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The First Step info ALA 's Second Century
_

Clara Starton Jcrtes

This has been a week oF outstanofl.ng canfererice pro9rarnrnirg. Beginning

in her year as vice-presiden /presIdent elect, Allie Be h Martin was at -he 4elrn

to plan the Centennial Conference and to execute much 0 the detail, The Chico

Conference Ptannrg Committee, the Headquarters staff, committees and individuals

from al; over the nati_n have outdone the selv-- in imaginalve and effec ive

imp le rnentat ion . There have been rich choices to satisfy every iat&res aild taste.

This has also been a week of irispiratian ari elebrafion. I feel iusiifiable

pride in American hbrrionship as I take the g_ el to became president of the oldest

and lorgest library csscir.--tion in the world. This first step into ALA's second century,

ich all of us take :agether, is an auspic kus moment in the his ary of our profes I n

and of our Association -- indeed, of our nation _

Some thirty years ago at the first University of Chicago Gaduoe Li

School conference, partidponts were reminded that (quo .0 "the library is part of

socie,y as a whole and does not exht in any sense.. a vacuum, nor does it pursue

its own course isol ted From the happenings aro..ind it." This stoternnt is a cardinal

principle of all library service. Efforts to apply the concept have sometimes cotter

librarians into dfIicuhtles, and without 0 doubt will continue to do so. OUT wrestling

with it has at times brought dissension into our Association, caosing confusion and

division. Fear f the portent of su h a ra ionaie tan bQ intimidating. On the o her

hand, the temptation might arise at tirnes to 1 ck up the library and plunge :nto

"causes The pr ctice of library science would be far easier if we could find on

acceptable way to ignore or subvert the pctent charge of this philosophy rather than

rise to its challenge. However confidence in the Emportance of our work of addressing
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informational and inspirational needs precludes employing our skills only as

detached c stodans of the pcinted record.

Ay reading of the mood of the ALA membership gives indica ion of

nenuine yearning to "center dow to the realities OF our professlonol Ohl la cf ions

to stretch out full er Into the unused portions of our capabilities. Some ye s bac_

as tile upheatial and trava31 of the 1950s and '6Ds ponerated our midst, I ibrarians

care,d enouoh ahoirt their role in the fob ic of American life to respond with

reoiution an ALA ievalutioni Remember vvhat our annual conferences were

like n those days,

denoure ents, disputes

were eventu&fly chc

ice haiti place? Charges, challenges,

hurled bock and forth like firebo bs. Our passions

into

in basic, needed change. The fosuit

workable organ that would usher

a d is imperfect, but rebirth arid renewal

did take place in our Association. We ore still involved in the transfer from the

immediate era to the very dif re t presen still implementing chonges

brought about by our years, of rebelli n and Tntense setf-examinotiori, With the

hrevolut1or1L behind Qs for the present, there rs chor cteristic willingness on the part

of the membership t- accept onel carry out responsibilities that entail a great deal

There is also a 'healthy owereness, samet mes sharply articulated, that' Poo

great a concentration on mechanics would encourage a return to complacency.

"Business- -usual" -would bury afl vIctories. As irf the winning of freedam there is

little respite from struggle.

The A erican people are deeply tiroubled and Frustrated in their efforts to

live in. a society in which there s so ri?uch chaos that hope is sonletirQles feeble.



A gri., uric rlying concern in my mind T?s what I view as a national lock oF will

to confront our rea problems Our q_neration is not the First to follow this cours

indeed, this affri ic more nearly the historic norm than e. H -ever, the

postponmnent of unre.3oIved is ges has snowballed into overwhelming proportions by

This reluctance is a deadly factor, negating our chances for survival.

I believe I an correct in attaching to the mood of centerng down

diness wthin our As-,cociatior o confront our knotty problems. One central issue,

the lowerin of dues to encourage broader participation in the Assacia ion has already

proved to have., profound philosophical overtones -- and problems. There is

disposition to let the matter slide. We wilt go back to the confe-..nce ta les to

hammer out the truth of the matter. We core nu more take for granted that there

will always be an American Library Assacation than libriaries of the noton can now

take their traditional secu ty for gr nted. ALA will conlinure to 'be challenged to

increasing vit'ai to respoisiveness to me b-1. needs and inteA-ests, to strong and

iricginatbe headership Young, new librarians, and others not n the orbit of the

Associaton,, will never cease to hud the question, "What can ALA do for me?

Why should I join?" There is a recard of solid achievement to point to, but the

only satisfactory answer is a aontinung demons of utiUty. ALA has been

part of chonge and more often than not has been a cutqlyst, an innovator to the

profession. This is -hi rote it can do well and this is what the membershIp desires

ond dem nds. ALA has withstood supreme testing during the post decode. By its

respo siveness to contemporary heeds in one of his ory's most difficult periods,

e rned th-e right to respect and support.
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1876 lk.P1e lvil Dewey .spread the word about the fledgling American

Library Ass ciation. At that early stage the only factor to buoy his hope was his

vision of the potent; I of Librory Science as a modern, organized professlan. At

the 50 h anniversary of the Association he tod the audience celebroing the Golden

Jubilee that a librarian's function is (quote) tto give the public in the quickest ond

cheapest way information, inspiration, and recreation." I can only guess that the

audience felt some dismay when he boldly added, "If a better way than the book

can be found, we should use it." This must have s e ed revolutionary and a bit

impossible to the Roaring Twenties librarians. In reality, he was anticipating the

growth of the profession in many directions: the advent of technology and the

application of business methods to increase speed and effi iency or service. In

addit'on, his declaration recognized that the scope of libraries would broaden, as

ft has done, now including the flexibility of bookmobiles audio-visval rroterials,

and more recently, information and referral service, and regional and n tianal

netwodcing. Today our dedication and performance must match Melvil Dewey's

expectations.

The wonderful Centennial Conference draws to a close. We have only a

few h urs remaining to spend together under one roof before actually taldng ihe

first step over into ALA's second century. Our vision has been enlarged by our

coming together, our confidence and hope renewed. ALA is at the height of vigor

in strong staff leadership and creative membership involvement. There h every

reason to expect that librarians in everyday practice and in Association activities

will think and understand their way into the new chapter ahead rather than drift
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a-d trail. You will recall that in the Old Test ment the prophets often pleaded

for a "sign" of reassurance or warning. The signs were revealed only if their spiritual

eness were highly eno gh developed to guide their search in the right places,

to enable them to r,-ognize what they saw, and to give them the courage to carry

out their duty.

tur

"Signs are not set apart fro the troubled areas of life. If we

our backs on reality, ill miss all the signs that would guide us to fulfillment.

If we es librarians go whele the signs are, identify them and find the courage to

confront reality, then our efforts will align our profession with others traveling on a

life-g ving course. Librarianship is only one component oF civilization, but we must

recognize th t at this crucial period in the human struggle, no profession or unit of

society is dealing with just its own isolated practice or commodity. Librarians must

apprecia e the true weight of their contribution in the delicate and desperate balance

in today's world.

As we go forward now, it is extremely import nt to gain more conscious

rublic recognition of the magnitude of libraries and libraty work. This is necessary

; n order to achieve our go Is in state and national legislation, to improve the posit on

of libraries in budget allocations, and in planning for national library and information

5ervice. Without libraries, civilization as we know it would perish. This is a bold

claim, but the evidence is there. If the power of these words is to be usefully

applied, librarians must fully recognize their own worth relative to this truth.

reminded of a recent issue of "American Libraries" which co lied the title,"Who We

Are." An impressive sampling of librarians was featured demonstrating an attractive



v riety oF specialties within our profession. The sense of those very words in that

tit! e have hod great meaning for me all my life, harking back to the day I left

h.prne to go away to college. In [nuking the rounds to bid my family goodbye, I

stopped last to see my grandparents. My gr,ndrather, the gentle family patriarch,

born a slave, as so ewhat pensive as he drew me do n to sit on his knee. He

didn't cr.ution me to study hard, nor did he preach about hoy-girl relationships;

he only said, "Wherever you are, 1 want you always to rcme ber who you are.

As life unfolds to us, this univeraf charge becomes a never-ending quest of

discovery. The dIscoveries of ALA's NI t one hundred years swell all our hearts

with pride.

Clara Stanton Jones
Director, Detroit Public Library

July 6, 1976
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