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Once upon a time—and in another

country—a lovely town called

Blissful nestled gently in the State

of Innocence. The inhabitants of Blissful

were greatly blessed. A marvelous

Superhighway known as I-Infinity bisected

their happy town. This was very nice for the

denizens of Blissful because they could drive

on I-Infinity to effortlessly reach all regions

of this vast state in record time.

Who needs law libraries? It’s all free on the internet.
By Jonathan C. Stock
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There was one catch, however. You
had to pay for lots of pricey things, and
many people did not have the money. 
I-Infinity did you no good without
money to buy a car. A car did you no
good without money to buy gas, a driver’s
license, a registration fee, insurance, and
auto maintenance. If you could pay for
all these things, you could get on I-
Infinity and ride anywhere blissfully
throughout the State of Innocence.

Except there was another cost: tolls.
The farther you went on I-Infinity, the
more toll stations you reached; the more
toll stations you reached, the more you

paid; and the more you paid, the less 
you had for other things—like food,
clothing, and shelter. You could go a
long way on I-Infinity but you had
better be able to pay. Otherwise, you 
had better stay home. 

The inhabitants of Blissful were
doubly blessed. Not only did they have a
physical Superhighway, they also had an
Information Superhighway: the internet.
That was very nice for these happy
Blissful folks because Prophecy assured
them they could ride effortlessly on the
internet, answering any question, however
abstruse, with just a few keyboard strokes.

There was one catch, however. You
had to first buy a lot of pricey things and
many people did not have the money.
Traveling on the internet from home or
office did not work unless you bought a
computer. A computer did you no good
without money for peripherals, software,

and virus protection. You also had to pay
a hefty monthly fee to some internet
service provider for access. But having
done all these things, you could board
the Information Superhighway and 
ride blissfully through the far realms of
human knowledge.

Except there was another cost: tolls.
Each station had a sign: Lexis, Westlaw,
Loislaw, and HeinOnline being some
among them. The farther you journeyed
on the Information Superhighway, the
more toll stations you reached; the more
toll stations you reached, the more you
paid; and the more you paid, the less you

had for other things—like food, clothing,
and shelter. You could go a long way on
the information superhighway but you
had better be able to pay. Otherwise, 
you had better stay home.

The residents of Blissful were triply
blessed. Their local courthouse lodged a
public law library. Citizens could access
its print materials, and they could ride
the information superhighway on its
computers, clearing the aforementioned
toll stations allowed by its subscriptions.
Better yet, citizens often did not have to
journey to the library in person. They
could pose questions and receive answers
virtually by e-mail. Reference librarians
ran electronic searches, organized
information, and sent attachments—
resolving in minutes matters that might
have taken hours.

We have lingered in the chambers of the sea
By sea-girls wreathed with seaweed red and brown

Till human voices wake us, and we drown.

—T.S. Eliot, “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock”

Time was money, and remote
reference saved time. It also saved
money—not only because time was
money but also because money was
money. The public law library paid each
toll station annually with taxpayer funds.
Since all citizens were taxpayers, they were
not admitted through the toll stations for
free, but they were admitted far cheaper
than they would have been on their own
credit cards. The public law library did
with its budgetary power what public
libraries have always done: made resources
available to all that most could not afford.
This meant you could effectively use the
information superhighway and still pay
for things like food, clothing, and shelter.
Better yet, you could often have it all and
stay home. 

For many years, joy reigned in Blissful.
But even in Blissful, joy could not reign
forever. One day not so long ago, the
economy dropped into a pit—the deepest
pit that anyone had seen for 80 years.
Things fell apart and the center did not
hold. Suddenly there was less money 
to spread around. The free public law
libraries were not free; they were funded
by tax dollars. As impoverished taxpayers
put fewer dollars into government coffers,
government services were cut.

There was never a question that
government services must be cut; the only
question was which government services
would be cut and by how much. The
Innocence Judicial Branch administered
15 public law libraries geographically
dispersed throughout the state. It decided
to cut law libraries—not simply to 
reduce budgets and service hours, but 
to permanently close them. 
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Five were eliminated the first year in
hopes that an improving economy would
prevent further cuts. The economy got
worse. Five were eliminated the second
year with similar hopes. The economy got
still worse. Five more, including the law
library at Blissful, were threatened with
closure on July 1 of the third year. This
would mean there would be no more 
free public law libraries in the State of
Innocence. Patrons could no longer visit
the law library or use its computers to
journey the information superhighway,
nor could they pass through its toll booths
for free or get their research questions
answered by e-mail and stay home. They
could only stay home. All the reference
librarians would vanish. A tree might fall
in the forest but—soon—there would be
none to hear.

The citizens of Blissful might have
waxed unhappy. They really should have
done so but they did not. They did 
not because they had spent two years
watching other law libraries close
without protest. Bad things happened
but they happened to different people—
people in far-away countries of whom
they knew nothing. Better to be quiet,
they thought, so bad things would not
happen to them.

By the time their turn came, 
Blissful folks had been mesmerized into
acceptance. They believed what the
authorities said when they informed
them all that the law library closures
were a done deal. Besides, the authorities
assured, law libraries were needless in 
an electronic age. Everything necessary
was free on the internet. With great
ingenuity, the Innocence Judicial Branch
had built a lovely free website. It had
forms, practice book rules, docket
information, news, lots of nice little
booklets, answers to frequently asked
questions, and more…so much more.
Why, the website even put out high
court decisions the very day of their
release. Never mind, the authorities said,
that these cases constituted nothing like
a full-text database. For that, there was 
a wonderful resource available for free:
Great Big Search.

Great Big Search, or GBS, was a
grand search engine owned by a private
corporation. From the goodness of its
heart, GBS had fashioned this engine in
such a way that entering a few words in
a big box retrieved helpful documents.
That was very nice for people. GBS was
generous—so generous that it put up
state and federal case decisions far 
back in time and all for free. They 
even provided nice little features like a
citator—for free. Indeed, GBS gave
people what looked like a commercial
database—for free.

That was not all. GBS had scanned
in millions of books and promised to
scan millions more. Some were under
copyright and some were long since in
the public domain. GBS controlled
those under copyright and would soon
charge an arm and a leg for them; but 
it promised that those in the public
domain would always be free. Case law
was in the public domain, so people
drew comfort from GBS. Blissful
residents trusted their authorities and
they trusted GBS. They were convinced
that legal information would henceforth
always be free in the State of Innocence.
Who needed law libraries or law
librarians any more?

Luckily for the citizens of Blissful,
GBS suddenly went and did a funny
thing. Luckier still, GBS went and did
this funny thing on New Year’s Day—six
months before the Blissful Law Library’s
slated closure. It slammed the public
portal shut, and slammed it hard. From
that instant, dollar signs popped up
wherever you turned, no matter whether
information was under copyright or
public domain. And they were very, very
big dollar signs. 

Blissful citizens hurled bitter
imprecations at GBS: “You promised
this information would be always free,”
they shouted. “You promised!” GBS
could not but smile: “Promises are
promises,” it intoned. “Promises are
promises, but business is business. You
reside in the State of Innocence, but we
do not. From now on, folks, it’s pay to
play.”

The people of Blissful howled in
plaintive chorus at an indifferent moon.
“You do not understand,” they whined.
“We cannot pay—so we cannot play. 
The authorities have pledged to close 
our Blissful Law Library in July. Once it 
is gone, we shall have no place to go! 
The sea waters are rising and rising. 
Soon we must drown. What shall we do?”
they intoned, raising their hands high 
in supplication. “What shall we do?”

As if by a miracle, the sky brightened
and a solemn voice admonished them
from above. 

“You had better get on your collective
horse, dear Blissful folks, and save your
public law library. It is a priceless asset: one
that will vanish forever unless—like free
citizens—you petition government for
redress of grievances.”

Dark portents gave resonance to this
command. Tidal waves swelled high
overhead and menaced their homeland
shore. Blissful citizens elected to heed the
voice. They took responsibility for their
own fate and did what should have been
done two years before. They vented
outrage in the public press; they bonded
with state and national law library
associations; they launched a petition
drive collecting supportive signatures from
impacted citizens; they contacted local
legislators; they got a proposed bill
introduced to restore library funding; they
testified en masse before the Innocence
Legislature on its behalf; they obeyed the
voice as free citizens rather than like serfs.

The bill passed, the governor signed,
and Blissful—along with four other
happy towns—kept its public 
law library after all. 

The citizens of Blissful did not
drown that year, but their past
indifference had caused others to drown.
And while they did not drown that year,
neither were they safe for the next nor
yet the year thereafter. Tough times
stayed tough and then got tougher. A
turning tide drew back the rising waters
once but the tide would turn again. It
would turn again and it ran strong. ■

Jonathan C. Stock (jcstock@snet.net)
retired from his position as supervising law
librarian at the Connecticut Judicial
Branch Law Library at Stamford effective
June 1, 2009. 
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