Poor upkeep of libraries


ONE hates to sound a pessimistic note, but exactly what can the 17th All Pakistan Libraries Conference be expected to achieve when there is no reading culture in the country? This is not to belittle the conference, for after all it is a positive sign that there is awareness in some quarters of the need for well-stocked public libraries. Nevertheless, when the minister of inter-provincial coordination expresses his satisfaction with the existence of 28,000 public libraries —one wonders how many of these are actually functional — in the country, it is time to voice concern over the authorities’ obsession with numbers and their disregard for other crucial factors, such as the proper upkeep and funding of these repositories of knowledge. Pakistan’s abysmally low literacy rate has contributed in large part to poor reading habits. The advent of a number of TV channels, each vying with the other to provide instant information, and the Internet has not helped matters.

While freedom of expression and the right to knowledge demand that the people be given access to several avenues of information, there is also a need to provide reading material so that the mind can assimilate, understand and analyse through the written word. Scholarship, and consequently excellence, in any field cannot be achieved without strong reading habits, and the government must help in cultivating these by looking after public libraries, providing them with sufficient funds and encouraging their use. This is a difficult task, for respect for the written word is vanishing as was made apparent when women students of a seminary forcibly occupied a children’s library in Islamabad to register their protest against the demolition of illegal mosques. Such an attitude is the result of the low priority attached to institutions like schools and libraries that encourage the acquiring of knowledge and enlightenment.

