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Law Libraries

Democracy Requires Good Law Libraries — with Books

by Franklin L. Runge

In the fall of 2010, I was speaking with
Joel Silver (current director of the Lilly
Library at Indiana University Blooming-
ton), and he made the following predic-
tion: “In the future, if libraries stop buy-
ing physical books, they will be nothing
more than a Starbucks. Libraries will
have a café, large comfy chairs, and light
music in the background, but they will
lack purpose”” Generally, it is foolish to
make predictions about the future, “for
the coasts of history are strewn with

the wrecks of predictions[.]”* There are
exceptions to this axiom, and I believe
that Mr. Silver was playing the role of
Tiresias for libraries.

Fast forward about a decade, and
in June of 2021, I was approached by a
rising 2L who had a Federal Rules De-
cisions (ER.D.) citation. She could not
understand what that citation meant. I
said, “Let’s go down to the reading room
and pull this case” On our way to the
correct shelf, this student remarked,
“Wow! It is surprising that we have all
of these books” At that moment, I hope
that I maintained my poker face. I am
always looking for teaching moments,
and here was a good one. The following
were the lessons I tried to impress upon
this future lawyer.

Books in law libraries act as a
fail-safe for democracy. We live in a
post-truth society that is increasingly
polarized with respect to politics, edu-
cation, and wealth. Our democracy—
and its common law system—requires
it citizenry to have access to primary
legal sources. There will be those that
say, “Lexis+ and Westlaw Edge have
all of those materials! Clear out those
dusty books and make room for comfy
seating” In early 2008, very few people
would have predicted that Lehman
Brothers and Bear Stearns would cease
to exist. Are there market disruptions
that could cause legal research platforms
to fold? Absolutely. Just about every
other dystopian film made involves the
crash of modern society, technology,

and the internet (e.g., MAD Max: FURY
RoaD (Warner Bros. Pictures 2015)). As
America’s income inequality grows?, law
libraries will increasingly play a critical
role of allowing “have-nots” to access
primary law.

Inexperienced researchers achieve
a more comprehensive understand-
ing of legal information when they
grasp how primary law was originally
produced. After clerking and practicing
for six years, I started teaching legal
research at the University of Kentucky
College of Law in 2011 and then came to
Washington and Lee University School
of Law in 2018. At the start of each aca-
demic year, I am reminded that teaching
brilliant young people to read legal cita-
tions is a little like teaching hieroglyph-
ics. What on earth would 222 ER.D. 137
(N.D. Cal. 2004) mean to someone prior
to going to law school? Lexis and West
are publishing companies, and they
were publishing companies before they
created online platforms. When the in-
ternet appeared to be a profitable place
to do business, Lexis and West dumped
all their books onto their respective
online platforms. Despite being virtual,
much of the information retained the
trappings of a print resource. A reported
case still is branded with a volume and
page number. Students with exposure to
print resources can make better con-
nections and conclusions in an online
environment.

There are more books being pub-
lished in the United States today than
ever before.® This is a tricky statistic
because it includes a booming self-pub-
lishing industry that law libraries avoid.
Marketplaces are not always rational,
but I dare say that “something” is
happening here. In our country, there
are more people trying to record more
ideas than ever before. A law library’s
core purpose is to collect primary and
secondary sources, organize those
materials, and then make them available
to the bench and bar, students, profes-

50 VIRGINIA LAWYER | AUGUST 2021 | VOL. 70

sors, and the citizenry. Current market
trends indicate that there is still a desire
for print materials. Anecdotally, faculty
members that I work with on research
projects nine times out of ten want the
print edition of a book. For writing, yes,
the computer has replaced the type-
writer. But when it comes to reading for
comprehension and depth, we still crave
a physical book.

I realize that this brief article has
turned me into a Grandpa Simpson
meme, but I am sincere in my fear of an
America without books in law librar-
ies. When lawyers, judges, and alumni
support law libraries—Dbe that by use,
words, or money—they are helping pro-
tect and improve our democracy. 52
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