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Globalization and Global Libraries


The label “Global Libraries” is not a universal one, nor is it the title of a cohesive field or movement within library and information science (LIS).  Yet, to speak of international librarianship, global information initiatives, or cooperation on an international scale within the context of LIS is to acknowledge what is becoming, more and more, a trend in the field.  While international cooperation is nothing new in LIS—IFLA, the International Federation of Library Associations and Institutions, has existed since 1927—the tasks, implications, and importance of examining and executing the missions and purposes of libraries within a global framework is becoming more necessary, important, and, consequently, wide-spread.  However, as mentioned above, presently, there is not even a generally accepted term—let alone a collective, functional field—which is recognized by the LIS community in order to address these international trends and issues.  This implies that what will be called “Global Libraries” for the discussion here is still predominantly acknowledged as nothing more than a set of disparate initiatives within the greater world of LIS.


While Global Libraries has yet to be accepted as a cohesive and fortified field or movement, there is, currently, such a surfeit of globally minded initiatives within LIS—stemming from a variety of motivations and organizations—that addressing these trends is not only justified but meaningful.  Yet, because Global Libraries, as a field within LIS, remains inchoate, it is necessary to examine Global Libraries within the context of a larger, more recognizable, framework.  Thus, this paper aims to shed much needed light on Global Libraries in regards to Globalization.  For, while there have been a handful of international initiatives in LIS prior to the onset of Globalization, the types of initiatives and programs that dominate Global Libraries presently—such as the Gates Foundation’s Global Libraries initiative and the Seattle Public Library’s Immigrant and Refugee Program—stem from Globalization.


The approach here for examining Global Libraries within the context of Globalization is executed in three parts.  The first is a brief discussion displaying the roots of Global Libraries in Globalization.  The second looks at the elements of Globalization that are useable, beneficial, and appropriate for Global Libraries.  The third, and most significant, looks at the areas in which Global Libraries must break from and counter Globalization, acting as an alternative to many of the negative and exploitative elements of Globalization.  The ultimate goal of this examination is to present a more organized and articulated mission for Global Libraries in what is being called, more and more, our global society.

Globalization and the Rise of Global Libraries

Perhaps, the most concise way of looking at Global Libraries within Globalization is to refer to Global Libraries as a response to Globalization.  While this over simplifies the issue, it does gesture accurately at what will be argued here as the place of Global Libraries within Globalization.  When referring to Global Libraries as a response to Globalization, the key point that is being made is that Global Libraries should not be viewed as merely a product of Globalization, nor solely a reaction to Globalization—for these positions contrapuntally over-simplify the issue, nor do they recognize the complexity of Global Libraries.  When speaking to Global Libraries, we must recognize that many of the initiatives, missions, and efforts within Global Libraries are rooted in Globalization (i.e. products of), yet many of these missions aim to alleviate the ills—such as the digital divide—that have arisen due to Globalization (i.e. reactions to).  Thus, the most comprehensive way to look at Global Libraries is in response to Globalization, as this recognizes the connections as well as the attempted separations to Globalization on the part of Global Libraries.


Simply put, Globalization refers to the shifting of societal emphasis and function from the local to the global.  Within LIS, this entails the necessity of expanding information access, empowerment, initiatives, and issues from a local base to an international base.  Thus, tools such as the Internet and issues such as the digital divide become the jurisdiction of LIS professionals who may have once looked at these phenomena only through a predominantly local or national lens.  A perfect example of this shift from the local to the global can be traced through the history of the Gates Foundation’s Global Libraries initiative.  Before the program was even called “Global Libraries,” the Gates Foundation created a department to address issues of information access and the digital divide within libraries in the U.S., which often resulted in the gift of grants to improve technology in public libraries, most often in rural areas.  As this program grew, so did the mission, which began to not only address more issues within libraries, but also expand beyond the borders of the U.S.  Now called “Global Libraries,” this initiative—within the “Global Development” area of the Gates Foundation— boasts that they are “working to narrow the digital divide in the United States and over a dozen countries around the world.”


In other words, Global Libraries, as a trend, represents a shift in emphasis in LIS from the local to the global.  Thus, one must recognize the heritage—one might even think of it as a template—of Globalization inherent within Global Libraries.  Yet, many of the issues that Global Libraries aim to address are the inequalities that have arisen from Globalization, therefore, one cannot presently view Global Libraries as, simply, a part of Globalization.  Hence, the idea that Global Libraries is a response to Globalization.  Thus, in order to more fully explore the definitions of Global Libraries within Globalization, it is necessary to examine what elements of Globalization are useful and appropriate for utilization in Global Libraries as well as the aspects of Global Libraries that must serve as alternatives to Globalization.

Consonance

Assuming that Global Libraries, and LIS in general, are concerned with issues such as the digital divide and human rights, it easy to take a critical view of Globalization.  Yet, as Joseph Stiglitz notes, there are elements of Globalization that contain potential for good on a global scale.  He writes:


I believe that globalization—the removal of barriers to free trade and the closer integration of 
national economies—can be a force for good and that it has the potential to enrich everyone in the 
world, particularly the poor.  But I also believe that if this is to be the case, the way globalization 
has been managed, including the international trade agreements that have played such a large role 
in removing those barriers and the policies that have been imposed on developing countries in the 
process of globalization, need to be radically rethought.

While this passage refers to economics, the ideas here are useful to the discussion of Global Libraries.
  Accepting that Global Libraries owes, in part, its existence to Globalization, what elements of Globalization are useful, beneficial, and appropriate for Global Libraries?  C.K. Prahalad, in his book, The Fortune at the Bottom of the Pyramid: Eradicating Poverty through Profits, examines some of the beneficial opportunities and theories that can be utilized by businesses, which are easily adapted to LIS.


A global awareness, or global view, is one legacy of Globalization that Global Libraries must acknowledge.  Essentially, by shifting our focus from the local to the global, we, as LIS professionals, now have a global opportunity—a chance to expand technology, information literacy and empowerment, and other LIS missions to encompass an international audience.  As Prahalad highlights in his book, this global view allows numerous opportunities for the mission of Global Libraries.  The first is the creation of global networks and international relations.  In regards to this, Prahalad writes that, to be successful in this, one must “learn rapidly that they have to learn to live with a wide variety of relationships with a large number of institutions,” which, though daunting in some senses, is an opportunity with enormous potential: “It is reasonable to expect that 4 billion people in search of an improved quality of life will create one of the most vibrant markets we have ever seen.”
  Again, while intended for economics and business, this potential for reaching a substantially larger audience as well as developing international networks, through which resources and expertise can be shared, is very much an element of this global view, which, itself, is an element of Globalization, is wholly applicable to LIS.


An example of this extended network and resource sharing that is directly related to LIS can be seen in the mission of WebJunction.  WebJunction is an online resource, in a portal format, that brings together a wide-range of LIS communities in an effort to be able to share knowledge, skills, and resources, as well as to create an extended LIS-related community.  WebJunction’s mission states that:


WebJunction provides helpful online learning, portal and community services to a wide variety of 
library organizations. Our partners range from state libraries developing custom collaboration 
portals to library systems employing web conferencing and powerful learning management 
services, as well as organizations of all types accessing our deep online course catalog of 
technical, general and library skills courses for staff training.

The type of extended network that WebJunction provides for LIS-related organizations stems from the same ideas and motivations of Prahalad’s global networks.



Another benefit of a global view is the potential for local resources, what Prahalad calls “innovations,” to be used on a global scale.  In LIS, this is often referred to as “resource sharing,” and Prahalad notes the much greater potential for this type of sharing on a global scale.  He states: “Product ideas and concepts are tried out in India with a global…market in mind,” and he goes on to site other countries, such as Bangladesh, Nepal, Pakistan, and China, which have designed products, concepts, and missions that are easily adapted to function elsewhere.
  An example of this directly related to LIS can be seen, once again, in the Gates Foundation’s Global Libraries plan discussed at the beginning of this paper.  Initially addressing issues in U.S. libraries, the Gates Foundation was able to take their concepts, successes, and missions in the U.S. and apply—again, as a sort of template—to LIS issues in countries as diverse as Lithuania and Guatemala.  The Gates Foundation states that previous lessons and work “shape our ongoing work with U.S. libraries and inform our international strategies.”


Finally, at once the most important and problematic legacy of Globalization is the potential for the spread of technology.  This point will serve well as a transition into the necessary alternatives to Globalization, as Globalization has not merely created the potential for the spread of technology, but it has also fueled the digital divide.  Returning to Prahalad, he points out that “Contrary to popular belief, the [poorest] consumers accept technology readily…Moving to wireless from nothing is easier than moving to wireless from a strong tradition of efficient and ubiquitous landlines.”
  He speaks to this point in the context of utilizing the framework of Globalization and global markets for the benefit of the world’s poor via the spread of technology.  Joseph Stiglitz, too, acknowledges that many still believe that Globalization can provide for the spread of technology.  He describes an instance in which the International Monetary Fund’s argument for the privatization of technology organizations was put into play in Ivory Coast, in an effort to disseminate telephone service throughout the country via privatizing the telephone companies.


Yet, the legacy of Globalization in this instance is the potential for the spread of technology.  While we must recognize the genus for the idea to spread technology to the entire world stems, at least somewhat, from the philosophies of Globalization, in reality, as both Prahalad and Stiglitz go on to show, elements often associated with Globalization—most notably privatization and industry specialization—have, in the end, created an even larger digital divide.  Thus, it is essential to examine the areas in which Global Libraries must provide alternatives to Globalization.

Dissonance

While the recent phenomenon of Global Libraries has undoubtedly grown out of Globalization and, as evidenced above, certain themes are still shared between the two, more and more areas arise in which it is becoming necessary for Global Libraries to aid in the providing and furthering of alternatives to the present global world, a few of which will be discussed here.  First and foremost, is the issue of human rights.  While many initially saw, and some still see, Globalization as a force for change for the better in terms of human rights, as Stiglitz noted earlier, the contrary has become a more common case.  Thus, the first, and arguably most important, alternative to Globalization that Global Libraries must help provide is in the improvement of human rights.


“Information means power; economic power as well as social, political and human.  This great power has always been seized by a few and it is often not shared.”
  It is difficult to find anyone involved in libraries that will argue with this point.  Yet, on a global scale, this tenet is ignored and destroyed, while libraries often only continue to enforce this policy endemically within their local communities.  Luckily, some Global Libraries organizations are not only recognizing the dire need for education and awareness in the area of global human rights, but they are also enacting change in many cases.  Looking at two unique examples of organizations that are rising to the task provides not merely encouragement in this area, but also inspiration and ideas for further progress.  


One of the longer lasting, apparent, and, in a sense, traditional examples of this is IFLA.  While IFLA is obviously a globally minded organization—this being IFLA’s core ethos—in the past twenty years, they have directly addressed the issue of global human rights.  As Toni Samek points out: “In 1983, at its 49th General Conference in Munich, [IFLA] adopted the Resolution on Behalf of Librarians Who Are Victims of Violation of Human Rights.  The resolution recognizes the risks that library workers take to uphold core library values such as intellectual freedom.”
  IFLA furthered the Munich Resolution by expanding it 1989, an act which garnered global attention.
  


Since then, IFLA has bolstered the Munich Resolution by lending support (financially and organizationally) and through additional efforts, such as publishing a line of texts intended to serve the international library community.  The most notable of these publications, in the realm of human rights, is a text entitled The Ethics of Librarianship: An International Survey.
  This text gathers a “Code of Ethics” authored by librarians and information professionals from a wide-range of countries, in an attempt to at once highlight the different situations information professions encounter around the world as well as forge solidarity in libraries and their missions worldwide.  These codes speak continuously of human rights.  It is fitting that this is the one hundred and first publication in the series, as the cover of The Ethics of Librarianship reads “IFLA 101,” providing an appropriate gesture that this text is a handbook on international human rights for information professionals.


There are significant grass roots organizations within Global Libraries that are addressing the issue of human rights, as well.  A worthy example of this is the Friends of African Village Libraries (FAVL), which is a small 501(c)(3) non-profit devoted to helping village and small community libraries in Africa.  FAVL’s goal is:


to assist the rural poor of Africa by helping create village libraries. FAVL does this by 
refurbishing community-donated buildings, purchasing books by local authors and in local 
languages, sending donated and collected books, providing for librarian salaries, extending 
financial support to existing village libraries in Africa, and sponsoring librarian training and 
library outreach and advocacy.

Essentially, FAVL takes the traditional mission of the community library, and extends it to countries that, in the past, did not posses community libraries (an example of Global Libraries, one could argue, on the most fundamental level).  Thus far, FAVL has managed and/or supported over ten libraries in Burkina Faso, Uganda, Ghana, and Tanzania as well as provided assistance to the Uganda Community Library Association.
  While FAVL, like IFLA, addresses human rights on an international level, it does so without the massive organizational support that IFLA garners, being, rather, a non-profit, grass roots community organization, started by a business professor from Santa Clara University.


As a brief but worthwhile aside, it is insightful to point out that the grass roots example of FAVL gestures at another element of Globalization to which Global Libraries must provide alternative.  This is the idea of top-down versus bottom-up approaches.  Returning to Prahalad, he shows that in business, as in libraries, for initiatives and ventures to succeed globally, one must begin at the bottom, rather than at the top, for the “trickle down” ideas of the past—whether they are applied to business ventures or information initiatives—have been proven to only benefit the elite at the top.
  One can see evidence of this idea even in the difference between IFLA’s approach—authoring a Resolution and publishing texts on information science—and FAVL’s approach—actually going into communities and constructing, managing, and supporting community libraries.  This is not to say that IFLA’s efforts are in vain—quite the contrary—but it does illustrate the importance of approaching Global Libraries issues from the bottom-up, rather that the top-down, to avoid similar issues, inequalities, and oppressions that have arisen from the top-down ventures by corporations and multi-national organizations (which have shown the significant shortcomings—to put it lightly—of Globalization in the realm of human rights and general equality on a global scale).


Another significant area for which Global Libraries must counter Globalization is in terms of providing social transformation, rather than economic transformation.  Globalization, first and foremost, is an economic phenomenon, and while the majority of the world’s population deserves to benefit from a rise in their economic status, the claims that Globalization will improve the lives of much of the world’s poor stems exclusively from the idea of economic transformation.  Yet, as displayed in the previous examples, this promise has proven to be a hollow one.  Thus, libraries, which have always been institutions that provide aid and empowerment not through financial but, rather, social means, can be viewed as providing a different means of transformation.  And, for Global Libraries, this is another chance to enact an alternative to Globalization.


Social transformation, like human rights, is a vast idea and an equally enormous task when viewed through a global lens.  Thus, it is important to explore a few ways in which Global Libraries can enable social transformation.  Returning to Prahalad, he discusses this issue of social transformation versus economic transformation at length; as he is a business and economic theorist, his conclusion that the priority for global business initiatives should strive for social rather than economic transformation is groundbreaking.  In explaining ways in which international businesses can aid social transformation, Prahalad highlights a couple of essentials: breaking down barriers to communication and gaining access to knowledge.


All three of these elements of social transformation are provided by libraries on a daily basis, and the first task of Global Libraries initiatives—the Gates Foundation, most notably—are often to provide computers and other access to communication and information.  In the same discussion, Prahalad describes the situation of poor fishermen in India who, for decades, relied on the local, corrupt industry to buy their fish at such a low price that the fishermen were hardly able to earn a living wage.  Yet, with the arrival of public computers at kiosks in these small Indian fishing villages, the fishermen quickly learned to use the computers to examine going rates for fish around the world, and, thus, demand higher, more livable prices from the local industry.  In the cases where the local industry refused to pay higher wages, the fishermen were able to auction the fish online and make connections with more reputable organizations in the fishing industry in India and abroad.  Prahalad waxes effusively on the seemingly radical notions of placing priority in business ventures on breaking down barriers to communication and gaining access to knowledge, yet, this has been a priority in library services from the start.  Globally, these services are more important than ever, as they provide alternatives to the rather empty promises in Globalization economic transformation.


The culminating act of this social transformation, according to Prahalad, is that through this communication and knowledge marginalized people gain an identity.
  What Prahalad fails to illuminate—and this is something that Global Libraries would do well to trumpet—is that this end result of being able to forge an identity is, itself, another key alternative to Globalization.  As Globalization grows, through multi-national corporations and organizations, products and workers have become more and more faceless.  A textile may be designed in one country and made in anther country; an item of food may be grown in one country by a local farmer, then sent to a factory in another country to be processed, then sent to yet another country to be purchased and consumed.  With industrial environments like the maquiladoras along the U.S.-Mexico border, or the former situation of the India fishermen who had no alternative but cater to the corrupt local fish industry, many people are left without an identity or a means of asserting their rights; they are victims of another pernicious element of Globalization: facelessness.  Yet, as Prahalad points out, and as libraries have proven for decades (arguably centuries), empowerment through communication and knowledge does not just improve the lives of many, but it allows them to forge a much-deserved and beneficial autonomy; it gives them an identity.  Allowing those who have been marginalized to create an identity is at once a capstone of social transformation, as well as a powerful, beneficial alternative to Globalization, and it something that libraries must continue to enable, now on a global scale.


Shifting toward a conclusion, it is meaningful to examine an idea from the text Alternatives to Economic Globalization.
  This idea is what the drafting committee, which authored this text, refers to as the “Commons.”  The Commons is, simply, that which should be off-limits to Globalization.
  The drafting committee gives many examples of elements of the Commons—most notably natural resources and cultural heritages—but the specifics of these are not what are important here.  Rather, the key is the idea of forging a clear notion of what should be off-limits to Globalization, or, in different and more focused terms for the discussion here, what Global Libraries must protect.  While the discussion above highlights areas in which Global Libraries must provide alternatives to Globalization, it is these areas—and many others not discussed here—that Global Libraries must protect and advance, especially in the face of their undermining and destruction by Globalization and similar forces.  By utilizing the framework of something like the Commons, Global Libraries can bolster their missions, clarify their purposes, and assert an identity as a global force for change in LIS.


So what does it mean to speak of Global Libraries?  Presently, it is to acknowledge a trend, a fragmented phenomenon.  It is certainly not to refer to a cohesive, iterated discipline within LIS, as was prefaced at the start of this discussion.  Yet, this is not to say that there are not organizations that, through their work, are formulating what has the potential to grow into an active field of LIS—one that, to employ and render a common motto, thinks globally and acts both globally AND locally.  Most importantly, when calling Global Libraries an inchoate movement, we must also confess that the lack of a collective front in this arena does not, in the least, infer that there is no need for such a field.  By framing this idea of Global Libraries within the larger framework—perhaps “battlefield” would be a more indicative term—of Globalization, it is intended not merely that a need for Global Libraries be perceived but also that, even in fragmentation, one see that there is a history, a precedence for such a field.  To respond and provide alternatives to Globalization; to make aware and protect what has been called the Commons; to expand the traditional library ethos globally; these are just a few ways that Global Libraries can further an essential cause and iterate a LIS field.  Undoubtedly, there are many other ways, as well.  The needs are apparent, sundry, and daunting, and many diverse LIS organizations are rising to the task.  Collaboration within and awareness and continued discussion about Global Libraries are what are needed now.
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