many but 
from the multiplicity emerges a unity 
of pattern which involves two quite 
specific relationships. The first deals 
with the relationship of the librarian to 
the changing demands of industry and 

Paper presented before the Advertising, Busi- 
ness, Financial, and Transportation Divisions, 
June 4, 1956 at the Annual SLA Convention 
in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. 

society as they directly impinge on his 
own area of operations. The second in- 
volves the librarian's relationship to, 
and responsibility for, the most precious 
commodity free men possess-truth: 
access to it and dissemination of it. 

In considering problems which direct- 
ly affect librarians, is it too bizarre to 
suggest that the modern library is a 
real "hot spot" in contemporary America? 
Admittedly, there are dangers in using 
a terminology that has one meaning to 
a climatologist, a rather ominous con- 
notation to a theologian, and a sporty 
one to the man-about-town. Yet an ex- 
amination of literature dealing with the 
modern library reinforces one's confi- 
dence in the validity of this initial 
proposition. Within the librarian's world 
contradictions are met and certain fric- 
tions are generating explosive heats. 

In approaching the problem of libra- 
ries and librarianship a layman is told 
by Ruth Savord, librarian of the Coun- 
cil on Foreign Relations, that: 

The old saying that there is nothing new 
under the sun is true of special librarianship- 
it is not new but merely the adaptation of a 
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very old profession. We have had libraries and 
librarians as long as the world has had a way 
of expressing itself by means of symbols put 
together so as to convey thought.1 

Yet Pierce Butler, writing around 
the same time, assures us that modern 
libraries are a new thing: 

There were book collections which we call 
"libraries" in earlier periods, but the library, 
as we have it, is something previously un- 
known. The public libraries of imperial 
Rome, the monastic and cathedral libraries of 
the Middle Ages, the princely and municipal 
libraries of the Renaissance, the national, state 
and university libraries of the Enlightenment 
were forerunners rather than ancestors of the 
modern library. That is of comparatively re- 
cent origin. It began less than two centuries 
ago when certain people, desiring more books 
to read than they could buy individually, 
pooled their funds in an informal private cor- 
poration.2 

If the foregoing quotations involve 
nothing more than a shift of emphasis, 
the contradiction could be summarily 
dismissed. The suspicion lingers, how- 
ever, that a real debate is implied. Is 
the modern library essentially the same 
kind of place it was in the past? Is the 
difference one of degree or of kind? 
The directions in which one's sympa- 
thies lie will be brought out by attempt- 
ing to answer three questions: 

1. What is a special library and what 
kind of services must the special libra- 
rian provide? 

2. What sort of education must a spe- 
cial librarian have? 

3. What is the relationship of special 
librarians to organizations they serve? 

Normally, light should be shed on 
the nature of a special library by the 
man who fathered the movement back 
in 1909, yet a remarkable brand of 
prescience seems to have guided John 
Cotton Dana to a rather ambiguous de- 
scription of a special library as "the 
library of a modern man of affairs."" 
One searches in vain for the true spe- 
cifics. So perforce we are thrown upon 
our own resources in surveying the 
field. What strikes the observer? 

We are impressed in the first instance 
by the fact that the librarian is in a 
service profession and, therefore, he 
rarely creates demand but rather must 
respond quickly and effectively to de- 
mand. Are these services different from 
services rendered during times past in 
other libraries? We are inclined to assert 
that they are and for several reasons. 
The library of yore was mainly a col- 
lection area for manuscripts and books 
held available for study and reading, 
and Webster quite aptly characterized 
the librarian as a "custodian of knowl- 
edge." Note carefully the degree of 
passivity implicit in this definition. 

When the special librarian is sum- 
moned today to perform a specific serv- 
ice how does the request come? Does it 
come as a petition for a specific book or 
periodical of many in a collection or as 
a petition for assistanec in a specific and 
often complicated problem? Invariably 
it is of the latter type, and the librarian 
forthwith becomes a partner in the 
project. It is he who undertakes the 
initial and critical survey of relevant 
data within his acquisitions; it is he 
who initially assesses the relative value 
of informations, discarding some and 
holding others; it is he who must first 
resolve problems of quantity, avail- 
ability, and time. 

Each of these last three elements is 
markedly different from past patterns. 
In former times the book was the chief 
staple; then came more books and more 
periodicals. To this has been added a 
post-war Niagara of scientific and tech- 
nical reports which have added a dis- 
tinctly new dimension to the librarian's 
responsibilities. 

In this country alone over 75,000 
unpublished technical reports are com- 
pleted through government sponsored 
projects at a cost of three billion dol- 
lars annually.* We are indebted to the 
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president of the Southwest Research 
Institute for putting the matter in those 
graphic terms Americans love so well. 
Said Dr. Vagtborg: "At the rate of 10 
volumes per foot it would require new 
bookshelving of 10,000 feet or just 
short of two miles to handle the 60 
million pages of technical literature pro- 
duced in the world t ~ d a y . " ~  Contrast 
the 8,600 scientific periodicals (exclu- 
sive of medicine and of transactions of 
learned societies) which appeared in 
the 1895 issue of H. C. Bolton's Cata- 
logue of Scientific and Technical Peri- 
odicals, 1665-1895 with the 50,000 titles 
in the third edition of the World List of 
Scientific Periodicals (London 1952). 
Could the Renaissance man ever con- 
ceive the lament of a modern observer, 
Ortega y Gasset, who complained that 
there is in Europe "the impression, the 
very reverse of that in the Renaissance, 
that there are too many  book^."^ 

The very bulk of the material consti- 
tutes an enormous problem but there 
are ancillary ones often hidden from 
view that may prove just as serious. 
For example, it now takes longer for 
the results of work done in one labora- 
tory to be read about in another and 
the time is ever lengthening. Prepara- 
tion from manuscript to publication 
runs about a year for the Chemical Ab- 
stracts and it is worth noting that in 
1931 the subject index of this publica- 
tion took about two months to prepare 
whereas it now takes six months7 In 
addition to bulk and time lag there is 
the fact that since many of the reports 
result from government sponsored proj- 
ects, they are classified and do not be- 
come generally available. 

Quantity and availability challenge 
the greatest ingenuity the librarian pos- 
sesses: he must know where and how 
to get leads on information still unpub- 
lished; he must be a veritable blood- 
hound in sensing the existence of classi- 

fied material and of knowing how to 
develop an approach to these data- 
for the fact that data are classified need 
not mean and should not mean an 
eternal freezing of the status quo. 

These efforts take imagination, bold- 
ness and daring-and they take time. 
That is why the problem of retrieval 
becomes of momentous consequence to 
today's librarian. Overlook a textbook 
and another may serve as well. Over- 
look a legal or technical report and the 
costs to industry may be enormous. 
Overlook a military or scientific report 
in wartime and the results could be 
catastrophic. Retrieval involves the high- 
ly unglamorous job of "marking and 
parking" and certainly special librari- 
ans must take the lead in exploring the 
most effective uses and applications of 
automatic aids. I t  strikes this layman 
that so complicated and so necessary a 
project requires cooperative research 
and that this association of special li- 
brarians is in a position to give this 
movement a tremendous forward thrust. 

The foregoing delineation of some of 
the services a special librarian is called 
upon to perform does not include those 
many cases of firms which not only 
present a problem to the special libra- 
rian but also expect him to provide a 
clear and adequate digest of the ma- 
terials he has unearthed. Sometimes he 
is called upon to provide a report to 
users he has never met and for uses he 
does not fully envision. 

In all these procedures the spe- 
cial librarian does not merely collect 
and guard data; he assesses it and is 
often called upon to summarize it. He 
is, in truth, the greatest active user of 
the materials he has helped to collect 
and to organize and in this dynamic 
role the special librarian is far different 
from those passive predecessors de- 
scribed by Webster. 

Is it not time that professionals- 
frequently described as special librari- 
ans, information officers, reports libra- 
rians, documentalists, chief file clerks- 
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