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In one of history’s most incandescent bursts of
library-building, the post-revolutionary Mexico of the 1920s
created some two thousand new libraries in less than four
years.  This project’s driving force was Secretary of
Education José Vasconcelos, an intensely energetic and idealistic
man who combined political savoir-faire with a rare enthusiasm for
books, libraries, and literacy.  This paper examines the
important successes and shortcomings of Vasconcelos’s work, and
traces its continuing influence on contemporary
librarianship.  Vasconcelos was not a trained librarian; much
of his methodology was as technically faulty as it was
sincere.  Like his philosophical and autobiographical writing,
his library work was seemingly disordered and divinely
inspired.  Vasconcelos’s iconoclastic, contentious outlook was
powerful, maddening, and occasionally amusing, but at its core was
an innocent faith in the redemptive force of the written word.

 

Guerrilla Librarian: José Vasconcelos and
Mexico’s

Post-Revolution Library Renaissance

I.    …fue un
inconforme; y, por inconforme, un iniciador 

…he was a nonconformist; and, because
of that, he was an innovator


           
—Jaime Torres Bodet (In Blanco 1997, 70)

 

The Director of Libraries at Mexico’s National University (UNAM)
typed a message that a few moments later appeared on a computer
screen 2500 kilometers from the Ciudad Universitaria.  Back in
the 1920’s, when the rector of that university was José
Vasconcelos, information traveled more slowly.  As national
education secretary—his other job in those days—Vasconcelos
sent  books on the backs of plodding mules out to libraries in
the provinces.

______________________________________

*Translations throughout the paper are my own

 

 

The message on the computer was in fact about
Vasconcelos.  “La verdad es que él nunca fue
bibliotecario,” said the electronic note; the truth is he was
never a librarian.  But had he not presided over a historic
library project as Mexico’s Secretary of Education?  Did he
not serve later as head of its national library?  The verdict
was clear and heartbreaking: “Nunca se distinguió como
bibliotecario”—he never distinguished himself as a
librarian  (Rodríguez 2000).*

People used to say that bad news travels fast.  This news,
that a man who established more than two thousand libraries
(Quintana Pali et al. 1988) in a  war-ravaged nation, who
managed to print and give away some 200,000 books in only a couple
years (Sametz 1991), who sincerely, poetically likened libraries to
holy sanctuaries, and the smell of old books to incense
(Vasconcelos 1998, Ulises criollo), who directed the
national library of a nation he had helped shape, that this man,
this embodiment of the library spirit, never distinguished
himself as a librarian led its recipient to despair: What hope
could there ever be for an aspiring librarian with far less
ambitious aims than those of Vasconcelos?

 Granted, Vasconcelos studied law, not library science, and
librarianship is a guild reliant on narrow definitions. 
Strictly speaking, anyone without a master’s degree in Information
Studies is forever a ‘paraprofessional,’ regardless of how many
hundreds of thousands of books he puts in the hands of his fellow
citizens: Prometheus Paraprofessional.  But Vasconcelos was
not fond of titles anyway, and it may well be that he would have
rejected that of ‘librarian’ with its attendant stereotypes:
nonpartisan, passive, consistent, prudent, conventional.  Such
traits were contrary to his very nature.  Bar-Lewaw describes
him with a string of adjectives that would terrify many library
workers into assigning Vasconcelos the 'problem patron' label:
“avid, anarchic, impassioned, contradictory, and disconcerting”
(1965, 183).

To that list must be added revolucionario.

Vasconcelos was a revolutionary, and not in a figurative
sense.  He participated directly in overthrowing an entrenched
dictatorship—even though he was not in a position to benefit from a
revolution—and struggled through the long, painful
post-revolutionary period in various government posts.  He was
an anomaly in the library world; arguably, he was a failure
there. 

The ridiculous collections he naïvely sent to inappropriate
places were often as not sacked and stolen by far less idealistic
local functionaries (Sametz 1991) and though he sowed thousands of
seeds most of them dried up  within a few years under the
neglect of his successors.  Had he spent his budget more
prudently and been satisfied with bolstering existing, easily
supervised services in the capital, rather than worrying about
illiterates in the countryside, Vasconcelos could have left a truly
lasting library legacy.

But he knew that.

His was a wildly inventive, theoretically unsound librarianship
based chiefly on an outlandish faith in the power of books (Krauze
1976) and in the people who read them.  Vasconcelos studied
libraries from inside the stacks and from a table in the reading
room; he might not have known the subject headings by heart but he
certainly knew what he liked about libraries.  He was a great
educator and philosopher whose real ambition, as Bar-Lewaw among
others has pointed out, lay in politics, and as such a man he had
the rare knack for not merely conceiving ideas but for bringing
them to life.

My sketch here leaves out much—ignoring for example his
important presidential campaign and subsequent shifts in
thinking[1]—in aiming at a portrait of
Vasconcelos the librarian.  My argument is that he
was, if only for four years at the beginning of the 1920s, one of
the most accomplished, exemplary library builders of modern
times.   I have looked for aspects of his thought that
reflect his practice and philosophy of service, and his ideas about
reading and education; certainly, I have barely touched the surface
of a very deep pool and thus make no claims that this study
captures the complex essence of Vasconcelos. He was a passionate,
idealistic public servant in his youth—a ‘youth’ that extended well
into his forties.  His attitudes, beliefs, and faith in the
written word all coalesced with a rare historical opportunity that
enabled him, in a brief burst of inspired and intensely fruitful
labor, to change the face of the library in an important portion of
the Western Hemisphere.  This is true regardless of whether he
can be termed a librarian in the technical sense.  I intend to
show, in fact, that an essential lack of stereotypical
librarian-like qualities is precisely what enabled Vasconcelos to
make library history, and that in his action and his spirit provide
a worthy example for librarians to follow—one that many modern
nonconformists in the field are following, perhaps without
being aware of it.

 


II.              
Para muchas cosas no hay necesidad tan útil como media 
docena de libros buenos

For a lot of purposes, there’s nothing
more useful than a half-dozen good books

—José Vasconcelos 
“Conferencia leída en el Continental Memorial Hall

de Washington DC”  (In
Molina 1981, 296)

 

To do justice in print to Vasconcelos’s dynamic, contradictory,
and adventurous life would itself require an extensive
library.  This was a man for whom one autobiography was not
enough: he spread his life story across four thick and exciting
volumes.  What follows here is far from comprehensive but
makes use of Vasconcelos’s memoirs, pedagogical treatises, and
speeches, as well as magazines he edited in the 1920s, and others’
commentary about one of Latin America’s most celebrated figures of
the 20th century.

 


           
Vasconcelos (1882-1959) was for a time one of the hemisphere’s
towering figures in pedagogy and philosophy, but the stature of the
Maestro de América—‘America’s Educator,’ the nickname he
was known by in most of the Western Hemisphere south of
Texas—diminished in later years as age and hard-earned bitterness
brought out unpopular tendencies that tarnished his image and
affected the way critics approached his writing.  By the
middle of the 20th century Octavio Paz was to observe
that Vasconcelos’s highly personal body of work did not spawn any
new movements nor schools of thought (1997).

Yet, two generations later Luís González González wrote, in
light of a renewed appreciation of Vasconcelos’s vast, sometimes
contradictory, occasionally illogical oeuvre,

While other bright stars of the revolutionary constellation of
1910 are forgotten or outshone as new generations come
along—despite recognition in routine official ceremonies—José
Vasconcelos, who is rarely so honored by powerful types in
government, the world of finance, or the academy, is remembered and
read more and more by the intelligentsia of the generation newly
arrived to the corridors of power and by young people not yet there
(1998, 47-48).

José Luís Martínez acknowledges that Vasconcelos’s writing can
be criticized for a lack of rigor that omits and confuses dates,
sources, and proper names—“and so it is that he can write a single
page with curious variations” (1995, 21)—but that such carelessness
is balanced by Vasconcelos’s  far greater attention to matters
he finds truly essential, and that his prose shows us the man
behind the letters as few writers ever manage, or dare, to do.


           
Works dealing with Vasconcelos the librarian generally offer
statistics on library establishment and book distribution, cite
published comments of some of the luminaries who participated in
Vasconcelos’s grand educational project of the early 1920’s, and
draw from his own scant writings on the subject.  He was,
after all, not a theorist given to disciplined study of the puzzles
of librarianship.  Vasconcelos’s activity in the field is
notable neither for its duration nor extension but rather its
intensity, and might rightly be considered a feat of
divine improvisation. The mystical and eclectic nature of his work
during this period is amusingly captured by Blanco:

Between 1920 and 1924 he allowed himself to be possessed by all
kinds of influences: Buddhism, Zapata, socialism, Rodó,
Lunacharsky, Andrew Carnegie, Romain Rolland, the ancient Greeks,
the liberal tradition, John Ruskin, the labor movement, Walter
Pater, Plato, Pythagoras, Lenin, et cetera (1993, 97).

 

III.    … traía en
el corazón cenizas y en la cabeza algunos planes

…I carried ashes in my heart, and a
few plans in my head

—José Vasconcelos “Discurso
pronunciado ‘El Día del Maestro’” 270

 


           
Vasconcelos’s educational mission was inseparable from his
patriotism; in El desastre he affirms that the greatest
patriotic act is literacy instruction, and that all those who know
how to read should endeavor to teach those who do not (143). 
The latter comprised a significant majority in the Mexico of the
1920’s.  Vasconcelos’s estimate that four out of five Mexicans
could not read was no exaggeration.[2]

The literacy campaign, with its brigades of teachers that
included some who would go on to win honors for their own writing
(including a Nobel Prize) was another expression of patriotism:
impressive, Galván de Terrazas (1982) suggests, not so much for the
number of readers it created as for the number of maestros
rurales who participated.[3]


           
Education of marginalized groups, particularly indigenous peoples,
was of primary concern to Vasconcelos.  He made no apologies
for an assimilationist approach that he set in contrast to the
separatism practiced on U.S. Indian reservations.  Conscious
of his own criollo racial roots, the educator insists that
Spaniards in the New World developed the best model for indigenous
education: that of bringing the unlettered natives into the newly
dominant cultural fold by teaching them the Spanish language and
Catholic religious practices.  He likened the teachers of his
literacy brigade to missionaries (Vasconcelos 1998, Ulises
criollo).  The mistake of the yanquis, he
asserted, lay in exaggerating racial differences in ways that
fostered educational and social apartheid.


           
Though that criticism was accurate, it must be said that
Vasconcelos’s assimilationist theories would be rejected by most
modern progressive educators and were in fact disdained even in his
own day.  Vasconcelos was sincerely driven by an egalitarian
impulse that pervades his writing and action, but his views on race
could hardly be regarded as enlightened.  His prologue to
La raza cósmica (The Cosmic Race), for example, concludes
with a sweeping dismissal of a large, and largely refined, portion
of humanity:

The decadence of the Asian people is due to their isolation, but
also, and undoubtedly of more importance, the fact that they have
not embraced Christianity.  The Christian religion enabled the
Indians of our continent to progress, in just a few centuries, from
cannibalism to a relatively civilized condition (in Domínguez 
1992, 85).


           
When Vasconcelos mentions libraries in his writing, it is primarily
to exalt them—recalling in Ulises criollo, for example,
the thrill of passing entire days in the Library of Congress
chasing down citations.  He scarcely has anything to say about
library management or operations. One of the most substantial
exceptions is to be found in De Robinson a Odiseo, wherein
he describes various classes of libraries—including workers’
libraries and traveling libraries—that underlay his innovative
books-to-the-people service strategy.  He also alludes briefly
in Indología to the influence of Eugene D’Ors on selecting
materials for the Biblioteca Cervantes in Spain. 
Vasconcelos’s apparently conscious decision to downplay his
accomplishments in the field may in part account for a library
management style more focused on good employee morale (Guillén
1980), setting up facilities, and helping key staff members develop
their skills (Rodríguez 2000, ‘José Vasconcelos’) than with details
of day-to-day operations or with library theory. 
Interestingly, though, in the first issue of El Maestro
Vasconcelos outlines the magazine’s editorial policy in terms that
could serve as a collection development statement in a library of
today:

The directors of the magazine will have to select the work of
the contributors and the readers, and their function must be to
bring unity and  give context to a tremendous diversity of
thinking, taking care to preserve the broad range and freedom of
judgment necessary to produce a favorable result.  We will
select for publication all those articles that tend to develop a
point of view or strengthen an ideal (Vasconcelos 1921,‘Un llamado
cordial’ 8).

El Maestro [The Teacher] was a noncommerical
publication of SEP for distribution primarily to the instructors in
Vasconcelos’s vast brigade of educators and to the public at large;
the introductory essay declares his intention to put its pages “at
the service of the entire nation” al servicio del país entero”
(1921, ‘Un llamado cordial’ 5).  Art, culture, ideas—these
only have value, he insists, insofar as they contribute to the
common good.  The Secretary of Education’s assertion that a
society ought to tend to the basic cultural needs of the many
before it thinks of indulging the whims of the haute monde
can be read as a pointed disavowal of the exclusionary, elitist
excesses of Porfirio Díaz.


           
To that end, El Maestro, lavishly printed and artfully
designed, was given away free of charge, “even to those who don’t
ask for it” (Vasconcelos 1921‘Un llamado cordial’ 7), and
Vasconcelos writes of his hope that its illuminating content would
help spur in the masses not merely a desire but a need to
read.  Despite Mexico’s painfully low levels of literacy, his
strategy for appealing to a popular audience was rather far removed
from the modern marketing technique of pandering to the lowest
common denominator: the magazine printed works by Tolstoy, Shaw,
Eugenio D’Ors, and Maxim Gorky; future Nobel laureate Gabriela
Mistral wrote pieces for young people; reports on mathematics and
the sciences included a distillation, billed as a “a true
masterpiece of popularization” for the lay reader, of Einstein’s
General Theory of Relativity.


           
Vasconcelos’s regard for—and perhaps idealization of—the cultural
values of the masses is notably evident in his “Open Letter to the
Workers of the State of Jalisco,” in which he affirms that where
learning, culture, and the arts are concerned, “the inspiration of
working people is a lot more meaningful than the applause and the
tastes of the privileged classes, who lean toward vanity,
forgetting the fundamental principles of human conduct”  (in
Molina 1981, 227).  Written during his term as rector of the
national university, the letter asserts a conviction that the
institution of higher education should not only serve but rely upon
the proletariat.  Such a view is entirely congruent with
Vasconcelos’s avid support of the public library, the people’s
university that demands no letters of reference and imposes no
entrance examinations nor fees for admission.


           
In late 1924 Vasconcelos ignited La Antorcha [The Torch],
his own weekly magazine of ideas, essays, and poetry.  Readers
of the first issue turned past an elegant two-page ad for Corona
beer to a lead essay by the editor; this was to be a fixture of
nearly every issue in the magazine’s first run.  Here was the
nation’s leading educator, with designs on one day becoming its
elected philosopher-king, thinking out loud and in public.  He
spoke his mind freely.  “Four or five hundred years of failure
in this unfortunate country,” Vasconcelos wrote in the inaugural
issue, “ought to lead us to the thought that the important thing is
not to change the government but to work on changing the people”
(1924, ‘Programa’ 1).  Once the citizenry is enlightened, he
insisted, it will demand what is truly important; education is the
means to eliminate caudillismo, to undermine the tendency
toward unwarranted faith in a single strong leader. 
Vasconcelos believed that educated people would recognize the power
and virtue in themselves and cease looking for it in
demagogues.


           
“Let us put our passions to work, and we will move mountains,”
(Vasconcelos 1924, ‘Programa’ 1) he wrote.  Ambitious,
idealistic words for a man in his forties, but Vasconcelos’s hunger
for social equality was still fierce. “We will build according to
an ideal.  And let this ideal be that of economic equality and
of freedom without excuses.”

In the next issue, the moralist laments a lack of civic action
among his fellow citizens.  “There’s something in us that
rings hollow.  We do not serve; we have never served”
(Vasconcelos 1924, ‘¿En dónde…?’ 1).  Vasconcelos displays a
conviction that work benefits the nation, advances the
revolutionary project—a conviction that echoed his Russian models
and was in turn echoed some decades later by no less an educated
revolutionary than the medical doctor Ernesto “Che” Guevara.

A few weeks later, Vasconcelos evinces his distaste for
bullfights, lowbrow theater, and nightspots, asking challengingly
what can be expected of a people that does not go out for
family outings, meet in clubs, or engage in thoughtful
discussion-perhaps thinking nostalgically of his own rewarding
youth exchanging ideas with his fellows in the Ateneo de la
Juventud, a group of earnest young scholars who matured into some
of Mexico’s most notable intellectuals, and undoubtedly feeling the
absence of the sort of community meeting centers that U.S. public
libraries represented for Vasconcelos.   Mexican youth of
1924 lack appropriate gathering places, he contends, “yet the
government tolerates and promotes prostitution” (Vasconcelos 1924,
‘Lo que se dice’ 3).   His indictment of facile popular
entertainment closes with a blisteringly insulting assessment of
filmgoers:

And then there’s the Cinema.  Yes, the stupid movie house,
incubator of a whole generation of blind morons; school for
vulgarity, trashcan of unmannerly conduct, a filthy cave of
simpletons twitching along with the grotesque convulsions of the
Foxtrot.  What’s surprising is that when the lights come up
you don’t find the seats filled with a rabid pack of monkeys. 
It’s entertainment for apes… (‘Lo que se dice’ 3)

 

Throughout the 1924-25 run of La Antorcha, its editor’s
fiercely moral, messianic streak shows through clearly as he
tackles themes from architecture (attacking his successor as
Secretary of Education’s  plans for a big new school, using
invective calculated to ignite a scandal, in a screed titled “Mal
gusta que cuesta”) to metaphysics and clairvoyance, to
vegetarianism: “The strongest and noblest men in the world
generally do not eat meat,” declares Vasconcelos, citing his
admired first post-Revolution president Francisco I. Madero as the
prime example (1925, ‘Vegeterianismo y Necrofagia’ 4).  Such a
position might seem odd for one raised in the cattle belt of
northern Mexico, but is hardly out of character for this moral
crusader who believes he knows what all of Mexico ought to be
eating and reading; during his tenure at the SEP, some of his
50-book shipments to isolated libraries included at least 40
volumes of a Vasconcelos favorite such as Tolstoy (Quintana Pali et
al. 1988)  Writing prescriptive dietary admonitions is a
logical step for our well-meaning social reformer.[4].

Vasconcelos’ high-torque internal motor gave him the energy to
spend Sundays delivering books to villages while working the rest
of the week as Secretary of Education, and with an editor of such
uncommon drive and accomplishment, it is not surprising that the
pages of La Antorcha would offer another prescription, one
for hard work.  Vasconcelos’s celebration of the benefits of
physical and intellectual labor insists that what tires people is
not work but laziness. “Work, on the other hand, is the tonic of
vitality par excellence.  Work is happiness and it is
genius, for genius is nothing more than an enormous capacity for
luminous labor” (Vasconcelos 1925 “El trabajo” 5).  These are
the committed words of one fortunate enough to love his vocation,
but the essay is not a paean to Western-style workaholism. 
Vasconcelos draws a crucial distinction between the
work-for-work’s-sake ethic that he identifies with the
Anglo-Saxon—some would say Protestant—tradition of Mexico’s
northern neighbors, and what he sees as the more praiseworthy
Latino approach which, he maintains, views work  as a means to
an end:  namely, enjoyment of life.


           
Vasconcelos’s autobiographical writing similarly strives at times
to stir its readers to action. His simple guide to effective
activism in El desastre exemplifies an uncomplicated
can-do spirit:  “To sketch out a program that’s simple, but at
the same time coherent and complete, and straightaway then develop
it according to your opportunities and circumstances but working to
reshape those circumstances when the situation calls for it—that’s
the secret of making big things happen” (82).  The activist
does more than respond to opportunities; when he has to, he creates
them.  Vasconcelos recognizes the antidote to the inertia that
too often infects bureaucracies, libraries among them: it is
restless, impatient hard work, coupled with a concern for human
welfare:

‘Revolutionary’ is what we ought to call someone who is not
content with the slow pace of progress and pushes it ahead; someone
who builds better, and in a bigger hurry; who works harder and more
skillfully; someone who is inventive and creative and advances our
destiny.  A revolutionary is a person who dreams and makes
things happen; the one who raises a tower higher than any that has
ever been built; the person who formulates a social theory more
generous than any that has come before and dedicates his life to
carrying it out; the one who through his work advances the
well-being of the people. (Vasconcelos 1998, El desastre,
278)

We should hardly be astonished that such a man would have little
use for committees and legislative bodies:  “I’ve never had
much faith in the actions of committees and task forces, and in
fact I get tired of dealing with them.  They serve…in essence,
to ratify, to authorize the work of a single mind that at the time
it conceived the idea had to be alone and responsible above all to
itself” (1998 El desastre, 60).  These are not the
words of a docile ‘team player.’

 

IV.    Entre nosotros, la
escasez del libro es máxima

The scarcity of books is paramount for
us

—José Vasconcelos, “De Robinson a
Odiseo” (In Molina 1981, 115)

 

Vasconcelos’s mistakes as a librarian are numerous and did not
escape criticism even during the height of his power.  His
insistence on stocking libraries—regardless of their setting— with
his handpicked canon of classic works was savagely ridiculed by
many (Sametz 1991; Quintana Pali et al.1998).  
Some of his more flagrant excesses, such as one-size-fits-all
collection development policy, were abandoned almost instantly upon
his exit from the Department of Education, replaced by Jaime Torres
Bodet with a much sounder practice of selection based on the
ethnicities, economic conditions, and environments of those to be
served (Quintana Pali et al.1998).

Torres Bodet was surely not the only member of Vasconcelos’s
staff who had enough knowledge of contemporary library practice to
see problems with the former Secretary’s approach; the departure of
Vasconcelos was for some a long-awaited opportunity to start doing
things the right way.  While the changes were
certainly sound and sensible, there is absolutely no dispute among
scholars that library service began a decline in 1924 that
continued for nearly sixty years (Bixler 1969; Férnandez de Zamora
1999 ‘La historia’; Rodríguez Gallardo 1986 ‘Vasconcelos y las
Bibliotecas’).  Torres Bodet, whose efforts to advance library
education were significant in this era, himself acknowledged that
good intentions were not enough to counter funding shortfalls and
administrative priorities that inhibited library development
(González Durán 1986).


*         
*          *

On August 2, 1983, President Miguel de la Madrid declared “una
nueva revolución educativa en México” (‘Programa Nacional’ 1988,
77) as he initiated the Programa Nacional de Bibliotecas Públicas,
setting in motion the most ambitious restructuring of the nation’s
public library system since the Vasconcelos era.  The mandate
to bring libraries to every municipality of 30,000 inhabitants or
more within three years, and to smaller towns having at least a
junior high school, made terrific strides in terms of numbers: by
the end of 1986, more than 500 new public libraries were
established and the system’s book collection swelled from 1.332 to
5.344 million volumes (Magaloni 1996 ‘Bibliotecas’).


           
The first director of the newly created Dirección General de
Bibliotecas (DGB), who served until  late 2000 before being
replaced by new President Vicente Fox, was Dr. Ana María Magaloni,
who like Vasconcelos had much of her thinking about librarianship
shaped in the United States. She took her master’s degree in
library science at the University of Denver , and her doctorate at
Boston’s Simmons College (Flores Rizo 1988). 


           
Magaloni came to the position with a deep love for libraries and a
reformist/missionary spirit of her own; her booklet Cómo
acercarse a la biblioteca [Getting to Know the Library] is a
charming advertisement, written from the perspective of a young
user awakening to the wonders of school and public libraries. 
In an interview with the Mexico City newspaper Excélsior
during her first year in office, Magaloni spoke in Vasconcelean
terms of the library’s role in affirming a sense of national
identity and unity.  She also expressed enthusiasm about
expanding the popular vision of what libraries can offer.  She
mentioned workshops in auto repair, knitting, and cooking; this
emphasis on educational programming continues to be an important
aspect of  Mexico’s best-run public libraries.  Magaloni
was also pleased, in 1984, to report on the success of a pilot
program to keep libraries open on weekends (Mendoza 1984).


           
But the article sounds a familiar theme in Mexican library history
with its lead: “The book has become a luxury item” (C1). 
Indeed, the devaluation of the peso had hit booksellers
particularly hard.  In 1982 the price of domestically printed
books rose by 75 percent; imported books by 150 percent (Greaves
1988, 366).  Significantly, Magaloni came in with an expanded
budget and an evidently solid understanding of the government’s
role in making or breaking library service (Magaloni 1993, ‘El
papel’).


                       
Increased federal funding has greatly enlarged the book collection
and the number of facilities.  But the figures on the quantity
of holdings noted above are deceptive.  The DGB has a
restrictive policy about weeding, the selective elimination
of  books from the collection.  Considered a routine
necessity in U.S. library practice, weeding is effectively out of
the question in many of Mexico’s public libraries whose shelves are
filled with multiple copies of old and long-unconsulted
textbooks.  Just as they do not charge fines, the DGB’s public
libraries do not sell books[5]—and the
librarian who disposes of materials to clear shelf space risks
severe penalties (S. Sánchez, 1999).  Hence, collection
figures are inflated.


           
Library facilities and staff in present-day Mexico range from the
sublime to the ridiculous.  Salaries remain low, and any drive
to increase numbers, while laudable, should be taken with a certain
amount of skepticism.  Then-President Carlos Salinas de
Gortari boasted that the number of public libraries had jumped by
716 between 1990 and 1992  (from 2880 to 3596; collection
growth, 12.181M to 17.935M) but could say nothing about the
adequacy of the facilities themselves (Magaloni,
‘Bibliotecas’).[6].

Some Mexican librarians claim that facility needs and patron
complaints are withheld from DGB inspectors on their annual visits,
out of fear of reprisals.  While the inspectors are likely to
check carefully that encyclopedias are stamped on every fiftieth
page, they might well overlook serious problems with lighting,
seating, or collections (Chávez 2000).  Even though
Vasconcelos was famously partial to the type of book that he said
stirs its readers to their feet, it is doubtful that he would have
approved of inadequate seating in a library.

Esteva brought to her position ample experience with youth
services; she admires Vasconcelos’ accomplishments and particularly
values his concern for young readers, including his efforts to fill
a publishing void with such volumes as Lecturas clásicas para
niños [Classics for Children].  In the early 1980’s,
Esteva recalls, Mexico City, the most populous city in the
Americas, had exactly one children’s book outlet.  Though
noting improvement in that situation (Esteva herself now runs a
book distribution company), she comments on what she terms a
residual fear of public libraries among Mexicans, a
misunderstanding that they are exclusively for the use of
students.  Sites that lack systematic and impassioned outreach
ensure that such misapprehensions will continue (Esteva 2000).


           
Unquestionably the progress in recent years compares well with the
decades immediately following Vasconcelos’s term at the SEP. 
Library historian Fernández de Zamora’s figures put the number of
Mexico City libraries in 1927 at 34, and in 1967, 244; by 1997,
however, the tally had jumped to 1,333 (1998 Mapa
Bibliotecario, 12).


*         
*          *

While the work of Magaloni and her DGB is unquestionably
laudable, effective, and even historic, it is worthwhile to regard
it in the light of a Vasconcelean torch. 


	Libraries, both fixed and mobile, reportedly have importance in
the society the Zapatistas have worked to build  (López
Morales 2000), and more than a few journalists have taken note of
the importance the written word has taken on in the jungles of
Chiapas; one recent report notes,  “Marcos’s communiques
display literary touches, and…he has proclaimed his fondness for
the written word, a love that has given rise to a zeal for
assembling libraries in several Zapatista encampments” (Muñoz
1998).




           
Mexican libraries, as units of a federal system, are in some
respects more restricted than their U.S. counterparts in terms of
responding to local needs[8].  Those
operating in largely bilingual areas-in Mexico, this would
generally mean Spanish and an indigenous language-have not been
encouraged by the DGB to develop signage and forms that would make
services readily accessible to those with limited competence in the
dominant language (Maya Corzo).  Bookmobile services,
pioneered by Vasconcelos’s mules, have not been a high
administrative priority since 1938, when emphasis shifted heavily
toward urban libraries (Quintana Pali et al.); local
librarians are left to their own devices where extension services
are concerned.

Early in 2000 group of librarians, most based at academic
libraries in nation’s capital, founded the Mexican Progressive
Librarians’ Study Circle.  The group includes recognized
scholars and working librarians from around the Spanish-speaking
world, and maintains an active electronic discussion list.  A
number of comments from that list, relevant to a Vasconcelean
vision of library service, follow.

One posting expresses frustration with the economic conditions
that, as during the days before the Revolution, make books a
luxury:


           
The problem of the scarcity of readers isn’t just cultural: it’s
economic.  This year was pompously proclaimed “The Year of
Reading” in Mexico, and precious little has been done about
it.  So how do you break that vicious circle of scarce and
costly booksin a market with so few readers?  That’s one only
the Oracle of Delphi could answer…the responses are so tired and
come from so long ago, at least in Mexico…from the Revolution of
1910; virtually no results are apparent, and that truly is a shame
(Chamu 2000).

On this topic, a list participant who is a published library
theorist insists that intellectual property debates too often
ignore concerns about equitable access to reading material: “As a
librarian what motivates me is the availability of reading
materials.  That’s why I call into question the notion of
copyright, as opposed to ‘anti-copyright’” (Meneses Tello 2000,
‘Mitos’).  Vasconcelos dealt with his nation’s book famine by
opening the valve on the government printing press; some of
Mexico’s librarians see another potential solution in new
technology and are concerned about potential restrictions designed
to protect commercial interests.


           
Some of the librarians joining in the discussion speak of their
mission in terms that bring to mind Vasconcelos and his mules
loaded with books:  “As information professionals, or
information workers if you like…we must fight to bring information
to every corner of the world, and see to it that it’s used as a
source of knowledge” (Gimeno, 10 May 2000).  The same
discussant addresses issues of professionalism and cultural elitism
in phrases that resonate with the Vasconcelos of the 1920’s:

And as long as these structural conditions of persist, as long
as no less than 80 percent of humanity—according to United Nation
figures, mind you—our work as librarians…hung up just on scrupulous
cataloging or on the latest computer technology or website will
recall what Ortega y Gasset said: that life without culture is
barbaric, but culture without life is byzantine”  (Gimeno, 11
May 2000).


*         
*          *


           
Recently the government of the Mexican Federal District initiated a
free book distribution program called “Para leer en Libertad” [To
read in freedom].  The project has clear Vasconcelean
overtones: Author Paco Ignacio Taibo II conceived the idea out of
concern for economic obstacles to reading.  “Let’s not kid
ourselves: there’s an economic blockade against reading for
thousands of kids in this city," Taibo said (Mateos 2000). 
The program gave away 20,000 copies each of 15 different
titles—300,000 books in all, with a suggestion inside the cover
that the reader, after finishing with the book, pass it along to
someone else.  Taibo selected the texts, and the words he used
when agreed to the job could have come straight from Vasconcelos's
mouth: “They’ve gotta be books that I like" (Mateos 2000).

 Taibo's taste, however, differs markedly from that of
Vasconcelos:  the books he chose for the giveaway were all
20th-century works, including authors such as José Agustín and
Philip K. Dick.  Taibo said the project, in distributing books
to be read for pleasure, was making a bet against the idea that
that there are no readers in Mexico.  “You’ve got to give
people books that might lead to breakthroughs.  We can’t
associate literature with an obligation or punishment, but with
pleasure, discovery—subversion, for crying out loud!  Forget
about pedagogy, that’s another matter” (Mateos 2000).


           
A Vasconcelean spirit also embraces an eagerness to reconsider the
institution of the library itself.  The five types of
libraries he sketched in De Robinson a Odiseo, and his
passion for small libraries and reading rooms, are worth
remembering in situations where larger institutions neglect
information needs and desires.  An example of an effort to
fill such a void is the Biblioteca Social Reconstruir in Mexico
City, described by Gabriel Zaid as “a kind of politically
progressive information center” (Zaid 2000).  Such small,
specialized, and often highly political libraries (also known as
‘infoshops’) are typically operated as a labor of love, a
management model that would surely win Vasconcelos’s approval.

 

V.   Hasta puede decirse que una
biblioteca se parece, a pesar de su silencio, a  un pequeño
campo de guerrillas: las ideas aquí luchan a todo su gusto

It could even be said that a library, despite its silence, is
like a little battlefield:

here, ideas skirmish without quarter

—Gabriela Mistral, 
“Inauguración de una biblioteca Veracruzana” 
 (1979, 173-4)

 

Questioning library practices has, perhaps, a heretical ring:
the institution of the public library is so revered that we tend to
be enchanted by it, grateful for the fact that such a thing even
exists.  Criticizing its operation seems the pursuit of the
armchair librarian—counterpart of the sports fan who, instead of
marveling at the superhuman performance of skilled athletes, spouts
prescriptions to make them better. 

The library is the best of all possible worlds. 
But those of us who agree on that run the risk of a Panglossian
blindness to some of its faults, and such an approach impedes
progress.  Heresy it would have been, in an earlier age, to
question the generosity of Andrew Carnegie, even though even he was
certainly not above criticism.[9]

Vasconcelos’s more critical view of libraries was in part
attributable to a historical moment in a nation where educational
services were in disarray.  Librarians with Vasconcelos’
messianic zeal and passion  are rare in any age, but it may be
that their scarcity is more pronounced in our era of puzzling
technology and rigidly defined professionalism.  Librarians
are taught to be responsive to user needs, unlike Vasconcelos with
his attachment to Tolstoy and Greek classics that perhaps resonated
not at all with the country folk he aimed to serve; we now learn
that it is limiting and undesirable in this multimedia age to favor
a single technology or medium, as Vasconcelos did the book. 
We get the message that partisanship is to be suppressed.  The
ideals of the balanced collection and the unbiased, apolitical
Information Professional are well-nigh unquestionable in
contemporary librarianship.


           
Without disputing the sound reasoning behind these principles, nor
denying their essential value in crafting good service, I suggest
that they be critically reexamined in light of the titanic
accomplishments of one who flouted them, Vasconcelos.


           
For all our careful nonpartisan posturing, the frank truth is that
real librarianship is molded by—borrowing a phrase here from noted
cataloguer Sanford Berman (1971)—the “prejudices and antipathies”
of staff at every level, from acquisitions to administration to
cataloging to circulation.  Library work is political, so
Vasconcelos’ unpretentious stance in this regard bears careful
consideration.  Had this genuine revolutionary imposed
sensible, reasoned restrictions on his work, how much of his
superhuman enthusiasm of 1920-24 would have been suppressed?


           
As a corollary to this question, we might well ask if today’s
neutral librarians are any less biased in their practices than
Vasconcelos was.  Does the decision to close a library at 5:30
p.m. most weekdays, as many do, not suggest a set of priorities
that places working people low on the scale?  Can it be denied
that scheduling is at some level an ideological exercise?

 Further, is the neglect in library schools of prison
librarianship, mobile services, and services to linguistic
minorities, in favor of technical skills applicable in business
environments, an entirely salutary trend?  When librarians,
following the lead of their training schools, adopt the title of
‘information professional,’ the gains in status and salary are
clear enough, but what are the costs?


           
Where is there room for a contemporary translation of Vasconcelean
ideals?  These are not revolutionary times, after all, in
terms of the sociopolitical terrain he walked in the Mexican ‘teens
and twenties.  Yet in some sense there are significant
parallels today: technology has advanced quickly enough to abruptly
revise the library landscape, and a significant infusion of funds
and resources-not from any post-revolutionary government, but
rather from new corporate largesse is opening the field of action
in ways that invite the participation of modern Vasconcelean
determination and vision.


           
As during the regime of Porfirio Díaz, the needs of an
uncomplaining underclass can be overlooked and unaddressed. 
Is it reasonable to forbid use of library public-access computers
for electronic mail?  Certainly—if one is willing to ignore
that fact that this handicaps only homeless and blue-collar users
who lack the workplace Internet access enjoyed by professionals,
librarians among them.[10]  It bears
mentioning that for a job-seeker with no telephone, an e-mail
address is of significant value.  When a technological tool
that the middle and upper classes take for granted is dangled out
of reach of others, gaps widen between social sectors. 
Librarians become participants in the much-discussed ‘digital
divide.’


           
As in the Mexican Revolution, this technological revolution finds
participants pragmatically and contradictorily abandoning professed
values, according to the situation.  Consider that of the
‘balanced collection’ based on local user needs: as of this
writing, Internet users are unable to read websites composed of
non-Roman script (e.g., vernacular daily newspapers from China,
Japan, or Russia) in public libraries—not at Los Angeles Public
Library’s Chinatown, Little Tokyo, nor Koreatown branches, for
example.[11]    If one
imagines the World Wide Web as a set of capacious bookshelves,
those shelves in Chinatown are filled with miles of materials in
English, French, Spanish, and German; the Chinese shelf is
empty.  Any criticism of Vasconcelos’ inappropriate and
unresponsive collection development biases seems insignificant in
comparison.


           
Vasconcelos’ exaggerated faith in the power of the book has its
modern counterpart in the gaping awe which the World Wide Web
provokes.  The collective sense of wonder, with fanciful
promises about community-building—also overly optimistic—resembles
Vasconcelos’ naïve belief in the book and literacy as the means to
set his people free.


           
Nothing is ever that simple, and it is clear that those prescient
enough to ride the initial wave of Internet fascination, such as
Subcomandante Marcos with his worldwide dispatches from the
Lacandon jungle, were able to seize a historical moment unlikely to
endure.  Vasconcelos himself found that revolutionary Mexico,
supple and fresh in the early twenties, had petrified by decade’s
end.  But a mystical passion that flared for a few years,
fueled by a boundless revolutionary faith, shone through the dark
moments of post-revolutionary confusion to guide the productive
labor that distinguished José Vasconcelos as a bookman.


           
To dismiss José Vasconcelos, librarian, on pragmatic grounds,
ignores a crucial humanity, a cosmic gaze extending far beyond the
limits of practicality.  The flower of  his idealistic
youth bore fruit in the 1920’s by responding to the call to create
not merely with words but with humankind itself, expressed and
enhanced through his beloved medium of literature.  Whether it
is “a half-dozen good books,” or half a million, bringing books to
the people is noble work, and we have much to learn from those who
do it best.  Vasconcelos was one of them.

 

References

Bar-Lewaw, Itzhak. 1965.  Introducción crítico biográfica a
José Vasconcelos.  Madrid: Ediciones Latinoamericanas,

Berman, Sanford. 1971.  Prejudices and Antipathies: A tract
On the LC Subject Heads Concerning People. Metuchen, N.J: Scarecrow
Press.

Bixler, Paul Howard. 1969.  The Mexican library. Metuchen,
N.J.:  Scarecrow Press.

Blanco, José Joaquín. 1993.  Se llamaba Vasconcelos, una
evocación crítica (3rd edition).  Mexico City: Fondo de
Cultura Económica,

Brandt, Carlos.  “La Alimentación Natural.”  El
Maestro  2 (1922): 600-604.

Chamu, Coral.  “resp a López Arcos.”  Online
posting.  9 May 2000.  Biblio-progresistas listserv.

Chávez Lugo, Juan  (Reference librarian, Centro de
Información ‘Luis Fimbres Moreno,’ CETYS Tijuana).  Personal
interview.  27 April 2000.

Dirección General de Bibliotecas [DGB]. 1988.  La
biblioteca pública: lecturas escogidas.  Mexico City:
Secretaría de Educación Pública,

El Colegio de México [ECM]. 1988.  Historia de la lectura
en Mexico: Seminario de historia de la educación en México de El
Colegio de México.  Mexico City:  Ediciones del
Ermitaño,

El Maestro.  Editorial note to “La teoría de la
relatividad"  2 (1922): 442.

Esteva de García-Moreno, Carmen.  Personal Interview. 
29 May 2000.

Fernández de Zamora, Rosa María.  “La historia de las
bibliotecas en México, un tema olvidado.”  60th IFLA General
Conference Proceedings (August 21-27, 1994).  1999. 
<www.ifla.org/IV/ifla60/60-ferr.htm>.

- - -.  Mapa Bibliotecario y de Servicios de Información de
la Ciudad de México.  Mexico City: UNAM/Hito Graphics,
1998.


	“Entrevista con Ana María Magaloni, Directora General de
Bibliotecas de la Secretaría de Educación Pública.” 
DGB   99-105.



Galván de Terrazas, Luz Elena. 1982.  El proyecto de
educación pública de José Vasconcelos (Una larga labor de intentos
reformadores).  Mexico City: Cuadernos de la Casa Chata,

Gimeno Perelló, Javier.  “nuestra misión ante el
pensamiento único.”  Online posting.  10 May 2000.
Biblio-progresistas listserv.

Gimeno Perelló, Javier.  “nuestra misión ante el
pensamiento único.”  Online posting.  11 May 2000.
Biblio-progresistas listserv.

Greaves, Cecilia.  “La Secretaría de Educación Pública y la
lectura, 1960-1985.”  ECM  338-372.

González Durán, Jorge.  “La Década de los 40.” 
UNAM  97-109.

González González, Luís.  1998.  “Vasconcelos en el
triunfo y El desastre.”  Prologue to El desastre by
José Vasconcelos.  Mexico City: Editorial Trilla, 5-48.

Guillén, Fedro. 1980.  Herzog/Fabela/Vasconcelos. 
Mexico City: UNAM,

Krauze, Enrique. 1976.  Caudillos culturales en la
Revolución Mexicana.  Mexico City: Siglo XXI Editores,


	Biblio-progresistas listserv.



Loyo, Engracia.  “La lectura en México, 1920-1940.” 
ECM  243-294.

MacCann, Donnarae. 1989.  “Libraries for immigrants and
‘minorities’: A study in contrasts.”  In Social responsibility
in librarianship: Essays on equality.  Ed. Donnarae
MacCann.  Jefferson, NC: McFarland & Co., 97-116.

Magaloni, Ana María.  “Bibliotecas.”  Enciclopedia de
México.  Ed. José Rogelio Álvarez.  Mexico City: Sabera
International Investment Corporation, 1996: 967-972.

- - -.  Cómo acercarse a la biblioteca.  Mexico City:
Plaza y Valdés, 1988.

- - -.  “El papel del gobierno mexicano en apoyo del
desarrollo cultural.”  Papers of the 34th annual meeting of
the Seminar on the Acquisition of Latin American Library
Materials.  Albuquerque, NM: SALALM Secretariat, 1993, pp.
3-8.

Marcos, Subcomandante. 1999.  The Story of Colors/La
historia de los colores.  El Paso, TX: Cinco Puntos Press.

Martínez, José Luís, and Christopher Domínguez Michael.  La
literatura mexicana del siglo XX.  Mexico City:  Consejo
Nacional Para la Cultura y las Artes, 1995.

Mateos, Mónica. "Largas filas para recibir el itacate
literario en el Zócalo capitalino."  La
Jornada.  30 Apr. 2000.  
<www.jornada.unam.mx/2000/abr00/000430/cul1.html>

Maya Corzo, Oscar.  “Más sobre exclusiones.”  Online
posting.  3 May 2000.  Biblio-progresistas listserv.

Mendoza, Graciela. “Ana María Magaloni y las Bibliotecas de la
SEP.”  Excélsior.  24 May 1984:  C1.

Meneses Tello, Felipe.  “Mitos de la propiedad
intelectual.”  Online posting.  9 May 2000.
Biblio-progresistas listserv.

Mistral, Gabriela. 1979. “Inauguración de una biblioteca
Veracruzana.”  In Croquis Mexicanos.  Santiago, Chile:
Editorial Nascimento, 173-179.

Molina, Alicia, ed. 1981.  José Vasconcelos: textos sobre
educación.  Mexico City: Fondo de Cultura Económica,

Muñoz, Néfer.  “Chiapas sin máscaras.”  Nación
Digital.  1998.  13 May 2000. 
<www.nacion.co.cr/dominical/1998/abril/19/dominical0.html>.

Paz, Octavio. 1997.  El laberinto de la soledad y otras
obras.  New York: Penguin Books.


	“Programa Nacional de Bibliotecas Públicas.”  
DGB  77-83.



Quintana Pali, Guadalupe, Cristina Gil Villegas, Guadalupe
Tolosa Sánchez. 1988.  Las bibliotecas públicas en México:
1910-1940.  Mexico City : Secretaría de Educación Pública,


	25 Apr. 2000.



Rodríguez Gallardo, Adolfo. 1990.  Las bibliotecas en los
informes presidenciales, 1879-1988.  Mexico City: Universidad
Nacional Autónoma de México, Centro Universitario de
Investigaciones Bibliotecológicas,

Rodríguez Gallardo, Adolfo.  “Vasconcelos y las
Bibliotecas.”  UNAM 49-69.

Sametz de Walerstein, Linda. 1991.  Vasconcelos, el hombre
del libro: La época de oro de las bibliotecas.  Mexico City:
Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México,

Sánchez, Gerardo (Director, Mexicali Central Public
Library).  Personal Interview.  March 1999.

Sánchez, Socorro (Director of Public Library Services, Estado de
Baja California North).  Personal Interview. 12 May 2000.

Torres Bodet, Jaime. 1959.  From Siete oraciones fúnebres
en la muerte de José Vasconcelos.  Mexico City: INBA,
Departamento de Literatura.: 13-18.  (Cited in: José
Blanco.  “Vehemencia de Vasconcelos.”  Nexos 
Dec.1997: 69-73.)

United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organization.  UNESCO Public Library Manifesto. 1999.
<www.ifla.org/documents/libraries/policies/unesco.htm>.


	Mexico: UNAM,



Vasconcelos, José. “Carta abierta a los obreros del estado de
Jalisco.”  Molina 226-228.

- - -. “Conferencia leída en el Continental Memorial Hall de
Washington DC.”  Molina  282-304. 

- - -.  De Robinson a Odiseo.  Molina 32-146.


	- - -. “Discurso pronunciado ‘El Día del Maestro.’”  
Molina 269-281.



- - -.  El desastre.  Mexico: Editorial
Trillas, 1998.

- - -.  “El Trabajo Estimulante de la Vida”  La
Antorcha.  17 Jan. 1925:  4-5.

- - -.  “¿En dónde está la salvación?”  La
Antorcha.  11 Oct. 1924:  1-2.

- - -.   Indología.  Molina. 
147-202.

- - -.  “La raza cósmica (Fragmento, 1925).”  José
Vasconcelos: Obra Selecta.  Ed. Christopher Domínguez
Michael.  Caracas:  Biblioteca Ayacucho, 1992. 
83-115.

- - -.  “Lo que se dice de La Antorcha.” 
La Antorcha.  8 Nov. 1924: 2-3. 

- - -.  “Mal gusta que cuesta.”  La
Antorcha.  29 Nov. 1924:  1-3.

- - -.  “Programa.”  La Antorcha  
4 Oct. 1924:  1.

- - -.  “Reneguemos de latinismo.”  La
Antorcha   18 Oct. 1924:  1-2.

- - -.  Ulises criollo.  Mexico City:
Editorial Trillas, 1998.

- - -.  “Un llamado cordial.”  El
Maestro  1 (1921): 5-9.

- - -.  “Vegetarianismo y Necrofagia.” La
Antorcha   14 Feb. 1925:  3-4.

Wall, Joseph Frazier. 1970.  Andrew Carnegie. New York:
Oxford University Press.

Wiegand, Wayne A. 1996.  Irrepressible reformer: A
biography of Melvil Dewey. Chicago: American Library
Association.

Wilkie, James W.  1970.  The Mexican revolution:
Federal expenditure and social change since 1910. 
Berkeley/Los Angeles: UC Press.

Zaid, Gabriel. 2000.  Muchacho Catalán. 24 May
2000. <www.libertad.org.mx/muchcat.htm>

 

 

 

 



Notes

1These aspects of the great educator’s thought were
perhaps incipient even in his youthful work and action, and certain
parallels to the intensely moralistic trajectory of the great late
19th-century U.S. librarian Melvil Dewey (Wiegand 1996), while
intriguing, are beyond the scope of this study.  As for his
post-1929 changes, Guillén thusly dismisses the idea of two
Vasconceloses: “If we were to apply the principles of pop
psychology, the formula would be have to be that there were not
two, but more like a hundred José Vasconceloses” (1980, 173).

 

[2] ‘Illiteracy’ is a construct that is
impossible to define precisely, because reading ability occupies a
continuum of skill levels.  Wilkie observes that the “quality”
of literacy in Mexico has been open to question (1970,
269).   His self-report census data place the 1921
illiteracy rate at 71.2 percent (208); historically, the highest
rates of illiteracy are reported in southern Mexico and the lowest
in the Distrito Federal and the six states bordering the U.S.
(210-211).

 

[3] Among these Jaime Torres Bodet,
Carlos Pellicer, Daniel Cosío Villegas, and the Chilean poet
Gabriela Mistral who in 1945 won Latin America’s first Nobel Prize
for literature.

 

[4] Vasconcelos’ endorsement of such a
diet may tell us something about his character.  Certainly the
moral high ground staked out by many vegetarians was comfortable
territory for him, and his apparently sincere belief that the
regimen would make his countrymen not only more productive but more
civilized appealed to his concern for human as well as animal
welfare.  In any case, the appearance of the essay was perhaps
foreshadowed in El Maestro, which featured work by noted
natural foods advocate Charles Brandt-who included no less a
Vasconcelos darling than Tolstoy on his list of illustrious
vegetarians (Brandt, 1922).

 

[5] The system’s ethical compass is the
UNESCO Public Library Manifesto, which maintains that services
should be offered equitably and free of charge.  Although
overdue fines are familiar to U.S. patrons and an important source
of library revenue, a Mexican librarian explained to me that a
strict interpretation of the Manifesto forbids them and ensures
that wealthy borrowers cannot buy the privilege of keeping books
longer than other patrons  (G. Sánchez 1999)

 

[6] While accompanying DGB inspectors on
a 1999 visit to a handsome, faux-Carnegie style library outside of
Mexicali, I used the restroom and was embarrassed to find that the
toilet tank was dry; the library had no running water.  Its
electricity came through extension cords stretching to a school
building across the street. 

 

[7] Adolfo Rodríguez Gallardo’s
fascinating study of Mexican presidents’ references to libraries in
their annual Informes omits López Portillo entirely: among
all the presidents of the 20th century for whom texts are
available-Díaz included-JLP was the only one never to breathe the
word biblioteca during a state of the union speech
(Rodríguez 1990).

 

[8] Exceptions to this generalization
can be found on both sides of the border.  Though U.S.
libraries do not report to a central office in Washington DC,
branches may indeed suffer under the restrictive control of a
central authority or an unreasonable local board; Mexican libraries
belonging to the Red Nacional de Bibliotecas Públicas (Renabip) are
not prevented from exercising local control, particularly with
donated funds or volunteer time, over many aspects of their
programming and collection development.

 

[9] Carnegie’s munificence was indeed
tremendous: he financed the construction of 2,811 public
libraries-1,946 in the United States, the rest in the British
Commonwealth. (Wall 1970)   The philanthropist imposed
conditions on municipalities receiving libraries to guarantee
continued funding, but evidently was not troubled by the fact that
many of the magnificent buildings were closed to Blacks (MacCann
1989).

 

[10] Such restrictions are not at all
uncommon in the U.S. and Mexico.  In a May 2000 visit to the
Mexicali central public library, I was told that the six new
machines recently received from the Gates Library Foundation were
strictly for “research” and that no e-mail was allowed-as if e-mail
had no possible research applications.

 

[11] Among the few exceptions I have
found is LAPL’s West Los Angeles branch, which recently installed
software capable of displaying Persian script.  New York
Public Library a few years ago equipped its terminals with a
program that enables one to read several dozen non-Roman
scripts—software that now retails for less than one hundred
dollars.
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