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Having had the privilege to make presen-
tations in London at Internet Librarian In-
ternational, I’ve gained a keen appreciation
for the value of tossing a pun here and there
or twisting a “dodgy” phrase or two down the
river of irony that flows through the soul of
London. This made it hard for me to resist
the urge to use the title “Publishers in Li-
braries,” a pun on our magazine title and also
a nod to my fellow columnist Daniel Chudnov
who covers Libraries in Computers. Puns
aside, I’ve been writing for years now about
the library as publisher, by which I mean that
we have gained a powerful new role as con-
tent creator, and the web literally dropped it
in our laps. Yet “publishers in libraries” cap-
tures more substance as a banner—not only
is the library itself a publisher when it chooses
to be, but the digital librarians who populate
the library are all publishers in their own
right. We have been authoring content for a
long time, well before the Facebooks and
YouTubes of the world made everybody else
a publisher too. But there are some special
things about publishers in libraries. They
know both sides of the business, vendor and
consumer; they fully grasp bibliography,
metadata, and copyright; and they are posi-
tioned to take the proud tradition of publish-
ing several steps farther as digital librarians.
Not everybody agrees with me on that last
count. Therefore, to make my points com-
pelling, I’m going to write about publishers

in libraries and content in context(s), as well
as make some forecasts about publishing, li-
braries, and our shared roles.

Dueling Paradigms

Much of my belief system about the linked
nature of libraries and publishing was crys-
tallized by a single event that occurred in
1997. I attended the American Society for In-
formation Science (ASIS, now ASIS&T) meet-
ing and listened to a debate among lawyers
regarding copyright. These were experts—
the panel included counsel for the American
Library Association and the Association of
American Publishers. Think back: At the time,
“information wanted to be free,” we were still
in the grip of a dot-boom, and Congress was
still grappling with big issues regarding in-
tellectual property. Yet what was most com-
pelling about the panel discussion was that
counsel for the librarians was championing a
newly invigorated paradigm for open access
and fair use, and counsel for the publishers
was playing a defensive game. To my eyes,
the defense was losing and was sorely in need
of new ideas.

Publishers in libraries became what they
are today because they have been able to see
that the entire continuum of publishing, and
indeed scholarly learning, was up for grabs.
The internet was a game changer, and whether
you were in print or online databases, you
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needed to know what you wanted to
achieve—and fast. Libraries, as crucial
suppliers of online information, had a
great deal of proven experience. In
short, we were on top of our game, the
obstacles to new ideas were low, and
the marketplace was wide open. It was
time to rethink what a library might
be. I believe that still applies today.

The profession has embraced open
access and ubiquitous web access and
has championed fair use as a right.
These actions have been powerful and
effective. But as publishing becomes a
more casual act, encompassing both
works of genius and trivia, respectable
institutions have gained more author-
ity to convey quality. University as
publisher, learned society as publisher,
library as publisher: Among those
three players, the library carries a
special nihil obstat, which is an acute
awareness of how content users oper-
ate. The question for us is whether we
would like to become the publishers we
are being asked to become. 

Imprimatur and Impresario

What we are currently experiencing
is a moment in time when the concept
of the digital “collection” has come of
age. Simple tools such as Flickr and
YouTube allow hobbyists and autodi-
dacts to become famous on the basis of
their collections. (In some cases, they
also become rich—The New York Times
recently reported an author advance in
the “mid six figures” for something
that originated on a personal website.)

Plunging into publishing. Luck-
ily, librarians have been interpreting
collections for centuries. Our collec-
tions stand high in the cultural ecosys-
tem. I argue that we may as well be-
come the authoritative publishers of
the 21st century, since that is where
our collections, interpretative work,
and teaching are taking us. But how?

In some respects, this transforma-
tion is well underway. The digital repos-
itories that most research libraries now

host have gained a high level of accep-
tance with faculty, as much if not more
than ebooks have. Our success with
repositories suggests that further ser-
vices could be added that would re-
semble book publishing. For example,
creating print-on-demand portfolio
services might be a winner. Informa-
tion Today, Inc. offers a similar service
to its authors.
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Here are a few more ideas we might
consider if we wish to take the “library
as treasure house” and expand it into
a full-scale publishing outlet. Begin a
blog-hosting outreach program in
three flavors: library staff, faculty,
and “trusted” community members who
agree to pass certain hurdles to con-
tribute. Then let them get to work. Or
how about contributed articles by
subject specialists in partnership with
allied faculty who work in the same
disciplines? Better yet, how about ex-
panding the author-lecture event con-
cept to an author-to-public virtual

space that accepts ongoing contribu-
tions related to the theme of the pre-
sentation? As long as we remain legally
diligent, there is no substantive hurdle
to doing any of these things right now,
with the proper resources. Indeed, Sec-
ond Life has become a frequent site for
online lectures and conferences.

Publishing salable content. Yes,
it is possible to sell content. In partic-
ular, it is possible to sell books. Here’s
one idea for doing so. Can research li-
braries emulate The Library of Amer-
ica, a nonprofit publisher, and create
their own high-quality print series
with commercial aspirations (see
www.loa.org)? What is to stop the li-
brary itself from creating its own list
for sale—for example, “Berkeley Li-
brary Editions”? The academic staff
has editing know-how and library fa-
cilities include a shipping department.
Even better, print on demand could al-
low users to buy an instantiated, trea-
sured edition that could be printed and
shipped from an automated warehouse
under contract. One of the magazines
that is associated with my research in-
stitute does exactly that, reducing the
need for warehouse storage.

Of course, it’s not just public domain
literature that can find a home in the
library-as-publisher. With proper rules
of engagement, the library would be an
invaluable direct partner to the faculty.
Imprimatur is crucial for prestige, both
with ejournals and treatises. With time,
the players will change. The timing is
ideal to strengthen new ties with the fac-
ulty and university presses to harness
collective intellectual powers for effec-
tive digital publishing. The missing pro-
fessional in this mix is the one I’m talk-
ing about: a publisher in a library.

Likewise, there is a tipping point on
distribution that seems tantalizingly
close. User research performed by the
University of Washington Libraries
shows that many science users will just
buy a book on Amazon.com if it cannot
otherwise be delivered to their office.
That implies both the wherewithal to
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pay and a comfort level with online
shopping. Localized print-on-demand
technology might give Amazon a run
for its money. With rights management
modeled after the Copyright Clearance
Center, print copies of original mater-
ial could be generated on campus and
delivered to the building next door.
Print copies (or digital) could also be
made available anywhere, using ship-
ping or the web as a pipeline.

Dare to Dream

Obviously, I am of the opinion that
a very important aspect of library fu-
tures involves publishing. As a former
bookseller, I was aware early on that
the information continuum that in-
cludes publishing houses was in deep
flux, even in the late 1970s. The trends
that began then—narrowing profit
margins, increasing costs—have ac-
celerated ever since. During the same
period, libraries have become superior
publishers and aggregators of digital
material, and our intellectual stand-
ing has arguably increased. I believe
that our profession would be well-
served by a serious commitment to a
coordinated plan to become publish-
ers—not just the publishers in li-
braries that we already are, but pub-
lishers of record. There will be those
who will not agree with me and will
have strong arguments against such
a bold move—“mission creep” comes
to mind—but for my part, I must dare
to dream as we approach the second
decade of a still-new century. ■
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clude library administration, reference,
and overseeing web services. His email
address is thuwe@library.berkeley.edu.
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