
As others see us...
Distinguished educator m akes some h a rd -h ittin g  com m ents

R IC H A R D  H O G G A R T  has just reviewed  
W  J W est’s book, T h e  S tra n g e  R ise  o f S e m i-  
L ite r a te  E n g la n d : T h e D isso lu tio n  o f  th e  
L ib ra r ie s  (D uckw orth , 1991) in the 
L A  R e c o rd  for January 1 9 92 . T w o  correspondents 
in d ep en d en tly  brought this review to in C ite 's 

attention .
In his review, H oggart notes that in this period o f  

unusually rapid cultural change, the public libraries are 
both on e o f the m ain indicators o f  that change and  
am on g its prom inent casualties. W e k n ow  by rote (says 
H oggart) the m ore obvious odds against them: 
shortage o f  m oney and so the closin g-d ow n  o f  som e  
libraries and shorter op en in g  hours for very m any  
others; and the w holesale disposal o f  books, often on  
the queerest of principles or prejudices.

H oggart believes that three forces are bringing  
about the libraries’ plight and, o f  those, the shortage o f  
funds, though  the m ost obvious, is the least im portant. 
T he secon d , especially in relation to both disposals and  
purchasing policy, is the application by librarians and 
library com m ittees o f  ill-th ought-th rough  notions in 
place of careful consideration o f  the p rofession’s social 
duties. H oggart says that W est’s book pays attention  to 
these tw o obstacles but largely om its the third and 
m ost im portant: the populism  w hich often  does duty  
for dem ocratic th inking in the library service (and in 
m any other places) and w hich is itself a by-product o f  
the relativism — the refusal to make judgem ents o f

value— w hich  runs through open com m ercial societies  
like dry rot through once sound tim ber.

M any librarians are, as always, hugely devoted . But 
m ost are at best m uddled as to their ow n purposes, and 
unable to break clear of the present fog of  
m isconceptions. T h ey  take refuge in w hat they  
m istakenly assum e to be a value-free absorption in 
inform ation techn ology, laced with that prevailing  
populism . H oggart tells us that W est’s book  has m any  
horror q u otation s o f  this kind. Som e librarians, he 
says, becom e aggressive before such criticism s, usually  
in terms w hich  show  just how  confused they are; we 
are all m ost angry w hen m ost vulnerably under 
question.

In H oggart’s considerable file on all this, the 
apparently most confident but actually m ost insecurely 
self-defensive letter is from a director o f  library services 
for a very prosperous county. The least literate of the 
antagonistic letters— a pair of them— came from students 
at a college o f  librarianship. Before they could effectively 
engage in public debate about their chosen profession 
they needed a more adequate introduction to the nature 
o f this culture and a reasonable semantic and logical 
training. It seemed they were getting neither.

W h en  a writer of H oggart’s stature makes sw eeping  
com m ents like these, we have to sit up and take notice. 
H e was talking about con d ition s in Britain, but w ould  
his analysis be valid here? Can we learn from it? W hat 
do you think?
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Th e  M e tc a lfe  M e d a llio n
John Metcalfe was responsible for establishing the basis 
of the profession of librarianship in Australia and was the 
dominating influence in the profession in this country 
until his retirement in the 1960s, John Metcalfe and his 
contribution to librarianship and library education are 
co m m e m ora te d  by the  Australian Library and  
Information Association through the Metcalfe Medallion.
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