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ÅA professor is ς or should be: 
ïA teacher => should also be a guide for his/her students in the 

jungle of the literature in his/her field (and the functioning of 
the Library? Courses of « encyclopédie » tend to disappear) 

ïA researcher (hopefully) => should find all relevant literature 
relevant to his/her research (as well ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŘŀǘŀΣ ŀǊŎƘƛǾŜǎΧύ 

ïAnd perhaps also a scholar (something less valued today in an 
age of increasing specialization, i.e. somebody with broad views 
on his/her subject and othersΧύ ҐҔ should enrich the library for 
the future 

ïBoth passive (user of the library) and active user (enriching the 
collections of the library by ordering new books, journals etc.) 

ÅSo my task is easy ς already done by the 2 preceding 
colleagues? 
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A SUBJECTIVE PERSPECTIVE 

Å It is always good to know who is speaking to you ! 
Å I am a professor of economics (and history of economic thought) at 

ULB (Brussels) since 1999 
Å Born in the mid 60s, educated during the mid 80s 
Å Trained in economics (then still a social science), econometrics (the 

hard science side of the social sciences) and (a bit, BA) in history 
Å Teaching to young economists at the Solvay Brussels School of 

Economics and Management, to historians at the Arts and 
Humanities faculty and to political scientists at the Faculty of 
Political and Social Sciences 

Å In a sense: at the frontier of the « two cultures » (Snow, 1964) (Hard 
Sciences and Soft Sciences) (and victim of the balkanization of the 
libraries => the Science Library was not combined with the Human 
and Social Science Library, but some parts of the knowledge are 
overlapping as all the statistical methods) 
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A RICH PERSPECTIVE 

ÅAs far as libraries are concerned I have a rich 
experience and a nice perspective (partly due to 
my already old age): 
ïI faced all the transformations of the information 

technologies (I still typewrited my master thesis in 
economics in 1987) from the old-age to the triumph 
of ICT 
ïI studied in the three main families of disciplines (arts 

and humanities, social sciences and nearly « hard 
sciences ») 
ïI was a student, a PhD candidate, a postdoc with 

international experience (Genève, Oxford) 
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THE PRIVILEGE OF THE OLD AGE 

ÅBorn in 1965, I entered primary school in 1971, secondary 
school in 1977 and university in 1983 

ÅI was confronted with different libraries during my prior 
schooling and academic path: 
ïThe municipal library (« Heure Joyeuse » in Neder-over-

Heembeek in a very old building) during the 70s 
ïThe new Heure Joyeuse nearby the primary school (a modern 

building) (1976-1977) 
ïThe library of my high school (the least accessible) (1977-83) 
ïThe library of Human Sciences (in the oldest part of ULB) as well 

as a set of scattered (and smaller) libraries in research centers 
(1983-87) 

ïThe libraries from the competitors (UCL, KUL..) (1985-) 
ïThe Fonds Quételet, the « Royale » (1985-) (State libraries) 
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ÅWhat did I look for? 
ïPrimary school: comics, but also books on everything: sciences, 

astronomy, history (« le grand livre de tout ») and dictionaries 
ïSecondary schools: novels and books that I should read + 

encyclopedia + atlas AND a quiet place to work (and find all the 
relevant information at one place) 

ïUniversity [candidatures]: first of all a place to study more or 
less quietly; than a place to find complementary information on 
my courses  

ïUniversity [licences] also the data relevant to empirical works, 
archives and specialized books: 
ÅAs the University library was insufficient I also visited the ones of the 

competitors (VUB, UCL) and the Fonds Quételet (library of the 
Ministry of Economy) ς but no library contained all the relevant 
information 
ÅThere were places where books could be borrowed ό¦[.Χύ ōǳǘ ƴƻǘ ŀƭƭ 

(Royale) ς and no journals or statistical yearbooks or archives could be 
borrowed 
ïOne had to photocopy them or to copy them by hand! 
ïLot of travels (not always bad during my military draft at ERM) 
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ÅLibraries as magical places ς but deceiving 
places as well ! 
ïOpen access was seldom (except UCL) but a lot of 

main collections were available (encyclopediae, 
ŀǘƭŀǎΣ ōƛƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŜǎΣ ōƛōƭƛƻƎǊŀǇƘƛŜǎΣΧύ ς often very 
old (19th centuryΧύ 

ïThe buildings coud be charming ό¦[.Σ Y¦[Χύ ōǳǘ 
sometimes less so (UCL)  

ïYou had to wait for books or articles (to order 
them) ς and more often than not references or 
issues were lacking => patience was a virtue 

ïBut also socializing places ! The university 
experience was also the « library » experience  
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ÅThe contact with the new ICTs mid-80s?  
ïThe first one through automatized catalogues to 

obtain the « cote » of a book or journal (but you had 
to go to the library to consult it) 
ïNo access to documents with the computer 
ïNo remote access 
ïNeed to fill-in documents at the library desk 
ïYou should always go to the library (except for inter-

library loans) 

ÅFrom 1995 to 2000: huge modernization 
ïDevelopment of internet, e-mail, remote access to 

library catalogue (OPAC) ς even to order books and 
journals 
ïBuilding of a central library at ULB: new building, 

more space (but more austere) 
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ÅSince 2000: 
ïMore and more remote access 
ïEspecially for statistical data (accessible from home) 
ïDevelopment of « electronic/numeric libraries » 
ïJournal articles can be downloaded from archives as 

JSTOR at home ! 
ïBut more competition as well: Google opens access to 

a huge set of options (other libraries, abroad, Google 
.ƻƻƪΣ DŀƭƭƛŎŀнΧύ 
ïLess and less identification with a specific place 
ïIncreasing importance of research articles over books 
ÅTendency to use less and less books and by the way to order 

them 
ÅProfessors buy their books (Amazon, Booklooker, 

AbebooksΧύ 
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WHAT IS MY RELATIONSHIP WITH MY 
UNIVERSITY LIBRARY? 

Å TODAY as a professor, I have office space (Belgian professors are lucky 
ones) => I do not need the library to work  

Å Articles and data are accessible from my office computer, and even from 
home (remote access) 

Å I still go to the library to borrow books 
ï But it is related to my age and my subjects (economic history, history of 

economic thoughtΧύ 
ï Many colleagues do not read books any more and therefore do not visit the 

library 

Å As an historian, I need archives from time to time => I still have to visit the 
place (« !ǊŎƘƛǾŜǎ ŘŜ ƭΩ¦[. ») 

Å The library is also a meeting place for some seminars or meetings 
Å I like also browsing the collections, see ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿ ōƻƻƪǎΧ 
Å BUT as less and less professors buy books, this is a less and less 

informative step (better to visit Blackwell Bookshop at Oxford or the 
Economist bookshop at L.S.E.; or libraries of LSE, Oxford Social Sciences) 
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THE RESPONSIBILITY OF PROFESSORS 

ÅThey often complain that the library is not up-to-date as far 
as books are concerned (no such a problem with articles) 
but they tend to buy more and more their books and not 
through the library (individualization and privatization 
movement) 

ÅAs a professor, you are also responsible in contributing to 
the development of your library by ordering the key books 
of your field (for today and tomorrow students). 

ÅThis view is not widespread among professors ς maybe 
linked with the trend towards (bibliometric) evaluation => 
one works more for the present than the distant future, 
need to meet tight deadlines, concerns for research 
productivity => less concern with the very long run and 
tasks not conducive to improvements in ƻƴŜΩǎ career? 
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THE PROBLEMS 

ÅThere is a clear capacity (space) problem: 
ïNumber of students is skyrocketing => demand for 

work space is less and less met and shortage leads to 
rationing (e.g. during exams periods) 
ïNumber of books and publications is also skyrocketing 

=> problems of storage 

ÅThe ICT revolution was in this sense welcome: 
ïStudents have a remote access to the library but do 

not use it as extensively as the professors 
ïDe-materializing helps in alleviating limited storage 

capacities 
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ÅThe culture of books is vanishing (?) 
ïStudents tend to read less and less (sometimes difficult to 

impose a too important reading list) 
ïPapers (journal articles) are privileged instead of books, or 

short textbooks 
ïProfessors are also submitted to more explicit assessment 

processes of their performance where the writing of books 
is increasingly downplayed 

ÅIn the end: demand and supply of books tend to 
diminish 
ÅThe library: less and less a physical place? 

ÅWith ICT it may appear more and more empty (with just some 
space for students and ways to log on) 
ÅIs « library as space » the right concept?  Or the echo of a dying 

library (replaced by general space for students, with PCs, 
restaurants, silent rooms, etc.) => new concept (see ULB Library 
and Learning Centre) 
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ÅThe question of barriers to entry 
ïIN THE PAST: free access to the building was more or less the 

rule 
ÅEverybody could browse in the collection 
ÅTo be member allows you to borrow books 

ïBut not everywhere (e.g. Georgetown in Washington in 1995: I 
had no access without a card) 

ïTODAY with ECT, I could at best enter a building but without any 
option to acess the collections unless I have a login and 
password => the barriers are potentially greater 
ÅEven if up to now academics have a relatively easy acess to other 

university libraries (even Oxford ς with a small fee ς or L.S.E. ς the 
latter being completely free for academics) 

ïBUT YOU CAN ALSO ALLOW THE WORLD TO ACCESS YOUR 
COLLECTIONS IF YOU WANT TO! 
ÅSee some Polish libraries opening up their collections and archives 
ÅGoogle Book or Gallica2 (or the early Gutenberg project) 
ÅCopyright issue 
ÅFree acess, open acess?  Researchers without intermediaries?  
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THE IDEAL LIBRARY? 

ÅSome authors contend that in the medium/long 
run academic libraries as representative building 
will disappear 

ÅThe library will be just a PC with remote access to 
potentially a huge array of collections from 
different academic libraries (potentially 
interconnected) AND other suppliers (Google 
books) EITHER for free or WITH charge. 

ÅThe concept of the library as a building will 
completely change 
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ÅNEVERTHELESS many academic libraries 
remain up to now 
ïThere is still an association with a specific building 

ïArchitecture matters (both inside and outside) 

ïThere is a modernization process: 
ÅCreating space for work, for studying in a peaceful and 

quiet environment 

ÅAllowing for meeting rooms and ICT access 

ïThe policy regarding the physical presence of 
books and journals can vary considerably (from 
maintaining them or keeping just a minimum) 

ïThe Bodleian Library modernizes itself in Oxford in 
order to become « a perfect library » 
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