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The infrastructure of the library is a small 
collec�on of my contempla�ons on libraries 
as an infrastructural system, how it works, 
what its different parts are and how they 
interact to support and maintain the 
infrastructure.

The library is an infrastructure of informa�on 
and knowledge and its func�on, or role, is to 
store and convey that knowledge. 

The library is also a social infrastructure and 
reflects its society at each �me.
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Hi dearest Safn,

I know it has been a while since I visited and I 
just wanted you to know that I miss you and 
think about you o�en. Some days I miss you 
more than others but it is hard not to have 
you always by my side, within reach, and 
available while I face all sorts of new 
challenges and adventures. 
I could use your guidance now and I miss 
your welcoming arms, that were unfailingly a 
great comfort to me. 

While I’ve been away my mind wanders to 
our wonderful �me together, and all your 
different quali�es, which I never men�oned 
when I had the chance but I want you to 
know that I’m aware of and they are a great 
part of my love for you.

I admire your infinite thirst for knowledge 
and informa�on, your passion for storing all 
sorts of books, booklets, papers, magazines 
and other prints. I remember some of them 
annoying me before, but you always seem to 
make space for and need more, and I now 
see how silly my frustra�on over a few stacks 
of papers was.

You also have the rare quality of mee�ng 
every single person on their terms, without 
judgment or reserva�on, and trying to help 
them, guide, support and convey 
informa�on and knowledge whatever they 
might be a�er.  Some�mes I think you are 
even too open and unassuming, always 
believing the best of your guests and never 
second guessing them or think that they 
might be up to no good but I love you s�ll. 

Some say you are ge�ng old fashioned, and 
losing your touch of grasping and conveying 
informa�on. I know you are trying to keep up 
and know deep down that you will succeed 
because people like me, and society, in 
general, need someone like you.

Miss you, and hope to be reunited with you 
one day, and maybe even bringing something 
to add to your collec�on someday and 
become a part of your treasures.

Your bibliophile always 
Ásta
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Is architecture always infrastructure or is 
infrastructure always architecture?  

Where and how do they differ, what tells 
them apart? The ques�on of this 
rela�onship is a difficult and confounding 
one, with a constantly changing answer 
depending on the one who reflects upon it 
and how different infrastructures, and our 
rela�onship with them, con�nue to develop 
and emerge.  
Reflec�ng upon it now I feel neither is merely 
a part of the other, but their complex parts 
and purpose intertwine and create a (spa�al) 
configura�ve fabric where edges can be hard 
to find, and are even non-existent.

In my contempla�ons I will consider libraries 
in the context of this rela�onship, the library 
being an infrastructure of knowledge and at 
the same �me architecture that is designed 
to host the infrastructure and its users. 

Libraries have always been an important part 
of my environment, both as a place of 
comfort and leisure, but also a place of 
empowerment, where knowledge can be 
found and acquired, and for me knowledge is 
power.  When I can’t find the specific 
knowledge I’m looking for I know I’ve 
outgrown that infrastructure and in need of a 
be�er, or deeper infrastructure.

Considering this rela�onship in regards to 
different genders adds a new perspec�ve 
and makes it even more complex. Are 
infrastructures gendered? Is architecture? 
It is easy to point at infrastructures, like rail 
cars or parking lots, that have remains of 
older ideologies like most of our built 
environment. Where the structures create 
condi�ons or fail to account for human 
behavior which can make individuals feel and 
experience different things based on their 
gender.   

The infrastructure of the libraries certainly 
has it share of these remains, in regards to 
how different genders are represented 
within this infrastructure of knowledge, how 
many female authors there are compared to 
male authors, or how gender minori�es are 
portrayed in literature and whose stories are 
told or represented. 

The gender division of librarians can even be 
looked at, where there tend to be more 
female librarians.  The library as an 
infrastructure clearly has threads of 
gendered differences running through it even 
though the patrons of libraries do not 
encounter it directly.
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The infrastructure of the library is made up 
of the informa�on it holds, an infrastructure 
of knowledge, history, culture, society, 
science, art and so much more.

Failure of the infrastructure of the library 
would then probably be the failure to 
provide accurate (and unbiased), current or 
sought a�er informa�on. 

Encountering such failures is how I’ve grown 
through libraries, first the one at my 
elementary school and later my small town’s 
public library. When a library doesn’t hold 
the range of the knowledge I need or want,   
I know my exper�se and interest have 
outgrown them, and by extension I myself 
have as well. 

In a way it can also be looked upon not as a 
failure, but the end, or dead end, of that 
par�cular infrastructural line/passage since 
the infrastructure of each library is different.

The failure to provide unbiased informa�on, 
or failure to have all views represented, can 
also be looked upon as a failure of the 
infrastructure or a flaw. That comes back to 
my earlier thoughts on the gender of 
authors, and the views that are represented, 
which historically have mostly been white, 

cis, males which creates a gap in the 
knowledge of the infrastructure. Therefore 
by extension it could be asserted that all 
libraries infrastructures fail in some way. 

Another way of looking at a failure of the 
libraries infrastructure is to consider how it’s 
adap�ng to the technology of the modern 
world.  Nowadays we can find almost 
anything on the internet and google or 
Wikipedia tend to be the first place we look 
for informa�on, no ma�er what we are 
looking for. 

The books themselves are the physical 
representa�on of the infrastructure but 

when the physical part becomes irrelevant 
what becomes of the physical space of the 
library? 

It might become the grand failure of the 
infrastructure of the library to fail to adapt 
and therefore become dispensable 
infrastructure. 

In my view I think it could be the space that 
keeps the libraries opera�ng, or spurs on the 
need and demand for that par�cular 
infrastructure. The infrastructure space is 
open, has an abundant of informa�on and 
knowledge we trust and creates a “space” 
where the focus is to convey knowledge.
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If the city, and by extension architecture, can 
be seen a logis�c machine or set of logis�c 
principles  like Marullo’s summariza�on of 
Vitruvius’s De architectura describes:  

 “From the central crossing of streets and the 
outer delimita�ons of walls to the disposi�on of 
buildings based on topography and the wind’s 
direc�on to the extrac�on and conveying of water, 
logis�cs was indispensable for channeling all the 
natural forces of a context through an ordered 
architecture, ensuring a healthy life for its 
inhabitants and defense in �mes of hos�lity. “  

The machine's goal evidently is to create an 
environment that shelters the inhabitants 
from the forces of nature, external threats, 
health threats and has enough provisions.

The library can also be looked upon as a 
machine, where different components, or 
logis�cs, are devised to make the 
infrastructure of the library successful; host 
and mediate collec�ve informa�on to its 
community. The library as a machine is made 
out of a network of architectural, social, 
technological and even ethical components 
or infrastructures that all integrate.

The primary or ini�al infrastructure of the 
library would be the books and archives of a 
knowledge and informa�on, that are hosted 
and arranged systema�cally according to 

theme, sort, author and alphabet. And their 
sor�ng, preserving or discarding of
informa�on in an epistemological way. 

The library is also a social infrastructure, that 
distributes and even lends its assets to help 
the patrons understand the world around us 
and ourself. A place and infrastructure that 
is, at least in theory, open to the en�re 
public. The library serves as a community 
center or even public square, where people 
meet, interact and take part in shaping their 
community, all based on the distribu�on of 
knowledge and the individual pursuit to 
be�er oneself or become informed. 

The physical infrastructure or architecture of 
the library is the place where these 
informa�onal and social infrastructures 
intersect and create a layered infrastructure.

Like the role and workings of a city, the 
infrastructure of the library has changed with 
�me, with new technologies, different 
cultural, poli�cal and even with new 
economic situa�ons the func�on of the 
libraries have changed.  They need, like the 
ci�es, to constantly evolve and reform to be 
able to fulfill their intended service (keep the 
infrastructure working) and serve the society. 
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What affects do libraries have in our modern 
society? 

I imagine that the affects libraries can have 
are undoubtedly diverse and will vary from 
one person to the next. 

The affects can depend on who you are, 
what kind of library the affects are 
connected with and the condi�ons of the 
surrounding community are.  A rela�on with 
a public library, an academic one or a private 
one can create different affects that can also 
vary in intensity. 

The libraries which have been a part of my 
life have had an affect of happiness. I’ve 
always felt welcome at the libraries I’ve used 
and visited, they have been a place of 
comfort, tranquility, excitement and 
recrea�on. Places that have opened up new 
worlds and been a part of my development 
and life.

Some, like myself, might have lots of posi�ve 
affects connected to them, other more 
nega�ve affects and some might have few to 
none affects in regards to libraries.

Since libraries are places that are open and 
try to create places and/or spaces where 

anyone can gain knowledge or find 
recrea�on one of their main func�on should 
be to strive to create affects of happiness or 
acceptance for their visitors.

To do that without losing a library’s 
intellectual focus might be difficult to 
achieve.  An academic library should have a 
posi�ve affect for those who the library 
serves but might have a nega�ve affect, one 
of exclusion or rejec�on, for those who are 
outside the academy. 

Then there are the more personal rela�ons 
like if a person is dyslexic, or somehow has a 
nega�ve affect connected with reading, that 
might transfer over on to the library. So even 
though libraries might strive to create and 
have posi�ve affects I think they, 
unfortunately, they never will for everybody.   

That might change with the development of 
libraries like I have men�oned in earlier
reflec�ons, they need to adapt and get with 
the �mes to stay relevant. A part of that
might lie in the transi�on of library becoming 
more a communal space, that hosts 
informa�on in more forms than the wri�en 
word and seeks to include and a�ract more 
individuals.
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Libraries are based on the idea to provide, 
convey and store informa�on and 
knowledge. 

A failure of a library would then be to not be 
able to provide, convey or store its contents.  
This fault can take on several different forms. 

First of all, it can come down to a spa�al 
failure to host informa�on, that is a physical 
building can only retain so many objects i.e. 
it runs out of space. 
That requires libraries to con�nually get rid 
of older, outdated, books and make space for 
new ones. 
That can create another fault, when do 
books become outdated, and how can the 
librarians foretell what the future will deem 
valuable and become historic.

Then it’s also the banning and selec�ons of 
materials, it should not be the role of 
libraries to decide what viewpoints are 
“correct” and what informa�on, or even 
which authors, is wrong or offensive, 
dangerous or unsuitable.

How to set a rule for what belongs in the 
library and what to keep out of sight, if 
anything, is a line that can be and is easily 
overstepped. 

Communi�es, poli�cs and other social 
influences o�en have a say in the censorship 
and what the libraries ban and keep of their 
shelves. 

On the bright side there is always awareness 
and fight against this sort of censorship 
which o�en goes hand in hand of the fights 
against social injus�ce in society. 

One example is the Banned books week in 
the US which celebrates banned books and 
fight for their unbanning. 

A part of the informa�onal failures can also 
be seen in the biases in the libraries 
classifica�on systems and catalogues. 

These knowledge systems are, like many 
other social systems, created by the ones 
with power and reflect their values and 
percep�on of society. 

There have been no�ons to reform and 
adapt these systems to reflect modern 
society, like queer interven�on on the 
queering of the catalogue which Emily 
Drabinski  suggest, or other reforma�ve 
sugges�ons to change the systems or make 
the biases they have obvious and apparent 
that they represent a par�cular point of view.„A
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Libraries are more than just buildings filled 
with books, they are also a social 
infrastructure, a communal space for the 
public. 

The social role of the library is an 
ever-changing and develops with �me and its 
community. Different �mes call for different 
social infrastructure and with �me the library 
has become more and more an informa�ve 
community center which requires more and 
diverse spaces for social gatherings. 

The failure to spa�ally accommodate the 
different social infrastructure demands of the 
society is a crucial failure of a modern library.

The architecture might not have taken these 
social infrastructure workings into account 
which might make it difficult for some 
libraries to adapt and change and might be 
the point of breakdown for them. 
 
The libraries disregard to social 
accommodate the social infrastructure can 
also be a cri�cal failure. 

Through history, libraries have o�en been 
rather exclusive and have banned certain 
minority groups from accessing and/or 
working at libraries. 

These have been different groups at different 
�mes in history, women, black people, 
people of a certain religion etc. which reflect 
the social context at each �me and comes 
back to reflect the values of the ones with 
power. 

The profession of librarians is also 
noteworthy in this context, when libraries 
were beginning to emerge there were only 
male librarians but now it has turned into a 
profession, like many others, with a female 
majority.

It is interes�ng to reflect upon this change, in 
rela�on to how with more social 
infrastructure implemented in a library it 
moves from a profession of power to a 
profession of caring. 

The libraries have developed with society 
through the �mes and hopefully, they will 
con�nue to do so and overcome and deal 
with these failures in the future.
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Libraries are infrastructures that are 
embedded in architecture and thereby their 
architecture is a great part in their prosperity 
or decline.

The architecture needs to give an 
opportunity for caring for a library to be able 
to fulfil its role. What kind of care do libraries 
need? And can the architecture always 
a�une to what a library needs?

Libraries have changed from needing to be 
sturdy and safe, o�en exclusive buildings that 
guard informa�on and knowledge. Nowadays 
when their role and demands upon their 
func�on have shi�ed dras�cally, they need to 
be more open and invi�ng places, where 
patrons/users can hang out, seek recrea�on 
and be amongst other people and at the 
same �me s�ll host the informa�on and 
knowledge as before.

How does the architecture of older libraries 
meet those new demands? Since the 
architecture was most definitely not made to 
accommodate the communal roles libraries 
have today is it possible for the architecture 
to shi� and be changed to accommodate 
different func�ons?  

Can a fortress become a community center?

In many cases it can, with spa�al changes like 
knocking down walls and opening up 
formerly locked doors. 

Simply le�ng new happenings take place in 
the former silent almost sacred spaces within 
the library can make the architecture caring. 

Caring of the patrons, their work and 
innova�on in serving the library visitors, is 
one of the main reason for the relevance of a 
library and for the architecture to 
accommodate the patrons and their work 
makes the architecture caring.

The architectural care of older libraries can 
also be to build extensions that 
accommodate the new roles and happenings 
while le�ng the older architecture keep its 
stance but saving the library from break-
down.  

One of my favourite library has such a story, 
the original building was built in 1962 and in 
2004 a new extension was built. 
A change which was long overdue since the 
library could not fulfil its role, the new part 
mostly hosts communal space, cafe, service 
desks and workspace for its patrons in good 
harmony and connec�on with older building 
making the library more than capable of 
taking on new roles.

Designing a library today is, in my opinion, a 
grand challenge, to make the architecture 
that is caring both now and in the distant 
future. 

How the libraries will change and what roles 
they might take on or lose is difficult to 
foretell. 

So for the architecture of the library to be 
caring, it needs to be flexible and adap�ve. It 
is in some way making an architecture for the 
unknown.

Then it is also a ques�on of who takes care of 
the architecture? 

How do the partons, visitors, the community, 
ins�tu�on and governments take care of a 
library and how does the architecture fit into 
that picture?   In my opinion, the 
architecture needs care, from the birth of an 
idea and through its life�me, to be able to 
care for the infrastructure it hosts.
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When choosing the library as my
infrastructural site this fall I thought more of 
it as an infrastructure of informa�on and 
knowledge which condi�oned few social 
infrastructures around it. 

Through my readings, wri�ngs and 
contempla�ons I have now come to regard 
libraries as more of a social infrastructure 
which intertwines and condi�ons this 
infrastructure of informa�on and knowledge.

Ini�ally, the library might have been mainly 
informa�onal infrastructure but through 
�me its role has changed with society and 
developed into being more of a social 
infrastructure.  
 
How the different parts interact and work 
together is a crucial factor of a library's 
func�on and role. Libraries reflect the society 
and through both infrastructural and social 
aspects historical traces of power, views, 
fights for rights, rules and other societal 
opinions can be seen and how they have 
changed through �me.

These traces can for example be seen 
reflected in the classifica�on system of the 
libraries, the number of authors of one 
minority or another represented in the 
shelves, what books are banned, or even 
burned, and the gender of librarians. 

In the age of technology, the library stands at 
a cri�cal point in its development, where the 
internet is making books somewhat 
dispensable, and needs to adapt to the rapid 
changes so it doesn’t become irrelevant. 

In my opinion, they will survive by focusing 
on their social infrastructural quali�es.  They 
are the public living room, a center of its 
community, which hosts informa�onal 
infrastructure even when the form of the 
infrastructure might change,  and binds 
together its community. 

All of these different aspects and 
developments of libraries can be depicted in 
the architecture of libraries through �me.
Libraries have gone from being sturdy 
buildings, o�en out of stone, that were 
rather closed and exclusive where only 
certain members could gain access. The 
libraries were a fortress of knowledge, that 
needed to be kept safe from fire, water and 
other poten�al damaging danger. 

Through �me the architecture of libraries has 
changed with both movements in 
architecture and changes in society.  
Contemporary libraries tend to be more 
open and invi�ng ones, where new materials 
and emphasis on the social role of 
architecture have turned libraries into a 
public place. 

This architectural sequence will hopefully 
con�nue with the development of the library 
and for my part, it is a wonderful exercise to 
try to imagine the library of the future.
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