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Lthstract

Eriefly surveys the history of public library development in Brazill and the
current state of publie Iibrary services in the new political climate.
Coneludes that librarians need to develop cultural activities and community
information services in order to attract popular support, and to work through
their associlations to win the necessary backing of politicians.
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PUBLIC LIBRARIES IN BRAZIL : PERSPECTIVES FOR DEVELOFMENT

by

May Brooking Hegt:ﬁ

Emir José Suaiden

Tt 13 sald that the history of Brazil {is so full of priests and friars
that 1t resembles a history of the Catholie church {1). So 1t is with
the history of d4ts libraries, which begins with the eccleslastical

librarles in catheolie convents and churches, during colonial times,

At the beginning of the nineteenth century, the Royal Portuguese family,
flying from Napoleon's troops, arrived in Brazil, bringing with it the
most precious books of Portugal, which formed the basie collection of

the ¥National Library, founded in 1810.

Following the creation of the National Library, many public libraries
were founded in some states, mainly after Independence in 1822, Some of
these, again, reflected the iInfluence of the church ~ some of thelr
collections came from libraries owned by bishops and priests and some of

(2)-

the latter even worked as librariams In the public libraries

Fublic libraries therefore existed 1in Brazil well before colleges and
universities and even before the first library sclence course, spoensored
by the HNational Library. This was not iniciated untdil 1911, when many

libraries already existed throughout the country.
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by
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It 15 said that the history of Brazil {is so full of priests and friars
that it resembles a history of the Cathelic church (1). So 1t 1s with
the history of 4its libraries, which bhegins with the ecclesiastical

libraries 1in catholic convents and churches, during ceolonial times.

At the beginning of the nineteenth century, the Royal Portuguese family,
flying from Napoleon's troops, arrived in Brazil, bringing with it the
most preclous books of Portugal, which formed the basic collection of

the National Library, founded in 1810,

Following the creation of the National Library, many public 1libraries
were founded in some states, mainly after Independence in 18522. Some of
these, again,  reflected the 1influence of the church - some of their
collections came from libraries owned by bishops and priests and some of

(2)

the latter even worked as librarians in the public libraries

Public lihraries therefore existed in Brazil well before colleges and
universities and even before the first library secience course, sponsored
by the National Library. This was not Initiated until 1%11, when many
libraries already exlsted throughout the country.
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The course was very much a classical one, concentrating mainly on buok
preservation. Only 4imn 1936 was the filrst course founded which
reflected new developments in librarianahip; its first teachers being
Adelfa Fipueiredo, a Columbla University graduate and Rubens Borba de
Moraes, who had had a good training in Ilibrary science abroad. Prior to
this, the Mackenzie Institute, an American scheool 1n 53e Paulo, had
offerad a short course conducted by the same Adelfa Figuelredo and the

American librarian, Dorothy Gropp.

The 1936 course was 9p0nscréd by the city af 830 Paulo, which was
reporganising 1ts cultural activities and needed librarians te work in
the Municipal Publie Library. This course marked the beginning of
American influence on Brazilianm 1ibrarianship, which lasted until the

1870s.

Many students from other states of Brazil, attracted by the gquality of
this course, encouraged by the fact that local govermments were starting
libraries everywhere and needed trained manpower, travelled to Sdo Paulo
to study and, 1n returning to their home states, started naw libraries,

library science schools and library assoclations,
In 1938, graduates of the S3o Paulo course founded the first libra.y

asscciation. The =seed thus planted in S¥0 Paulo eventually developed

into 76 local assoclariens, 28 undergraduate and 5 graduate courses.
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Enthusiastic graduates of the S3o Paulo course contributed substantially
to the spread of publie libraries in the country. The Government was
also willing to create a system of public libraries, and in 1937, the
National Book Institute (Instituto Nacional do Livro: INL) was founded

with the twin objectives of book promotion and Ilibrary development,

Due to these two factors, i.e., the existence of professilonal librarians
and the decision of policymakers to support the development of libraries
in the country, several new public library buildings were erected in the
1940s and early 1950s. However, though many libraries were estahlished

they were not enough to meet the needs of the populationm,

Since the 1950s there has been a greater emphasis on the development of
special libraries, whose users, today, would be able to make better use
of thedir libraries' resources had they been users of school and public

libraries where they would have been trained as information users.

From 1960 to 1975 the number of papers presented to the Eiennial
Brazilian Congress of Librarianship and Documentation reflects
librarians’' interest in special libraries as well as the Government's
emphasis on planning for economic rather than social development. As a
consequence, few papers were presented on public libraries since they
did not have the support from policymakers necessaryv for their

development.

Two works by foreign authers, both published in 1975, reflected the bad

condition of Brazilian public libraries, at that time. A paper by Peter

(3)

Havard-Williams recorded his wview that public libraries were in poor
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condition when 'compared with other kinds of 1ibraries and Cavan

4
MacCarthy (4) described Brazilian public 1libraries as "deplorable",

In 1976, aware of the situation, the INL stated a speclal project to

establish a National System of Public Libraries (5

through subsystems
in each state in the federation, alming at having a library in each of
the 3,953 Brazilian mundcipalities. It also developed a program for
publishing books and journals in library sclence, including both trans-
lations and original works by Brazilian authors; sponsored congresses,
meetings and seminars; developed a program of personnel training and

assistance to local systems, and distributed books to municipalities

with which it had a formal agreement.

On the whole, the present situation of public 1ibraries in Brazil is nor
as bad as it was ten years ago, but neither is 1t as good as it should
be. Later in this paper some examples of existing publiec library
services will be described. Although public libraries arrived early in
the country, Brazilian 1librarians are still struggling to keep them
alive and to ensure that they are recognized by soclety and well
gupported by government. There 1s still a long way te go until the day
when poliecymakers and soclety will be aware of the real value, not only
of public libraries, but alse of information, as a means of development

and self-fulfilment.

An analysis of the conditions which affect the development of publie
libraries d4n Brazil, of the country's present economic, social and
polictical sitvation, and of the most recent data on public libraries

will enable some conclusions to be drawn concerning the state of public

4 {18}
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libraries today. Libraries started in church organisations; today,
information which concerns the common citizen is often ﬁassed by word of
mouth in the neighbourhood bar. The alfernative provision of communirty
information by the publiec library 1is seen as one way in whieh public

libraries can become more viral and effective institutions.

Development of public libraries in Brazil: some factors and facts

The background paper for the Regional Meeting on the Present Situation
and Strategies for Development of Publiec Libraries in Latin America and
the Caribhean {ﬁ). sponsored by Unesco and held in Caraecas, in 1982,
recorded many factors which affect the development of public libraries as
such: transformation of a rural 1into an urban society, economic
conditions, population growth, education, literacy rate, publishing,
and, last but not least, the willingness of policymakers to create
public libraries and supply them with sufficient funds to grow and to
offer good services. Other factors may be added to this list, such as:

the efforts of library directors and of librarians, how well the library

fulfills 1its users' expectations, community involvement, and se on.

It 1s difficult to generalise about the influence of these factors on
public librarvy development in Brazil bhecause of the many and cften
extreme differences which exist between wvarious parts of this huge
country. Brazil 1s the fifth largest country in the world, with a land
area of more thaon 8.5 million square kilometres, It ranks fourth in
terms of population growth, but the growth rate in the north east - one
of the poorest parts of the country - is double that in the south - one

of the wealthiest. The total population is 130 million, but the Amazon
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region 1s sparsely populated, whilst the State of 530 Paulo has 25
million inhabitants, 12 million of whom live in the metropolitan area of

Sdo Paule city. (7

The southern states have a mild climate and good soil, are
industrialized and have literacy rates much higher than 1{n the
northeastern states, where literacy is as low as 60% In some states. The
northeast suffers from droughts, floods and a lifetime of misery that
makes migration to the south a desperate and sometimes useless attempt
to survive, But even the south, at the present time, is suffering the
effects of a crisis in the country's economy; and, although Brazil is
consldered the tenth world economy it ranks fortieth in terms of the
quality of life. The country's economic policy in the late years has
aggravated adverse social conditions, widening the gap between rich and

poor, and between south and north. (8)

A factor which affects library development at the local level 1s the
financial situation of the municipalities, most of which do not have
sufficlent income to support baslc services sguch as water supply,
sanitation, health and education. The only exceptions are the rich
industrialized cities like 530 Bernarde, in 8%o Paulo State, where the
major car 1ndustries are located, and where the public library has an

automated cataloguing system and moderm branches.

On the whole, libraries have developed best in places where politicians
and policymakers have been heavily influenced by their personal use of
libraries or by 1librarians, through professsional and family

relationships. - This has caused many fluctuations in the fortunes of

& [18)
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state public library systems and municipal librarles. If a government
which has supported the city library changes, the work of some years may
he destroyed through deficlencies in maintenance and personnel and
through the degradation of the collection. This situation reflects the
absence of legislative provision to guarantee support for public

libraries; the failure to include library and information systems in the
national and state development plars; and the lack of community

involvement in the work of public libraries.

Community participation in library work dees exist in places like the
city of SHZo Paulo, which has an Information Desk and Videotext
facilities at the Central Library, and where the population is starting
to care for library services after their sixty years of existence. An
example of this community iInvolvement is the foundation of an
Association for the Defence of Sao Miguel Library, after the closing of
this branch due to lack of funds to pay for the rent of the building.
Heavy political pressure was created and the library was eventually

regopened in a new building.

The population of Erasflia. the national ecapital, 15 currently
circulating a petition, which now has 130,000 signatures, asking for the
creation of a public library. But, by contrast, the State Library of
Minas Gerails, a beautiful building by Brazil's mest famous architect,
(Gscar Niemeyer (the builder of Brasilia), 1s not fully operational and
is involved in a slow and seemingly endless process of renovatien, and
not a single lerter of complaint has been sent to local newspapers

asking the authorities to take action to accelerate this process.
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The absence of pressure from the people on poliricians in support of
libraries reflects, to some degree, the lack of reading and also library
use habits, and the dignorance of the value of information for the solving
of problems which are common 1n developing countries. Training for
information use is an education problem and someone who is no more than
functionally literate, who attended schoeol (a school which did not have
a library) for only a few years and who has no local public 1ibrary,
will probably go to the neighbourhood bar te get the Information he
needs to solve hils daily problems, such as his working rights, medical
care, and children's education. One can imagine the quality of the
information recelved under such conditions and its lack of Impact i1in
effecting improvements in a person's way of life, FPeople are just not

aware of thelr rights to knowledge, information and libraries,

The lack of libraries in schools has also distorted the public's views
of the aims of publiec libraries which are s¢ heavily used by students
that they have come to be considered by adults as only "a thing for the
students", a place to study and read. So, the adult pepulation hardly

uses the library.

Since students who come to the Iibrary usually do not have a room at
home to study, they stay in the library for long periods and libraries,

therefore, require many seats, which become empty during vacations.
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Some libraries, however, through heavy programs of cultural activities
have succeeded in attracting adults, involving them in the library's
activitiés and problems, as shown by the above mentioned situation in
the community of 530 Miguel; and this has been the trend during the last
ten years, in mest of the libraries in the country, Cultural acrivities
can work as a lure for users who do not have the reading habit or the
habit of coming to the library for information, However, in themselves
they are wusually insufficifent to create community support, and
librarians now see the provision of community information, not only as a
degirable service in its own right, but as an additional way of

attracting support.

In some states, the library systems are well run, well sponsored and are
beginning to encourage thelr communities to care and fight for their
libraries. Others are running backwards, whilst others are just waking
up to their problems. A general view of the situation can be seen in

Table 1.

4 brief analysis of the data shows that:

* publiec libraries reflect the conditions of the country;
most of the libraries are situated in south and scutheast Brazil
(Minas Gerais, S3o Paulo, Faranﬁ, Rio Grande do Sul)

* the total of 3,600 publie libraries does not mean that most of the
municipalities have libraries; according to INL, canlv 2,500 out
of the 3,953 municipalities offer this service to their inhabitants;
at the same time, 1t 1s necessary to question the quality of the

services offered.
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loans accounting only for 25.27 and reading in the library for
74.8%, as a result of the use of the public Ilibrarvy by students
as a resource for school tasks.

* there 1s only one volume for every 8 inhabitants.

* readers account for only 2.27 of the whole population.

The reliability of the data is doubtful, or uncertain: the question-
naires are sent to local librarles, where sometimes, the persen in
charge may have only an elementary school education and if the state
system 1s not providing enough assistance respondents dinterpret them
differently. Library statistics are still in thelr infancy in Brazil
and are not collected or processed in accordance with a standard or
pattern. This may explain the low number of readers (2,919,155) when
compared to reading (30,788,703). Ten volumes per reader appears much
too high a level, at least when compared with similar data for the city
of Sao Paulo, which has the largest public library system in the country.
In Sdo Paule 20T of the whole population are registered as readers but

they only read 1.4 volumes per capita per year.
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Many authors who have studied the situation of 1libraries in Latin
America have pointed out their problems and also the actions needed to
change the situation., Some of the problems, such as a lack of research
studies and of comprehension of Ilibrary aims and objectives, can he
solved by the action of librarilans, either individually or through their
assoclations. For example, by research on publie library use and users,
political involvement, a closer dlalogue with the State, a change in the
role of the public librarian, a definite concept of public Ilibraries

with objectives which correspond to the country's needs, ete.

Library schools have the special task of supporting public libraries by
providing research into social informatifon channels and the people's
need for 1nformation, Some papers on this subject have been published
in Brazil; for example, Ana Maria Polke studied community Iinformation
flows 1in a poor neighbourhood in the state of Minas Gerais, and A
Santos and others studied the Information needs of migrants arriving in

Brasilia and Sac Paulo (9 iﬂ),

Seme library schools have good faculties, with many members holding
doctorates from abroad, mainly the United Kingdom. This gqualifies
them to develop research studies on public libraries and their users.
Many studies of special libraries and their users have already been
carried out, seince library schools are, at present, malnly concerned
with scientifle and technological information. However, the double
function of publie Iibrarians as cultural activators and community
information specialists should, from now on, Influence the curriculum of

library schools,
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Public librarians, witheut diminishing ethetr libraries’ cultuyral
activities, which bring good community Iinvolvement, could do more to
implant community Information services, using the mass media to let
people know the service exists, as the city of Sdo Paulo did through a

(11)

local radio statiom Marketing the Image of the public library is

a task for librarians and library assoccilations.

45 long as public libraries meet their communities' Information needs 1t
is expected that they will dmprove their relationship with society,
bringing the necessary support for survival as well as increasing. both
the demand for thelr services and the number of users, thus creating a
climate for greater political support if only to please voters who are

library users.

As libraries depend on the will of politicians, it iIs up to librarians
to develop strategic planning, not only to Improve the condition of the
existing 1libraries, but also to 1mplant new ones under a system

supported by basic legislation.

The new politiecal climate in Brazil favours the increased participation
of people in decision-making; indeed, 'participatory demccracy" 1is
almost becoming a panacea, People need iIinformation in order to
participate in political declslions and this 15 a situation which public
libraries, libkrarians and library assoclations cannot I1gnore. Public
libraries should therefore develop programs to discuss controversial
themes which demand any kind of publie hearing, or plebiscirte; for
example, discussions on the new constitution, ecology, women's rights,

etc,

e T —
- ——

INFOBILA

|
!L.. ozsocal)



Brazilian librarians have been considered in the past as professionals
who did not get involved with politics; adopting, sometimes, a somewhat
timid position towards government actions. Ncw‘things are changing and
there 1s a strong feeling ameng librarians that if they want to have
their profession and Iibrary services recognised by society and

government, their action has to be firm and even aggressive.

Librarians are becoming conscious of their situation as a professionszl
minority - 16,000 librarians corresponded, one year ago, to the number
of unemployed engineers - and as such they should act. Strengthening
library associations 1s certainly a means of reaching a better
comprehension of 1ibrarians' role 1n society and of improving their
status. A motivation, at the present time, for librarians' active
participation in their local assoclations 1s the political struggle for
better libraries in the country., But, we have a long way to go; the
British Library Assoclation support has been a great help, as well as
the publications of the American Library Assoclation Washingten Office.
IFLA could with advantage show greater concern for the management

of library associations, especially in developing countries.

The dialogue with the State 1s not easy in developing countri-s.
Explaining to policymakers that information and development are inter-
dependent, and that librarles are therefore essential, 1s as hard as
explaining to an illiterate mayer in the iInterior of Brazil the meaning

and the role of a public library. This is the real situation we face.
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Librarians are professionals who are always daring and accepting
.challenges, especlally public lihrariaﬁs, and taking libraries to the
interior of Brazil with enough support of the communities served is a3
challenge for our creativity and organisation, 1In Brazil, librarianship
has been officially recognized as a profession for only 23 years, If

we succeed in the tasks I have outlined, we may consider ourselves as

having reached maturity as professionals.
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