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Libraries have played a key role in shaping civilisations, moulding minds and developing perspectives. It is not a mere room stacked with books; it is an entire storehouse of knowledge. Civilised governments have built these repositories of knowledge as national monuments to emphasise the importance on learning and scholarship.


Pakistan’s leaders, throughout history, have enthusiastically agreed to construction projects of official residences like The President House, The Prime Minister House and governor houses. Projects of building stadiums, sports grounds, parks, and shopping complexes have also been approved. 


In contrast, investors who wish to invest in education, and who come up with plans of building a library never gain that much hype. No wonder, Lahore, which is considered an ancient city of culture, has more polo grounds than libraries.


Some would argue that being a third world country Pakistan is still struggling to make ends meet. Political parties promise the basics; so investment in libraries may seem a far-fetched notion. But the problem is not just a lack of funds, but rather a lack of importance and concern. 


What is missing is the emphasis on the significance of libraries and reading. Ask those who do not read, the embarrassment they feel in gatherings and discussions. They find themselves a misfit in the gatherings of intellectuals, since they do not have something worthwhile to contribute. Their visions are restricted and their thoughts, limited.


Reading not only broadens the scope of vision, but also introduces us to newer aspects of life. It stretches the boundaries of the imagination to include areas unexplored, words unsaid, people unmet and ideas unshared. It also contributes to cultivate a sense of belonging to this global village.


Coming back to the sparse number of libraries in Pakistan, the ongoing trend is still a discouraging one. When searching for libraries on the internet, one only comes across a limited list of university and organisational libraries. 
Surveying the growth of public libraries in Pakistan, results show that development has been, at best, a piecemeal affair and at worst, non-existent. 


Statistics show that for a population of 180 million, there are only 1,200 libraries in Pakistan, 50 per cent of which are in educational institutions. 


This contrasts greatly with the US, where there are a total of 17,000 libraries, twice the number of McDonald franchises there! The future of libraries in Pakistan still appears bleak, with hardly any light at the end of the tunnel. 


Another issue of concern is the conditions within these few public libraries. One of the many things they lack is a specialised staff. The staff, many library-goers feel, seem responsible for a very limited number of tasks: being punctual, locking and unlocking the shelves, ensuring that silence is maintained, staying alert while recording the return and borrowing of books, and ensuring that nobody enters the library during tea breaks. Beyond that, most librarians are not concerned. 


Indeed many librarians are found blank when asked about the subject matter or content of a particular book. Same is the reaction when they are asked to suggest a book on any particular topic. 


Nobody expects them to know every book, cover to cover; but it is important that librarians should have a basic know-how of the books they keep. After all, they are the ones whom the readers will approach when in need of help.


Another matter in need of immediate attention is the ‘conditions’ within our public libraries. Old wooden furniture, rusted chairs and obsolete soft boards are themselves sufficient to discourage even the most avid of readers. When people step out of their homes, they are looking for some peace, a place to feel refreshed and relax. 


According to a survey, an average American goes three times as often to a library than to the movies. Though we may not be able to catch up with them in this regard as our country faces a completely different set of problems; yet we should try to cultivate and encourage the reading habit in people around us.


The decline in the number of library goers indicates a decline in the number of readers; since not everybody has the facility of the internet, similarly not everybody can afford to buy books of their interest. 


Though we may not realise it, this trend can be very destructive. As Ray Bradbury stated, ‘You don’t have to burn books to destroy a culture; just get people to stop reading.’ Indeed, what use are books when there is nobody to read them. It is like a trapped treasure, which anybody can acquire but everybody erringly chooses not to.


Undeniably the prospect of digital libraries is an attractive incentive for keen readers, and is a step forward taken in this regard. Yet these major projects are in their preliminary stage and would require time (and patience, of course) before they become operational.


Until then, we should bear in mind that books are a man’s best friend. And if this friendship is maintained, he is sure to be successful. Like someone rightly said, ‘today’s readers; tomorrow’s leaders.’

