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NOTES

“We have an obligation to support libraries. To use libraries, to
encourage others to use libraries, to protest the closure of libraries.
If you do not value libraries then you do not value information or
culture or wisdom. You are silencing the voices of the past and you are
damaging the future”, argued author Neil Gaiman in response to the
proposed closing of hundreds of libraries across the UK [Ref: Guardian].
When central government reduced its funding to local authorities in
an attempt, it argued, to reduce the national debt, councils across the
UK had to reduce their budgets in turn, with library services, among
many others, being cut. Some predicted hundreds of libraries would
be forced to close [Ref: Guardian], and local and national campaigns
were established to save local services [Ref: Independent]. But in
reaction to the threat of closures others began to question the role of
the public library in modern Britain when, in 2010, just 12.8% of the
adult population visited once a month and 39.4% once a year [Ref: BBC
News]. But beyond the current debate about funding, what exactly
is the purpose of a public library today? In 1850 parliament passed
the Public Libraries Act, laying the foundations for local boroughs to
establish libraries at public expense, by local taxation, to provide free
universal access to literature and information [Ref: politics.co.uk].
Today there are over 4000, employing around 20,000 people, and local
authorities have a statutory duty to provide public libraries, overseen
nationally by central government. But do they fulfill the same role
they did in the Victorian era? Have our reading habits changed to the
extent that we no longer require a national network of public libraries,
instead accessing books and information online and via E-books? Or
in the process of using and promoting new technologies, do we miss
something vital about the purpose of libraries within society? Can the
seemingly limitless information we are able to access on the internet
be a replacement for these “cultural and intellectual” centres [Ref: Wall
Street Journal]?
© ACADEMY OF IDEAS LTD 2014
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The LIBRARIES debate in context
A timeless institution?
The passing of the Public Libraries Act reflected a social trend
in the Victorian period for the promotion of education, led in
part by campaigns by the Free Library Movement, which sought
the ‘improvement of the public’ and educational bodies such
as Mechanics’ Institutes, which provided adult education for
the working classes. The growth of public libraries took off in
the later Victorian period as philanthropists, such as ScottishAmerican industrialist Andrew Carnegie, established the new
institutions [Ref: Wikipedia], and by 1900 there were 295 public
libraries across Britain. In reaction to the recent campaigns to
save local libraries, some commentators accused activists of a
sentimental attachment to them, based not on contemporary
society’s requirements but of an ideal of what they were. John
McTernan, former political advisor to the Labour Party, argued:
“Few institutions are timeless. Most reflect the period when
they were created, and have to change as society changes if
they are to survive. The crisis in our libraries is not because of
the “cuts” – it’s because they are needed less” [Ref: Telegraph].
Others concurred that: “Nobody, setting up such public provision
now, would dream of building and stocking conventional libraries
the length and breadth of the land…it’s not just a question of
cash: it’s a question of change” [Ref: Guardian]. With the launch
of Amazon’s Kindle Unlimited E-book subscription service,
offering readers access to 600,000 books [Ref: Telegraph], and
“knowledge and storytelling… experiencing a revolution…” with
the rise of the E-book [Ref: Publishers Weekly], can it be the
case that we still need local libraries? Author of the ‘Horrible
Histories’ series, Terry Deary, breaking ranks with many fellow
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authors, argued that: “…access to literature does not have to
come from a building, (or) librarians…it comes electronically. We
can give the poor a Kindle which is a hell of a lot cheaper than a
library building and they can have access to millions of books; not
the couple of thousand in their local libraries” [Ref: Telegraph].
However, those who oppose library closures argue that they
provide something unique within communities that cannot be
replaced by the proliferation of new technology: “…people know
that their communities need a cultural and intellectual centre.
What other institution can fill that role in the same way?” [Ref:
Wall Street Journal]. The Director of Collections at the New York
Public Library argues they exist: “...to connect good readers with
good books” and can change and develop to reflect readers’
needs today [Ref: Spectator].

The changing face of libraries
Libraries are “…accessible, multi-generational, classless,
community spaces providing free access to books, information
and an increasing range of services” according to librarian
Catherine McNally [Ref: Guardian]. In recent years many
libraries have been transformed in an effort to revitalise and
integrate them as an essential part of the community, sometimes
combined with other local cultural institutions, such as The
Beaney in Canterbury [Ref: Canterbury City Council], a combined
art gallery, events space and library. The London Borough of
Tower Hamlet’s rebranded it’s libraries as Ideas Stores [Ref: Ideas
Stores] which offer health and employment advice in addition to
more traditional library services. Many proponents in
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The LIBRARIES debate in context continued...
favour of retaining existing library provision, both in the UK and
elsewhere, argue there is a strong economic case for retaining
library provision, as they can: “…assist job hunters, education
for small business entrepreneurs, orientation for newly arrived
immigrants…” [Ref: Globe and Mail]. This lead author Janette
Winterson to dub many modern libraries as: “...a community
center with books” [Ref: Guardian]. For some, this multi-use
development of libraries is too utilitarian a defence. Critics
of the trend to move away from the core purpose of a library
argue that: “…we’re coming up with all these other ways to try
to keep these buildings open. Co-working spaces! Media labs.
Art galleries? But it’s impossible to see a world where we keep
libraries open simply to pretend they still serve a purpose for
which they no longer serve” [Ref: TechCrunch]. Perhaps, some
argue: “…the abandonment of the library’s main purpose:
books for readers” is why library attendance has suffered [Ref:
Telegraph].

“Humanity’s past thoughts are my inheritance”

3 of 6

NOTES

information at our fingertips, an “information glut”, libraries help
us to find what’s important, making a value judgement on the
information housed in them as: “…information has value, and
the right information has enormous value” [Ref: Guardian]. And
the librarians: “…have specialist knowledge and are trained to
find reliable information and evaluate it - a skill as relevant in the
digital age as it has always been” [Ref: BBC News]. In response to
the idea that online services such as Google effectively replace
the need for libraries and librarians, an American librarian argued
that: “Everything you see on the library shelf has gone through
a tremendous filtering process. Publishers don’t just publish
anything. Libraries don’t carry just any old book” [Ref: New York
Times]. So are public libraries as we know them past their sell
by date? Have new technologies usurped their place, or do they
remain repositories of the: “...world’s cumulative knowledge
and heritage” [Ref: WIPO] in a way that Google never can? What
value do we place on curation and judgement about the world
of knowledge before us, and how best can we be assured of
accessing not just information, but good information?

Scottish novelist A L Kennedy argues that libraries are more than
information centres, or one-stop shops for local services. Instead,
they are repositories of the “lives of others” which help generate
an understanding of the world around us: “My first ever means
of personal identification was my proof of library membership.
I was a citizen of the world because I was a reader….Humanity’s
past thoughts are my inheritance - I need them in order to learn
how to prosper in the long term” [Ref: BBC News]. Others argue
that is an age where we have a seemingly endless supply of
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Debating Matters because ideas
matter. This is the premise of the
Institute of Ideas Debating Matters
Competition for sixth form students
which emphasises substance, not just
style, and the importance of taking
ideas seriously. Debating Matters
presents schools with an innovative
and engaging approach to debating,
where the real-world debates and a
challenging format, including panel
judges who engage with the students,
appeal to students from a wide range
of backgrounds, including schools
with a long tradition of debating and
those with none.
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find out more:
Debating Matters engages a
wide range of individuals, from
the students who take part in
the debates, the diverse group
of professionals who judge for
us, the teachers who train and
support their debaters, and
the young people who go on
to become Debating Matters
Alumni after school and help
us to continue to expand and
develop the competition. If you
enjoyed using this Topic Guide,
and are interested in finding
out more about Debating
Matters and how you can be
involved, please complete this
form and return it to us at the
address below.
Debating Matters Competition
Academy of Ideas Ltd
Signet House
49-51 Farringdon Road
London
EC1M 3JP
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I am a sixth form student and would like firth details
about events in my area
I am interested in becoming a Debating Matters judge
I am interested in sponsoring/supporting Debating Matters
Other (please specify)
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School/company/
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(if applicable)
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“A complex
worLd requires
the capacity
to marshall
challenging ideas
and arguments”

LORD BOATENG, former British High
Commissioner to South Africa

