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Specialization:

Its Advantages and Disaclvantages

By Richard Holland Johnston, Librarian, Bureau of Railway
Economics, Washington, D. C.

Many things not thought of by our fore-
fathers have resulted from the inversion of
thought and action due Lo the spread of de-
mocracy. Purely external authority, in po-
litical life gave place to the consent of the
governed, in religion grew into freedom of
thought and action, and educatlon spread
until there was no longer the isolaled Plato,
Socrates or Cicero standing far above the
people of their time.

It may be said to be generally true, both
in England and on the continent, that, in
malters of education, professional training
is invariably superinduced upon a general
education in the humanities, a point of view

which is being reflected among the Amer-
fean schools by the demands for the Bache-
lor's degree in arts as a requirement for
matriculation into the professional schools.
With this particular phase of the movement,
excepl as 1n a sense it relates to special col-
lections of hooks, we are not as much con-
cerned as with the coordinated movement
in manufactures, and distripution, which
have gone to such great lengths in-this coun-
try as compared with almost any other
country in the world.

The specialization in which we, as an asso-
clalion, are for the most part interested is
the specialization made necescary by the

¥QOther papers and reports presented at the Annual Meeting whll appear in subsequeat numbers.




94 SPECIAL LIBRARIES

marvelous inventions that have character-
ized the nineteenth century and which have
cleaved former units of manufacture and or-
ganization into groups of specialized activi-
ties. These inventions were, of course, one
of the fruits of the liberafion of people from
the trammels of external authority and have
naturally gone to their greatest lengths in
our own country. The confines, not only of
knowledge but of practical service, have ex-
tended beyond the limits of capacity of the
former single man or organization of men.

Professions have sprung up and have di-
vided and subdivided 'Tubal-Cain is not
only the father of the blacksmiths but of all
workers in brass and iron.

From the original rude club for ball play-
ers has Dbeen evolved the bat, the cricket
club, the tennis racquet, the lacrosse stick,
and the mysterious family of niblics, cleeks,
drivers and putters, which are bagged in
the game of golf. Only those trades whicll
have been unaffected by inventions and in-
novations have remained ag they were for
any considerable length of time. A brick
wall, for instance, is made today much in
the same way as it was made two hundred
years ago. Somc of ug can still remember
when each town had its own artisans, each
laboriously and with wasted energy doing
those things which are now being done by
scores of producers in large corporations.
‘We cannot remember but we know that
further back the individual family provided
for practically all its own necessities.

It is not long since the manufacturer en-
deavored to add as many new branches as
possible so that his plant might cover a
larger field, it being the idea that in case of
a temporary falling off in demand for one
kind of production the establishment as a
whole might be balanced by the demands
tor other products. But it soon became evi-
dent that, with the rapid improvements, de-
signs became oubsolete and fixtures and parts
represeniing a large investment of money
lhiad to be consigned to the scrap-heap The
manufacturer now selects some one article
or product for which he sees a heavy or a
constant demand and devotes his entire
capital, energy and ability Lo this one pro-
duction. Edison's first lamp was produced
to sell at $3 00, the cost of nearly a dozen
much superior lamps as manufactured to-
day 'The dollar watch is abroad in the land
Tt is therefore clear that in manufacturing
the secret of success lies in specialization.

But the tendency toward specialization 1s
not confined to manufacture. We see it in
the passing of the family doctor; we see it
in the numerous lines into which the legal
profession has been swept; we see it in the
various branches of the engineering profes-
sion. Since the technical schools of agri-
culture have been established we find spe-
cialists in stock and even in particular
kinds of grain.

Herbert Spencer defines evolution as “A
change from an indefinite incoherent homo-
genelty to a definite coherent heterogeneity
through continuous differentiations and in-
tegrations.” Specialization {s an inviolable
law of nature. No man can evade it in all
particulars,

The natural result of this specialization
is the problem of the preparation for and as-
sigtance in these diversified lines of endeav-
or. 1t is not long since President Butler, of
Columbia University, startled the educa-
tional world by suggesting that the general
college course should end with the second
year and that the iwo upper years should
be devoted to the tramming of the student for
what he expected to be in life. Were we
able to live several lives we could devote
one to a classical education, another to a sci-
entific educatton, and so on, but desirable as
a four years' course in Greek or geology
might be in the process of education, how-
ever far a broad foundation may enable the
individual to excell, it still remains true that
the four yecars’ course in Greek will not fit
the engineer for building a bridge as well
as four months of practical work in his
school of engineering. It is nol long ago
that the average college professor consid-
ered that the general college course of those
days was the proper fitfing for any vocalion
in Nhfe, that the general training secured
through the acquisition of any or all of the
course wag the thing of value he would
carry out with him into the world. The
first change in the old premise of educa-
tion, that is, that ithe student would nol ex-
pect to make any practical use of the
knowledge he acquired in college, came with
the introduction of specialization in modern
languages. And il is safe to say that the
once prevalent belief in late specialization
on a broad educational foundation must be
considerably qualified, at least until the
present specialization in life activities has
been redeemed from ihe disproportionate
valuation of performance, or achievement in
supplying lthe means and social mechanism
of well being, as distinct from the fruition
of human living and character into the more
and more nearly perfect flower. TFor if one
is to accomphsh the most in life under the
conditions imposed by the present emphagis
on production, at the expense of enjoyment
and realization, specializalion must begin
early. Leonardo da Vinci has heen spoken
of as the last European to take all knowl-
edge for his province As compared with
that what eminent musician, for instance,
has there been who did not begin his musical
training in childhood? What if the great
artists are pervaded by temperament? Is
not the artistic skill atlained at the ex-
pense of other excellencies worth the cost
to the world in general? Would the artist
have been more useful to the world had
part of his skill heen exchanged for some
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Greek or geology? Trom the point of view
of culture it would be desirable for the mer-
chant to send his boy through college hefore
putting him at a desk in his business. But
iL is a question whether it ig fair to the bay
to delay his start in estabhishing himself in
those activities concerning which his gen-
eration will judge his success or failure.
It may, when the United Stateg has mode-
rated i1ts rate of progress and is less in a
hurry, again become generally desirable.
But, for the time being, it is questionable
heroics to hold back the individual from the
earliest practicable specialization. We would
not altempt to take the position that this
condition of alfairs is to be commended as
one that should remain permanent. It re-
mains true that in the long run what tends
to the moral and cultural improvement of
the individual is what is most desirable to
the nation as a whole, but so long as our
people are dividing and subdividing the old-
er established units of manufacture and pro-
fessional interest, so long as manufacturers
as a class are scrapping machinery and
methods almost daily the necessity stands
for an early insight into, and acquaintance
with, the problems of business upon the part
of those people who expect to administer
affairs. In due time the more leisurely
methods will follow on the natural reaction
against the constanl alterations in our
methods—the manufacture of the bicycle be-
came standard after many years of experi-
mentation—and greater opportunities will
be afforded for the securing of a broad cul-
tural bagis before specialization begins,

But the specialization of industry, manu-
facture and transportation widens the
sphere of knowledge and multiplies the
need for special sources of jnformation. It
is now quite impossible for even the largest
library to contain all books on all subjects
or to furnish full information on special
subjects. There has sprung up, in associa-
tion with business houses, a form of service
which, because of some similarity to the 1i-
brary movement in itz use of books, has
been termed for want of a better name spe-
clal library service It lacks much of the
geholarliness, and especially the leisurell-
ness, of the ordinary use of books, but it
places great stress on current information,
using individual authorities and experts in
much the same way as the library unses
printed information. Its main funection is
to secure at any given moment in compact
form the latest information on the most
minute point required by the business in-
terest and its problem ig to find and adopt
the means by which the end may he ob-
tained. It is not sufficient to place bhefore
the merchant or the factory expert the
books in which the information may be
found. 'This information must be drafted
off, evaluated and in a sense the thinking
done for the executive up to the point where
his action is necessary. It is hardly neces-

sary to point out how far the general -
brary falls short of this service.

Tor example, the financial house is ap-
proached for the floating of a loan for a
railway system. Tt is not sufficient for that
house to have placed before it the last print-
ed report and “‘all the literature on the sub-
Jecl,” It is necessary that the house should
know not only the financial condition given
a.t_ the last statement—it must be acquainied
with present conditions, it must know the
company’'s standing wilh its territory,
whether cordial or Lthe reverse, whether the
natural resources of its territory give prom-
1se of traffic and if these resources are be-
ing properly exploited. Again, the chemical
cxpert is called upon to pass judgment upon
the qualities of a certain paper containing
alum as bearing upon certain uses to which
the paper is to be pul. It is not sufficient
that books pertaining to the manufacture of

paper be placed before him. It may be pos-

sible for this executive to proceed to a large
Ithrary and by dint of digging for days se-
cure the desired information. But that is
not his function. The research worker, the
so-called special librarian, has been at work
in his place and has in readiness the infor-
mation he requires.

‘We can suppose, however, that one of our
great libraries employed a staff of consult-
ing experts, college professors, practical en-
gineers, transportation experts, and so
forth, It can readily be seen that with a
terriflc increase in ihe cost of maintaining
the library, the financier, technical expert,
or merchant could obtain without the cost
of untold hours of investigation the particu-
lar information desired, without the ingquirer
having ever seen or used a hook. This
scheme, because of the possibilities lying in
8 coordinated staff referring one to the
other and so minimizing ihe dangers due to
differentiation in knowledge, would be ideal.
But because of its practical impossibility on
account of ils cost, there have arigsen the
finance library, the banking library, the in-
surance library, the railroad library.

In the nature of things those who have
taken charge of Lhese so-called MHbraries
have not generally been librarians. Their
title is not always that of librarian. They
are, on the contrary, men and women who
have grown up in the business and have de-
veloped an aplitude for getling together
quickly and accurately the information de-
gired by the house.

Accordingly, certain dangers enter into
the specialization of their work., Perhaps
the most striking is the isolation in which
these specialists stand one to the other.
There is no clearing house for the exchange
of their expert knowledge. Much good work
is done between libraries of somewhat cor-
related interests but it is desultory and hap-
hazard. Efforts have been made in certain
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centers, notably in Boston, to establish a
hureun of exchange among specialists in dif-
ferenl ficlds of knowledge.

But perhaps the most injurious effect of
this igolation lies in the lack of perspective
with which a specialist in any line is liable
to view his own work. We all remember the
fable of Aesop of the quarrel of the mem-
bers of the body as io their relative import-
ance, but the feet were useless without the
head. Many large corporations place a
praciical check on 1ihis over-specialization
by the rotation of officials through a scries
of offices, much as the farmers rotate their
crops This is due to organization, which
unfortunately is lacking among the special-
ized librarans. Over-specialization such as
given by the Greeks Lo art tends to the neg-
lect of other branches of human activity
without some knowledge of which the spe-
ciality runs to an unbalanced extreme. It
creates a tendency to make an occupalion
routine and the workers automatic ma-
chines. We are also too prone to fall in
with the current mode of thought in lines
other than our own, like moles preoccupied
with our investigations, who lack the in-
spiring view of natlure in its entity. We are
familiar with the dentist, or the oculist, who
considers that nine-lenths of the ills of life
are due to defective teeth or to astigmatic
vigion.

The subdivision of human aeclivities is
necessary and inevitable because due to the
practical recognition of the fact that no
gingle human intelligence can compass the
entire field of knowledge. Human progress
has been advanced largcly through this sub-
division, but in the process we musl watch
that in gaining depth we do nol lose too
much in hreadth; as we delve we must not
Iose the horizon. Concentration, of course,
implies neglect of things other than our
specialty., Those faculiies which remain
unused will in the natlure of things hecome
atrophied. While it is better for the indi-
vidual to aim at moderate excellence in
many lines, it is to the benefit of cverybody
else (hat he should devole himself exclusive-
ly to one. But while it is true that, in re-
search in the sciences, the sciences them-
selves are enrviched while the individual in-
vestigator is impoverished, those whose
work associates them with business affairs
must be careful that their special relation
does not get (hem out of Ltouch with coinmon
life. Specialization has, however, within
itself the germ which will mend these evils.
The volunlary association of men occupied
in similar interests already well begun will
inevitably sprcad, first, to those interested
in subjects immediately collateral, until in
the end we shall have the exchange bureau
between specialists.

One of the results of democracy, especial-
ly in public affairs, due to the democratic
theory that one man’s opinion is as good as
another’s, is thail the opinion of the expert

is distrusied. Because a man has been as-
sociated with the busincss of transporta-
tion, hig testimony before a legislative com-
mittee is discounted as biased. If a man
has been associated with big business, the
fact tends to disqualify him as a witness.
How far this is due to the attitude of the
specialist himself it is nol for us to say.
Possibly the air of superiority assumed by
some specialists provokes the animosity of
the layman, But the really great specialist
is not only wise but humble, not only de-
lightful in his own field, bul kindly in man-
ner He is well aware that at best he knows
but a fraction of his subject. To him truth
is a globe of which he can see at best but a
part. He knows that to those who follow
him, many things that are dark mysteries to
him will be clear and plain as the mysteries
of his forcfathers have become clear and
plain to him. It is not the really great spe-
cialist who writes the pililess review, that
makes the releniless criticism. It is the
lesser light who docs these things in order
to deflect attention to himself.

Then, too, thie specialist should not claim
too great authority regarding subjects other
than his own or even on the hearing of his
own special subject. Plato illustrates this
point in the illustration of the pilol. To his
statement that when onc wants to take shup
for Delos it is necegsary to hire not a shoe-
maker or some other amiable citizen, but a
pilot, the reply came to him: ‘“Most true,
O Plato; forgive me if I suggest that it is I
that am going to Declos, and that the neces-
sily is thereby placed upon me to judge of
the pilot’s capacity to take me there; that
I am therefore, by this necessity, constrained
to seek such evidence ag may be convinecing
to my own humble and limited intelligence,
both, upon the one hand, as to whether the
pilot is a pilot in truth, and also, upon the
other, as to whether he intends Lo take me
to Delos and to no other place. You will,
perhaps, remember my cousin who took
ship, mdeed, for Delos, but was landed in
Crete, and my aunt who, having made a
similar arrangement, was never landed@ at
all. Forgive me, therefore, if, with your
kind permission, I make a few trifling in-
quiries, such as in this matter seem to me
to be necessary, before I go aboard.”

In that delightful address on “Prestige”
at the Washington conference a year ago
from the genial librarian of the Newherry
library a sentence occurred which gives our
agsociation cause for thought: “To the
college and university libraries much has
heen given in’'the way of rich collections of
literary and scientific material, and I for one
think we have the righi to expect much from
them in the way ot leadership in fields pe-
culiarly theirs.,” The special librarian may
not have a rich collection. He may even be
dependent upon collections other than his
own. But have wg not a right to expect
from his facility in the search for special in-
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formation something more ,in the way of
leadership than the members of our associa~
tion have yet attained?

As 8 large number of our more active
members have found it impossible to attend
this confereunce our program consists rath-
er of set papers than of discussion prompt-

ing talks, but it is our hope that our fri

on the Paciﬁc coast willpobtain s;’;;m;l;g:
of the alms and aspirations of the members
of the organization and that we may obtaln
from our western friends some assistance in
the solution of the problems now confront-
ing us.

Some Administrative Problems of Special
Libranans

By Andrew Linn Bostwick, Municipal Reference Librarian, St. Louis Public Library

It is an accepted fact, I believe, with all
6f us that there are fundamental differences
between the general and the special library.
‘We know that the special library, with its
resiricted scope and limited patronage, is
called upon to work in a special way and
with tools which as far as the gcneral li-
brary is concerned, may be of little value.
It naturally follows that in the actual ad-
ministration of such a Iibrary certain spe-
cial problems are likely to confront us—
problems which are peculiar to our particu-
lar class of institution, and which may not
appear at all in general library administra-
lion. T shall consider some of the most im-
portani of these problems today.

One situation with which I think most of
us have to contend is brought about by the
fact that we are obliged to perform a great
deal of the purely routine work from which
the general librarian is relieved. In a spe-
cial library there igs no well-defined line of
demarcation between administrative and
routine duties. An underlylng cause of this
is 1he relalively small size, and small corps
of assistants, in the case of the special li-
brary. The head of a large public library
necd not concern himself with anything but
the larger problems connected with its work
and its general policy. He hag o ataff of as-
sistants to perform routine work. His only
interest in routine work lies in its bearing
toward the bigger questions. The head of a
special library may have only two or three
persons to help him; the result is that he
must at times be ready to do a little of
everything, from outlining policies and
schemes of work, down to stamping en-
velopes. In my own case, I may say that I
sometimes hiave had'to do practically all the
work on a report, from the compilation of
the material down to the mailing out of the
completed coples.

This is an unfortunate state of affairs, be-
cause we all know that special libraries
cover important fields, and often exert very

powerful influences. A municipal or legis-
lative library has its part in forming the
very laws that govern a city or a state.
There is né doubt that the librarian should
be left free from all routine duties, that he
may the more adequately and efficiently plan
investigations and attend to creative work.
The difficulty seems to be that a special
library by its very nature covers a limited,
an intensive field of activity and caters
therefore to a limited and special class of
patrons. It naturally follows that the special
library is generally small, as far as the ac-
tual quantity of work performed is con-
cerned—compared with the general lihrary.
‘What we do must be done with the greatest
care and with the utmost regard for detail~
but our small clientele hampers us when we
begin to have hopes of increasing our size
and our staff of assigtants. In short, this
problem is purely one of size. We are likely
to remain small, and granting this, small
slaffs make a combination of administrative
and rouline duties imperative. It is, of
course, gquite possible that the time will
come when augmented interest in, and use
of, special libraries, with a resultant increase
in financial support, will solve the question
in many cases.

The Municipal reference library of Mil-
wuukee, to which T ghall make several refer-
encues, hag an organization of its staff that
seems to me excellent for a small special
library. The Ibrarian 18 the director of
policy, the link between Iibrary and ecity
official; he has his own office, removed from
the library proper. The first assistant is
the cataloger, who appears also to have
direct charge of the library collection, and
to perform work of investigation under the
librarian's direction. The second assistant
is the stenographer, who also does the ele-
mentary routine work.

Special libraries are often branches of
large public libraries, This arrangement
offers a partial solution of our problem, be-
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cause the staff of the “parent” institution can
perform such work as cataloging, pasting,
checking of periodicals, soliciling donations,
and the like Several mumcipal retercnce
libraries, the most recent cases being New
York and Chicago, have talken this course,
with apparent increase 1 efliciency.

A second difficulty which confronls spe-
cial hibrarians lics in the selectivl. of mate-
ral. In this case, also, limited size and
limited funds play their part The special
library should have as one of its chief assels
every facility for up-to-dale, quick service.
In municipal reference work, the branch
with which T am most fanuhar, data on a
given subject compiled in 1912 will not do
where a compilation along the pame lines
has been made in 1913, Municipal problems
are developing too quickly for old material
to be of anything but historical impotrtiance.
Then, in addition to this, the special library
must al all times subscribe to a policy ot
preparedness. We must anticipate Lhe
wants of our patrons 1f we possibly cun. We
must have at least something on all sub-
jects wilhin the scope of our activity, and
if we arve doing our work really well, we will
have everything. Quick service is essen-
tial. On the other hand, we cannot mainiain
large reference librarmes—size, space and
funds do not permit this. We must add to
our collections the things thal count, and
reject matter that is hikely to clog our files
and burden our shelves. Fow are we Lo meet
this situation? How shall our small col-
lections be mainlained at the mghest pomt
of efliciency?

As has been stated before, special libraries
cover live, developing fields of endeavor.
State and municipal legislation, business and
finance, public uulibhes—questions relaling
to these subjects are questions of today and
tomorrow. The successful merchant, in pur-
chasing his stock, keeps always in louch
with present condilions affecting his busi-
ness, and particularly local conditions, He
learns that cireumstances make it likely that
certain articles will soon be in universal de-
mand, and, more Lo the point, that this de-
mand will almost surely arise in his own
town, with cerlain local modifications He
learns this because he has kept in touch
with affairs 11 his sphere of activity. He
is enabled to prepare himself for the Luture.

The special Iibrarian should follow pre-
cisely the same procedure. Consider agmn
a simple example from my own field, ithal
of municipal reterence,

No question has risen more rapidly to im-
portance in municipal affairs than the regu-
lation of the jitney omnibus., The municipal
librarian, if he keeps thoroughly posled on
current city problems, through regular per-
usal of the daily press, municipal periodi-
cals, and so on, quickly realizes that his own
city is destined to have its jitney problem,
If he is alert enough he will have come to
this conclusion at the very incepltion of the
jitney movement. He hegins to specialize

on jitney data. When ihe demand comes,
he is prepared.

griher than this the special Iibravian
must go. He musl khow his local conditiony
thotoughly, and be aware of all movements
on foot Lhat velale Lo his work, In order to
do this he must keep in touch with the
clagses ol people that make use of his re-
sources, and learn their wants and their
views. Mr. Tiefenthaler, of the Milwaukee
Municipal reference lbrary, tells e (hat
he constanlly pursues & policy of this sort,
He regularly consulls his cily ofllcials and
others interesied in municipal aifairs. In
this way he is enabled {0 direcl Lhe seleclion
of material in an eflicient way. My own
experience bas heen similar. A system of
personal relationship 1s esseniial.

I think all of us will agree thal Lhe spe-
cial libraman has problems in conncetion
with cataloging. 7Tho speeial library should
Le equipped with & catalog, 1n whieh analy-
tical work has been carried io the utmost
This 18 reasonable, hccause we work inten-
sively—we cove:r a limiled ground, hut we
work over that ground thoroughly, with ref-
erence even 1o 1ls mosl minute subdivisions,
‘We must be prepared Lo furnish inlormatiow,
not only on the geuneral aspect of & question,
but algo on some particular phase of it, The
printed literature on such subjecis ls very
likely to be scanly. It is plain ihai a most
exhaustive calaloging scheme is necessary
Lo make such material ecasmily avanlable,

On the other hand, as I have tried o bring
out, special library collections, relaled as
they are to lLive, developing gqueslions, are
1 constant need of revision., A great deal
of our material is ephemeral, hecause it 15
from time 1o time replaced by somcthing
else of exactlly the same nature thal is niorve
up-lo-daie, This 18 especially true in the
case ol clippings from newspapers and mag-
azines. Tn evolviug a sysiem of cataloging
for a special Ubrary, we have to keep this
facl in mind, In addilion to {lts the libra-
rian must decide what to calalog and what
nol to catalop. S all pamphlels and clip-
bings, ncluding ephemeral malerial, are
cataloged, ihe above mentioned prohlem be-
comes acute; if guch material is not cata-
loged, 1t may not thoroughly scrve ils pur-
pose, Whatever 15 the system adopled, il
should be thorough, and al lhe same time
flexible—there should be provision for easy
withdrawal of maierial that ls no longer of
value,

I may say here that I fecl little qualified
to dwscuss ihis question, hecause 1 have nol
solved the problem myscll. My own Ubrary
is small, and the lack of a complete catalog
of {he sort I have mentioned is nol so seri-
ous a thing as il would be for some of us.
It seems to me thal there should he a thor-
ough discussion of this subject, Lo supple-
men{ those that have taken pluce in the pasL.
To me, it 18 a very important maiter,

Another problem that vexes us is ihai of
service. In my opinion, ihere is no more

































