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Reading Patterns and Libraries

in Israel’

Shmuel Sever *

The puzzling thing about Israel is that it is always so old
and so new. In a traditional Jewish fashion one would always
- answer according to what is convenient in a given situation by
one of the questions: How can you expect a library system in
a such a new country to function properly? On the other hand,
one can also ask: How can you let a people with such a glorious
and ancient tradition of libraries and such a deep respect for
books have such a bad l1brary system in his own country. One
will be sincere in both' cases. :

 In the same vein we should look far into the Jewish tradi-
tion to understand both the reverence for study and learning
and the respect for books and at the same time the lack of a
library tradition in the modern sense of the word.

The learned tradition served not only to transmit Jewish
culture. It was a prime factor in creating cohesion, maintain-
ing unity, and continuity in time and space.. Because they
were deprived of national attributes, the Jews have maintained

their common heritage through the domain of the intellect.

t Prepared for the Second Elsie O. and Ph111p D. Sang International Lecture on
July 8, 1975 at Rosary College Graduate School of Library Science, River Forest
- Illinois.
* Professor Sever is Director of Library Studies, Faculty of Humamtles, Univer—
sity of Haifa, Israel. _
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The book was a means for the Jew to identify with the history
‘of his nation, with his own past and with his fellow-men.

Learning and studying were the duty of every Jew at
least from the Middle Ages onward; moreover, it was a duty
commanded by God. Every action which interrupted the study
required justification. A Jew was supposed to devote all his
time to study and was allowed fo stop studying only for the
most basic necessities or for earning a living, when there was
no other way of existing. Within the Jewish community, es-
pecially in the Middle Ages, there was a large measure of co-
hesion and a great measure of interdependence between mem-
bers of the community, rich and poor. The duties of every
member of the community towards the community as a whole
were several, and mainly of two types, linked to the central
values of the Jewish people: respect for life and for study.

The supreme duty of every Jew is the preservation of
human life. It overrides every other consideration it also covers
“the duty to ransom prisoners. This age-old custom of taking
care of ones own people may be the reason why there has
never been a long term problem of refugees among the Jews
who have had more refugees in the course of history than
any other people. Another related basic value is that of mutual
help according to Jewish traditional thinking those who have
must help those who have not. Thus the rich was réquired to
look after the poor, marry off daughters Wlth no - dowry, and
help widows and orphans and needy scholars.

The second duty is the reveration of learning and studying.
Every Jewish male was expected to study. In order to be
a good Jew, one must follow the law and in order to follow
the law, one must know it; this can be learned only by
studying. Hence the stress on individual study, not only as
children but continually, as adults and into old age.  The
community was expected to make this devotion to study
possible! by feeding the scholar and even his family so that he
could devote himself entirely to study. Near every synagogue
there was a room full of books, a Beit Midrash where every
male of the community was supposed to study every moment
he could smare from the efforts of earning a living. The
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community as a whole was expected to provide a Beit Midrash
and the necessary books to all its members and also to outside
visitors.? '

In the set of values of the Jews learning and study stood
highest, even higher than making a living or acquiring riches.
The rich people among the community shouldered the many
duties imposed on them for a variety of prestige reasons: get-
ting a seat in the synagogue near the East wall the most res-
pected place reserved for scholars was possible also by suppor-
ting the scholar and the community; to marry one’s daughter
to a penniless but gifted scholar was considered the second best
match. The best match was to marry her to a wealthy scholar,
but marrying a poor scholar was infinitely better than marrying
a rich ignoramus. Elihu Katz and Hannah Adoni write in their
Functions of the book in society and self: “As a result, the
widespread literacy of the Jewish society was rather unique
and different from what occurred in other historical societies.
In other societies literacy was limited to groups of the social
elite, to the aristocracy and to the clergy. On the other hand, in
traditional Jewish society literacy was everyman’s legacy.”’®
Some, like Cipolla, for example, believe that this high degree of
literacy among the Jews in the Middle Ages enabled them to
“play specialised roles in European society such as in commerce
and won for them the protection of political authorities, and at
times, even the protection of the church.*

Until the Enlightenment by the end of the eighteenth cen-
tury studying, among Jews, meant exclusively the study of
religious matters and legal matters pertaining to religion.. How-
ever, the Enlightenment marked for Jews in Europe, the beginn-
ing of a process of the secularization of the readmg, Wh1ch
ended with World War Two.

‘Study and reading became secular activities both from the
- point of view of their source of legitimacy and from the point of
view of their contents. Study was no longer founded on na-
tional, religious values but on individual leanings which emphasize
personal inclinations. As a result of this shift, study became
either career—oriented or leisure—oriented rather than a nor-
matively prescribed activity, which was pursued for its own
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sake. As for content study and learning were no longer res-
tricted to a well defined corpus, of scriptural and rabbinic
writings; on the contrary, emphasis is now on a wide range of
- secular subjects and on the reader’s personal choice according to
his interests and inclinations.® The people of the book are slowly
being transformed into a people of books, a people reading books.

Among the Jews living in Northern Africa and Asia, a
slow process of secularization in the reading patterns also be-
gan in modern times. But unlike in Europe, it resulted in some
cases not in mere secularization but in a cessation of reading and
literacy altogether. This was probably a process of adaptation
to the environment in which the Jews lived in North Africa and
in Asia even though such an assertion would have to be proven
by thorough research.

The process of the secularization of reading, did not mean
that books and reading became marginal values among the
founders of Israel. On the contrary, Zionism conceived of the
Jewish national revival as embracing all areas of culture both
traditional and modern and that moreover this revival would
include all strata of the population. Israel was meant to be-
come the cultural center of Judaism, as Ahad Ha’am, the
Jewish philosopher and publicist repeatedly advocated.

The first immigrants to arrive in Palestine were mostly
from Eastern Europe and the subsequent waves of immigration
brought about, that at the time of the establishment of the
State about 90% of the Jewish population of Israel were of
European or American origin, while only 9% were arrivals from
Arabic speaking countries. | |

After Independence, in 1948 large numbers of Jews arrived
as immigrants and refugees from Arab countries in Northern
Africa and Asia, along with immigrants from Europe.

The ethnic composition of Israel changed and the propor-
tion of Jews of Afro-Asian origin increased. While many im-
migrants of European and American origin came for ideological
and idealistical reasons at least until the beginning of the Nazi
Era, most of the immigrants who came after the establishment
of the State from Arabic speaking countries, and who today
make up about 40% of the population of Israel were forced to
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leave their countries of origin because of political considerations.
After the great immigration waves had subsided and au-
thorities had time to look back and analyze the effect on the
educational system made by the policy of ‘“Ingathering of the
Exiles’’, several facts became painfully apparent. The pre-State
Jewish population had on the whole been relatively homogeneous:.
Israeli-born descendants of immigrants from Eastern and Cen-
tral Europe, all more or less on.a similar level of education,
and with similar ideas about education, Israeli-born descen-
dants of Sephardi communities from Spain and the Mediter-
ranean world, living in = Palestine for many generations,
and who accepted the views of their Ashkenazi brethren, .
even if their cultural heritage was somewhat different; and
some minorities, like Yemenite Jews. These people created
the educational system of the new State: primary schoois of
eight forms, several good high schools on the European Lyceum
pattern, with excellent teaching staff, and as the last stage,
the Hebrew University and the Technion, Institute of Tech-
nology, patterned on the Central European university tradition,
with a few. refreshing additions of some American ideas. This
conservative system took the brunt of mass immigration. It
‘more or less answered the requirements of immigrants from
Europe-the pattern was familiar and the adjustment relatively
easy. The language caused problems, but this was solved by
intensive instruction for immigrants’ children and by modern
teaching methods. However, for the bulk of the immigrants
from. Asia, North Africa and the Middle East, this school system
‘was another bewildering fact in the endlessly bewildering realities
of Israel. Compulsory education was enforced, but in addition
to language problems, children from Oriental countries were
left to cope with their difficulties alone. In families coming
from Asia and North Africa, in many cases, the father, though
literate, had usually received only a religious edu_catiOn,v and also
had very little time ‘to help his children, even when he was an
educated person by Middle Eastern standards.® The mother
was in many cases illiterate, if not completely, at least as far
as Hebrew was concerned, and was certamly not capable of
helping children with school work. ~
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- When the number of children from these families makes
up the majority, it is very easy to create an elite of well-
educated ' people from European “stock’”, and to speak
philosophically of the lower abilities of Oriental children doomed
by their background to lower academic achievements than their
supposedly more “intelligent” schoolmates. Even the school
system itself meant an obstacle to the child. of the Afro-Asian
immigrant; compulsory education extended over one kindergarten
year and eight years of primary school.” Obviously, in such a
situation, the selection of children going on to expensive secon-
dary schools would be based on other criteria than that of
talent. Income of parents; a tradition of scholarship, deeply
ingrained in the European Jew, for whom liberal and scholarly
professions . were -often the only professions available; parents
prepared by tradition to great sacrifices, in -order to see
that their' child becomes “a doctor or a lawyer”, all these
would - put -numbers of children from certain ethnic groups
through high . school, while the talented child of Afro-Asian
immigrants, one of many children in a family of a poor, barely
literate husband and his illiterate wife, had very few chances.
His. parents’ attitude would rather be that learning is a good
thing to have but only if you can afford it, and the odds aga-
inst this child would be formidable.? »

‘The. Minister of Education, the late Zalman Aranne, realized
that unless radical measures were taken, events would take
their inevitable and probably irreparable course. Since 1958
new .plans and ‘new ideas were experimented with, first cau-
tiously, and later more confidently. A certain degree of so-
called -“‘positive discrimination’’® was exersized: children of
Afro-Asian origin, from low-income families, were given extra
lessons, their high school fees were reduced or even completely
dispensed- with, they were accepted in high schools in certain
development areas without, or after the most perfunctory en-
trance examinations. When the yougster’s work might help con-
siderably in making ends meet. for the whole family, their
tathers had to be cajoled and convinced to permit schooling.?
Children living under cramped conditions and with no suitable
space for doing their home-work were given the possibility of
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preparing their lessons in the school, in the local youth club,
or in the public library (when this was available) under super-
vision."! The old-timers and economically more secure classes,
not always pleased to see their offspring denied reduced fees or
access to high school, in order to admit a Yemenite or North
African child, grumbled loudly, but soon were compelled to
accept the fact that no other way was possible, if a nation
was to grow out of this conglomerate of immigrants.

However, only part of those who started secondary schooling
eventually graduated. Dropping out from secondary schools is
substantial and is more prevalent among children of Afro-Asian
origin, but on the other hand the number of children in this
group with at least partial secondary education is increasing.
In view of the ethnic implications of post-elementary education
in Israeli society, and the measures taken to reduce the gap
between children born in Israel, Europe and America and those
born in Afro-Asian communities, it may be revealing to break
down post-primary school attendance according to ethnic groups.

POST-PRIMARY SCHOOL ATTENDANCE BY ETHNIC
ORIGIN OF THE FATHER *

Father born in Father born in Father born in ' Tot I
- ota
Israel : Europe & America Asia & Africa**
~ 1961-62 6.4% 67.4% 26.2% 100%
19%66-67 | . 7.7% . 56.7% 35.6% 100%
1969-70 10.2% 47.2% 7 42.6% ' 100%

- * Statistical Abstract of Israel, 21: 560, 1970; 22: 557, 1971 |
. ** Including countries of the Middle East, but not Israel, which is listed separa-
tely. ‘ ‘ ’ ‘ ‘ '

As these figures represent percentages out of the total
number of secondary school pupils, they seem to confirm that
the measures. of ‘“‘positive discrimination” described above, and
-other means have remedied to some extent the initial inequities
in high school attendance. While as late as 1961 the share of
children of . Afro-Asian origin was merely 26.2% out of the
total high school population,.it grew to nearly 43% in 1969,
in itself no mean achievement. | '
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‘However, if the breakdown is made by continent of birth vof
the - child itself, the f1gures for this age group ‘are somewhat
different. '

SECONDARY SCHOOL ATTENDANCE IN AGE- GROUP
13-17 BY CHILD’S PLACE OF BIRTH o

. Europe North Africa Total populatlon' aged |

Israel and . | and 13-17 attending school
America Asia : (in %)
1967-68 | 66.6% 74.0% 38.5% 54.5%
1968-69 | 71.5% | 75.5% 41.0% 56.3%

* Data compiled from Statistical Abstract of Israel, 20: 560, 1969, Table T/16

In spite of the advances made by children of Afro-Asian
origin on the way to post-primary education, the gap between
‘the groups is still considerable, and could be reflected in the

reading patterns and habits that are relevant to the subject
" of our talk. | |

The patterns of book use can be seen as most directly con-
nected with library development. Library development is at all
possible only in a population which uses books. This does not
mean, however, that there exists a direct relation between
reading and library development, because other means of access
to books may exist and these other sources such as book
purchases must be given attention separately.

However, books and reading have always had a special
role in the collective identity of the Jewish people since ancient
times, and the special relationship of the Jews and scholarship
has earned them the title ‘“People of the Book’”. While we
can regard the Beit-Ha-Midrash as the fore-runner of the ideal
modern public library; publicly owned books, access to all and
of central importance in the life of the community-it is also
the fore-runner of the Israeli libraries with unorganised collec-
tions wanting in professional care.

Thus we should examine the reading 31tuat10n at the pre-
sent time, taking into consideration its roots in the past.

Judaism throughout its development has formed a continuous
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chain. Israelis do not differentiate between their Jewish identity
and their identity as Israelis.'? Religion, while historically of
great value for the formation of the Jewish identity is, for the
non-observant Israeli, not conceived as part of his Israeli iden-
tity. On the other hand, “Jewishness”, based on historical and
religious tradition is perceived by all Jews as being part of their
identity and attitudes in this respect are considerably similar,
if religiously observant and non-observant Israelis are compared.
There is also little difference between Israelis of European and
American origin and those of Afro-Asian background. The
differences that exist depend on educational level. However,
it should be kept in mind that larger numbers of people, with
a lower educational level come from Afro-Asian communities,
so that differences between ‘“‘Oriental” and ‘“European’” Jews
can be observed, but that difference should not be overstressed:
in 1965, in an earlier stage of the process of acculturation and
the elevation of the educational level, 34.3% of Israelis from
Asia and North African countries were active readers, reading,
at least one book per month.'®* This percentage could be con-
sidered quite high even by Western standards and it is probably
an outcome of the Jewish tradition, that a population with low
educational achievements, reads as much or more than Western,
educationally more advanced populations.

In 1970 38% of the Israelis thought that the image of the
“People of the Book” ‘was an important characteristic of the
national outlook ‘and an additional 34% thought it was mode-
rately important. On the other hand, “‘concern for peace among
nations” was thought to be a very important characteristic of
the Jewish people by 62% of the population and moderately
characteristic by another 23%. The national characteristic of
“readiness to sacrifice oneself for the ideals of the people”’,
which was a characteristic trait throughout Jewish history was
given similar weight as that attributed to concern for peace.'*

Several surveys on reading were carried out by the Central

‘Bureau of Statistics of Israel, in 1959, 1964 and 1968 and an
extensive study on cultural consumption was carried out by a
group of researchers headed by Elihu Katz and M. Gurevitch.
It was sponsored and financed by the Ministry of Education
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and Culture.

The survey carried out in 1965 showed that 50%
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The mere fact that government financing was
given to several surveys of reading may point to the centrality
of this subject and of books in Israel.

of ‘the

adult population, aged over 18 years, were active readers,
meaning that they had read at least one book per month. In

READERS OF ONE BOOK PER YEAR AND READERS OF
MORE THAN EIGHT BOOKS PER YEAR IN ISRAEL
AND SELECTED EUROPEAN COUNTRIES *

Read at least one book

Read more than ejght books

Country :
% of total population | 9 of total population | % of readers
Israel 77 2 55
Switzerland 69 23 33
Denmark 67 -39 58
Netherlands 66 35 53
Great Britain 63 39 61
France 56 33 59
Austria 54 14 26
West Germany 52 17 32
Belgium 43 21 49
Portugal 28 15 28
Ttaly 24 9 38

* Katz E. and M. Gurevitch, The Culture of Leisure in Israel, pp. 225-26,
including quote from a survey made by Reader’s Digest: A Survey of
 Europe Today, London, 1970, pp. 120-21.

1968/69 after the introduction of television in Israel, this per-
centage dropped slightly to 46.9%, but it rose again to 49% in
1970. However, among those in age-group 14-17, active reader-
ship neared 80%. Only about 22% of the population defined
itself as non-readers. |

According to various findings, the percentage of the total
population who reads is significantly higher in Israel than in
other European countries, and Israel also leads in the percentage
of the population that reads more than eight books a year.
Among readers, however, there is less of a concentration of
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heavy readers than is true in Britain, France and Denmark.
‘That suggests that in Isreal the readers are not just
those highly motivated readers, but there is a much wider
spread of reading types than in some other countries. One
way of attempting to explain this occurrence is that the Jewish
traditional norm of learning leads more people in the strata of
low and middle educational level to read than in other countries.
This assumption is partially supported by the research findings
reported by Ennis for the United States; namely, that reader-
ship is infrequent or nonexistent in lower educational levels.'®

- The only data available on the reading occurrence in the
United States are in the summary of reading studies reported
by Berelson in 1949 (pre-television) which places the average
around 25-30%.1% The situation reported by Berelson is
conceded as still accurate in 1965, by Ennis.

Another factor that may point to the effect of the tradl-
tional norm in Israel is that there are slighty more women than
men who do not read at all,’® because traditionally only Jewish
men are required to be literate, even though literacy was tra-
ditionally encouraged for women as well. However, among
those women who do read, there is a tendency for them to read
more, and more frequently than do the men. Katz and Gure-
vitch also found that the main factor affecting reading is edu-
cation, and this is in accordance with flndmgs in other coun-
tries. - -
A high correlatmn can be detected if we compare secondary
school attendance and book reading patterns. The upward
trend of reading frequency among people with some high school
educational level has also been observed by Katz and Gurevitch.
Therefore, with secondary education becoming more and more
widespread in Israel, we may expect an increase in the reading
population. This increase should probably be taken into ac-
count when planning future development of public libraries, if
and when such policies will be formulated.

Summing up the causes for readership in general and
active readership in particular, all surveys point to the paramount
influence -of the educational level. The religiously observant
population shows, in general terms, patterns similar to those
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of the non-religious, thus demonstrating that religious observance
does not particularly affect reading, or, as is also likely, that
the traditional norm connected with reading is predominant in
the whole Jewish population, whether observant or secular.

If the educational level is kept constant, it seems that age
is not a predominant factor. The differences that exist in
readership among the different groups is probably the result
of different educational levels, the younger groups being those
who had the advantage of more years of schooling than the
older adults. With the advent of a higher educational level for
large numbers of the population, increasing levels of reading
may be expected as well as higher frequency of reading.
Women read more than men when educational levels are con-
stant, with the exception of age group 24-34, where the dif-
ferences between sexes almost disappear, presumably because
this is the time when women are busy rearing children, or en-.
tering a career, or both. o

- Ethnic origin was found to have an influence on the use
of leisure in other areas. For example, Israelis of European
and American origin tended to sponsor theater performance
and concerts more than people of Afro-Asian origin. However,
when the educational level is similar, in the second generation,
there is. little difference regarding reading between the two
groups. Again, the differences that exist are probably the
result of different educational level, and with the rise in the
number of people with at least partial secondary education in
Israeli-educated groups, an increase in reading may he-;_expected
in this group as well. With the increasing socialization towards
reading in early childhood which is the prevalent norm in
- Israel, the slight differences between European and Afro-Asian

ongm will probably d1sappear S

How do libraries respond to the readmg needs of

the populat1on‘p
_Israel’s libraries reflect ;th'e odd éontradictions, inherent in
the varied influences that played upon them. The early (pre
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State) ' establishment of universities,” with their subsequent
proliferation during the sixties, and the acceptance by univer-
sity libraries of a broad responsibility for.service even to the
larger community, on the one hand and the early establishment
of public libraries, or at least book collections, on the other
hand, would suggest a constant growth and development in a
liberal service policy, and could be related to the Jewish tradi-
tion of the book and love of learning, brought to Israel mainly
by the early immigrants from Eastern Europe. In a certain
measure the contributions of the Jewish people throughout the
world which mitigated local economic hardshlps can be seen as
part of this same tradition.

However, the elitist and scholarly emphasis seems to..mark
the academic library, influencing also the development of public
libraries, and having a strong impact on the library profession,
suggests a different trend from the philosophy of liberal service
~ and library development, and seems to be related to the Cen-

tral European, or German academic and library tradition, im-
planted in Israel during the thirties, with the waves of immigra-
tion from these central European countries. The scattering of
collections: in university libraries between central and depart-
mental libraries, and the de-emphasis of public service in all
libraries, may be attributable to this tradition, as is the sub-
- servient attitude acquired by . the library profession toward
faculty authority, and by the academic community towards it.
This acceptance of a subordinate role, together with processes,
inherent in small countries, of centralization of the professtonal
leadership, may be responsible for the current shortage of high
level professional librarians to succeed the strong leaders of
the earlier years. :

The otherwise unexpected development of publlc hbrar1es
in new immigrant settlements from the sixties to the present
~.is the only apparent influence of the immigration from Islamic
countries on libraries, and it is an indirect one. To speed the
.process of acculturation, the promotion of libraries in these
settlements became a key activity of the Library Section of the
Ministry of Education and Culture and its Director C.I. Golan.
| Abba Eban, Minister of Education, in the sixties, acting
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as a representative of the central government, perhaps as a
result of his Anglo-Saxon background and experience, perceived
the cultural and acculturation values of the libraries and estab-
lished a library section which developed libraries mainly in
the new settlements who had mainly a population of immi-
grants from Arabic speaking countries. o

Golan, as Director of this Library Sect1on implemented
this policy as a tool for education and acculturation in the new
settlements, thus accounting for a comparatively superior service
in these new settlements and in rural environments where it
normally would be least expected to occur. The Library Section
carried out' this policy under Ministers of Education with back-
grounds different form Ebans’s, a fact, which suggests that
the lerders, both those coming from Eastern Europe and native
- Israelis, may only have needed to be alerted to the need to
have been more active in support of library development.

Public Libraries

Libraries were established in Palestine from the beginning
of the renewed Jewish settlement. Some libraries were estab-
lished already at the turn of the last century, including the
Jewish National and University: Library, which had from its
very beginning aspects and roles of a public library, a tradition
persisting to our days, and transferred, in some measure, to
the new university libraries. ' » -

The majority of the veteran settlements from thelr estab-
- lishment or early afterwards had libraries, many of which were
established or sponsored by the Histadrut (Israel Federation
of Labor). However, these libraries had small collections, from
a few hundred to a few thousand books; had closed shelves; and
were open to service a few hours a week. It was the Eastern
European model of library organization, but a model revised in the
light of the Jewish European tradition of the Beit Hamidrash, which
collected books meant to serve the community, but paid little
or no attention to the organization of the collection. The situation
found by Carnovsky in 1954: “The somewhat novel situation of
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book provision for beyond it§ présetit capacity to organize and
service adequately” was not so new indeed; it was the tradi-
tional pattern of the Beit Hamidrash library.

However, during the early stages, when the population in
most settlements was small and motivated to use libraries for
reading rather than for information and reference purposes, the
small collections and the lack of organization were not a serious
handicap.. The person in charge of the local library could
remember most of the books in the collection and their location
even without the help of a catalog, and service the limited
needs of his few customers satisfactorily. In addition the moti-
vated reader could also appeal to the JNUL, which had a
larger and organized collection, and receive the book or the
bibliographic information by mail. This situation has been
quite satisfactory if we keep in mind that the Yishuv (Jewish
population of Palestine) numbered 175,000 in 1931 and 355,000
people in 1935,%° and was the most that such a small community
could support financially. It was also during this time up to
the mid-thirties, during Hugo Bergmann’s tenure as the national
librarian (1920-1936), that among the library professional lea-
dership American standards of customer-oriented attitude pre-
vailed. Changes occurred from the mid thirties, but their
impact was to be felt only years later. The population
increased to 420,000 in 1940 and to 600,000 in 1947.
Nearly half of this population originated from Central Europe
and came because of the Nazi persecutions. It was during
this time that attitudes toward libraries moved both  among the
population, and more so among the professional library leader-
ship from the Eastern European-Jewish pattern influenced by
American library standards, toward a more Central European
~approach of catering to' the intellectual elite, which in Israel
- was enlarged to include the kibbutz, which was also a sort of
an elite. It was also during this time that local library col-
lections grew, throughout the country, mainly by gifts, to
become ‘“chaotic’’ in the way Carnovsky found them in the
- fifties. . . o :
- Several forces were at work to delay any feeling of inade-
quacy in the Yishuv libraries. The population was still small.



» 16 o ' L Shmuel Sever

enough to be served-by the existing library framework. More-
over, it was mainly of European origin, Eastern and Central,
and was not used to expect different levels of service from
libraries. Looking to sources other than libraries for aquiring
books seemed normal. In addition, the economic and social
conditions discouraged any emphasis on developing libraries.
The Yishuv was emerging from the economic crisis of the
thirties, its economy including agriculture and industry was
just - beginning to develop; it was absorbing at a great
speed masses of immigrants, and the country was geared
towards the efforts of World War II, and later towards the
struggle for independence. With all these problems in the
forefront of public and governmental attention, any “crisis” in
library services carried a comparatively low priority. Until the
end of the forties, the libraries seemed to be reflecting the needs
of the society, and providing services which were more or less
adquate in relation to expectations and economic pos.31b111t1es of
the community. '
The situation changed durmg the f1ft1es when the popula-
tion increased far beyond the existing libraries’ capability of
providing adequate service, when a great part of the population,
coming from non-literary traditions, were incapable of estab-
lishing western cultural institutions for themselves although
they needed the services of cultural and acculturation institu-
tions.. It was in this situation that the scholarly and elitist
Central European attitudes acquired by libraries proved to_ be
inadequate to meet the newly emerging conditions.
- During the nineteen fifties too little attention was given to
“public libraries; the political leadership was not itself alert to
the library situation and no pressure from the public was there
to alert them.” The veteran part of the population was content
with the existing pattern and, although sharing the leadership’s
values and ideals towards social integration, did not see libraries
as an agency that could contribute to a solution of the problem.
Many of the immigrants were unfamiliar with libraries and
certainly did not feel a need for them. As for the library
profession, the educational and professional condition of public
libraries rendered them ineffective in the. political arena, while
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the academic (and real) library leadership represented mainly
the Central European values of service to elites.

Because of the prevalence and accumulation of Eastern
European Jewish attitudes toward libraries, compounded by the
superimposition -of the Central European values, no library
committees or other forms representing local interest in libraries
existed or exists in Israel, another factor which inhibited deve-
lopment from below. The failure to establish libraries in new -
communities may be attributed to the lack of a library law—
little local initiative, and the absence of any group which
worked for the establishment and use of library standards in
relations to the population served. -

The kibbutz population, while 3.6% of the general popula—
tion, had in 1968 40% of the books in Israel’s libraries at its
disposal, and its use of libraries is the highest in Israel, and
highest among rural populations in the world. However, Berler
has shown that the kibbutz population is net a typical rural po-
pulation, it enjoys the highest level of urban services. However
its libraries are primarily used as sources of general reading -
rather than as centers of information, and few of them are good
examples of modern library organization for service. The Jewish
tradition of personal acquisition of books, was transformed in
the kibbutz to a .collective norm; the community acted for the
individual in this regard. This accounts for the great number
of books typical of the kibbutz libraries, an unusual occurrence
in a rural environment. -

- The library situation in the large cities and veteran medium-
~ sized towns, where the Library Section of the Ministry of Educa-
tion has not been active, gives the real picture of the effects
of library evolution in Israel, when no interference from outside
factors occurred. The veteran citizen and the elites are content
with the existing libraries, using other resources for acquiring
books and information, buying books, ,;-,(')'r using university
libraries. The local leadership in local authorities is weak and
does not regard public libraries as a prestigious cultural
institution worth efforts for improving it. Thus for a long
time the urban library saw its purpose as serving a small
minority. of well-read people, or providing the ‘‘masses” with
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““suitable” reading material. With inefficient organization, lack
of proper reference collections and unattractive premises, the
library did not try to reach out for those readers unused to
modern library services, and went on with its previous policy
of mainly ‘“preaching to the converted”. Instead of an
aggressive campaign for drawing new readers, instead of
attempting to attract, introduce and educate potential readers, the
libraries often failed to serve even existing patrons adequately:

In larger urban settlements, the public libraries were largely
left to develop without the interference of a central agency.
They consequently stagnated to a consinerable extent, and ex-
isted by providing inefficient service to -a small proportion of
the population from collections largely based on gifts and in-
adequate budgets. They also lacked planning to a considerable
degree and their collections became progressively uneven.
Some legitimate aspects of public librarianship, such as reference
services and service to industry and business, were completely
or to a great extent neglected. In the sixties, we are witnes-
sing an awakening of the interest in public libraries in the
large urban settlements: it often takes the form of constructing
splendid buildings for libraries, planned without sufficient con-
sultation with librarians and therefore sometimes constitute a
monument to the architect or the donors while containing no
adequate collection. Current budgets particularly acquisition
budgets, have improved but have remained con51stently low in
relation to the population served. ,

The new development settlements, both urban and rural,
are, in a different way from the kibbutz libraries, an- exceptlonf
to the evolutionary patterns of the Israel public library and
may also differ from similar settlements in other countries,
Here the activities of the Library Section introduced new stan-
dards in the public library scene, and this seems to have had a
salutory effect on their development. Thus we find in these
settlements a relatively thriving public library with a higher
use than in the larger cities. These libraries in development
settlements prove that even when dealing with a population
originally unaccustomed to using libraries, the need for libraries
develops after familiarity  has made library use possible.
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.~ However, while this conclusion may be relevant to the Israeli
situation, it may require some qualifications as a general
observation: in Israel, even among the population which is unused
to libraries, active readership encompasses a third of the popula-
tion which is equal to the proportion prevalent in. developed
countries; thus the change from an active reader to an active
library user may not be so difficult to achieve. *

Overall Influences of the Library Section of the
Ministry of Education and Culture

We have noted the Library Section’s success in changing
the library scene in developing settlements. Its activities also
had significant indirect effects: by introducing new methods
and standards in the libraries under its supervision, it could
gradually influence others to follows its example, and the .
positive developments in the larger cities-for instance the es-
tablishment of a public library in Jerusalem-may well be at
least partially an outcome of the Section’s activities. It has
had a beneficial effect on personnel by insisting -on a minimal
level of education and library training for its librarians, and
making other authorities in charge of hiring librarians more
aware of the need for trained personnel. It has also indirectly
affected salaries to all librarians, by insisting that library
training would mean higher pay to its librarians, by offering
somewhat more adequate salaries to the librarians employed in
libraries under its influence, and by attempting to attract li-
brarians with academic background to public libraries, where-
ever possible. All this made local councils more prepared to
insist on library training, for instance, for their library person--
nel and also forced them to pay. more adequate wages, in ac-
cordance with the standards set by the Ministry of Education.

On the other hand one should mention that even in libraries
under the Library Section’s supervision the progress, enormous
when compared with the libraries in large and veteran settle-
ments, is still in need of further improvement; library staffs,
~while having a higher educational standard than before, do not



e 20 . : | Shmuel Sever

yet meet the standards of most of the Western countries; li-
brary units are small with small staffs, and this precludes the
introduction of more sophisticated library and information ser-
vices; a library network has not as yet emerged even in the
settlements supported by the Library Section.

The lack of initiative of the libraries affects in its turn
other aspects of cultural development. One of the difficulties
of a small country like Israel with regard to reading material
is the scarcity of literature in the national language, and the
consequent need for translations. In spite of the measures taken
by the Publishers’ Association and the government, to subsidize
such publications as translated textbooks and other material,
the very limited local market makes the printing of this sort
of material, very unprofitable, and therefore rather restricted.
If the thousand or so libraries functioning in Israel could be
encouraged to carry some of such titles on their shelves, they
could make the difference in the economic profitability of such
publishing ventures, and at the same time would make this
sort of material available to those for whom these books are
prohibitively expensive, because of the restricted market. There
can be little doubt that the vicious circle that exists in publishing
scientific books and textbooks in Hebrew could be broken, if
the public libraries were prepared to cooperate. The benefit

for a country with the educational and cultural problems of
- Israel would probably be much larger than the financial burden
involved. As things are, it seems that the libraries fail in many
cases to purchase even those books that are available on the
market. : -

It is somewhat difficult to assess the role, or more exactly
the lack of influence that public libraries, have had on the
overall attempts of Israeli society to create unity out of the basic
divergencies of its components. During the years of mass im-
migration this omission was more understandable than .in
the sixties, that already allowed for a more consistent effort in
integrating immigrants. In spite of the manifold difficuties in
the sphere of economics and defense that Israel went through
during the last decade, the stream of immigration remained
fairly steady and not too demanding, and the lessons provided
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by the experience of the fifties could already have been applied.
However, to a regrettable extent, the libraries failed to respond
to the challenges of the sixties as seen by the policy makers
and librarians themselves. They struggled on with. their res-

tricted aims, did not often succeed in breaking through official

inertia and made only timid attempts to initiate new programs.
The fact that throughout the existence of the State, until mid

1975 no library law passed the hurdle of parliamentary debate,

that the interests and reluctance of local councils and other
agencies and the lack of any sort of pressure group in favor
of library legislation, could prevent for over a decade the
passing of even such a modest law as that proposed and passed
in 1975 lays bare the marginal position of libraries. Even
the determined attempts of the Library Section, surely the
most energetic developing agent in the country, could

produce only half-hearted examples of regional library
. systems, and no national library system can even be envisaged
‘in the present state of affairs. The library law, which in many
countries of the West serves to codify an existing situation (as

in Denmark and England) should in a developing immigration

country like .Israel be the tool for the creation of a library

system that would be capable of playing a significant role not

only in the library scene, but far beyond, in the realm of edu-

cation and cultural services to the population. It is surely

significant that the most avid users of libraries are teenagers,
but it is no .less significant that the interest in libraries and

their use declines when adulthood is reached without the cor-

‘respondent decrease in reading habits of the adult population.
Libraries are either unaware of this or else do not grasp that

.this decline is largely due to the fact that the average adult
does not find in the library what he wishes to find. Moreover,

the libraries compound their failure to attract the adult reader

by evading to a larger measure the issue. They go on provi-
ding to some extent the needs of the teenagers and those deter-
mined readers that would patronize them in any case, and there

by may : possibly alienate. even those who in their teens were

enthusiastic library users.. : : ' o
- The readership surveys tend to strengthen the view that
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readership and secondary educatlon for instance, are closely
connected. However, this is not exp101ted by the libraries:
their collections are not geared to the needs of a progressively
better educated population and the university libraries can pro-
vide ample examples that they, and not public libraries, are
made use of by the well educated adult. -

There have been some hesitant beginnings in attracting
new readers and underprivileged groups to the libraries. Wher-
ever these beginnings have been made, they have shown that
undoubtedly this activity can be well carried out in the public
libraries. Unfortunately, this activity is neither widespread nor
very popular. Here again, the public libraries seem to be
missing a chance to play an important role in the cultural in-
tegration of Israelis. The libraries have largely remained on
the margin of the integrational effort carried out by the
Ministry of Education and other public bodies concerned with
the absorption of immigrants. In a country where so much
- energy and activity is devoted to the problems of integration,
this is a pity. In spite of the difficulties in accustoming the
population to the use of libraries and their collections, the li-
braries seem to be waiting for the population to come and
demand services from them, and in this sense, the1r failure is
perhaps more critical.

A few librarians are aware of the‘pr‘oble_m. However, they
most usually seem to blame the situation on their budgetary
restrictions, which admittedly are often crippling. There seems
to be among librarians a certain amount of acquiescence or
resignation and nothing of a more aggressive approach. Surely
a few hundreds of librarians or even a few scores could influence
the authorities by acting together as well as by publicizing
library services. However, there seems to be little of this sort
of spirit among the librarians. Part of the difficulty may lie
in the educational standards and professional abilities of the

librarians. Underpaid and undertrained, they seem to neglect the

role of libraries in society; these subjects seem to carry less weight
in curricula of library courses or library schools than cataloguing
rules. This is perhaps the reason that authorities and the general
public are largely unaware of these roles and until awareness
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both among librarians and the pubhc is achieved, there is li-
ttle hope for change. '

“The accomphshments of the Library Section, however,
where, by the insight and determination of one single person,
who was in a position of influence, may point to the right direc-

tion. The Section achieved the best library service in the
country within the rural and underprivileged environments. It
managed to give good library service to a third of Israel’s

populat1on—where it would have been least expected Thus
we may believe that possibly a few librarians—in positions of
influence—may, with insight and dedication advance the present
library situation and adapt to the library needs of present and
potential patrons. -
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