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This is almost certainly the Last Library, after all. So whoever is in charge of the collection a hundred years
from now â€” Google? All of which lends a particular urgency to the concerns about whether Google is doing
this right. Ditto for someone who wants to look at earlyth century French editions of Le Contrat Social, or to
linguists, historians or literary scholars trying to trace the development of words or constructions: Can we
observe the way happiness replaced felicity in the seventeenth century, as Keith Thomas suggests? When did
"the United States are" start to lose ground to "the United States is"? How did the use of propaganda rise and
fall by decade over the course of the twentieth century? And so on for all the questions that have made Google
Books such an exciting prospect for all of us wordinistas and wordastri. But to answer those questions you
need good metadata. And while there may be particular reasons why the date comes up so much, these
misdatings are spread out all over the place. It might seem easy to cherry-pick howlers from a corpus as
exensive as this one, but these errors are endemic. Do a search on "internet" in books written before and
Google Scholar turns up hits. Or try searching on the names of writers or famous restricting your search to
works published before the years of their birth. You turn up hits for Charles Dickens, more than 80 percent of
them misdated books referring to the writer as opposed to someone else of the same name. Or maybe that was
another Barack Obama. A search on books mentioning candy bar that were published before turns up 66 hits,
of which 46, or 70 percent, are misdated. But even if the proportion is only 5 percent, that suggests hundreds
of thousands of dating errors. In discussion after my presentation, Dan Clancy, the Chief Engineer for the
Google Books project, said that the erroneous dates were all supplied by the libraries. He was woolgathering, I
think. Of the first ten full-view misdated books turned up by a search for books published before that mention
"Charles Dickens", all ten are correctly dated in the catalogues of the Harvard, Michigan, and Berkeley
libraries they were drawn from. And the date assigned to an book called London of to-day is derived from a
front-matter advertisement for a firm that boasts it was founded in that year. Then there are the classification
errors. Here again, the errors are endemic, not simply sporadic. Other editions of the novel are classified as
"Literary Collections," "History," and "Music. Clancy denies that they were asked to do so by the publishers,
though this might have to do with their own ambitions to compete with Amazon. The BISAC scheme is well
suited to organizing the shelves of a modern 35, foot chain bookstore or a small public library where ordinary
consumers or patrons are browsing for books on the shelves. There are a number of mismatches of titles and
texts. More mysterious is the entry for a book called The Mosaic Navigator: The essential guide to the Internet
Interface, which is dated and attributed to Sigmund Freud and Katherine Jones. For the present, then, linguists,
humanists and social scientists will have to forego their visions of using Google Books to assemble all the
early nineteenth-century book sale catalogues mentioning Alexander Pope or tracking the use of "Gentle
Reader" in Victorian novels: In our panel discussion, Dan Clancy suggested that it should fall on users to take
some of the responsibility for fixing these errors, presumably via some kind of independent cataloguing effort.
But there are hundreds of thousands of errors to pick up on here, not to mention an even larger number of of
files with simply poor metadata or virtually no metadata at all. Some of the slack here may be picked up by the
HathiTrust , a consortium of a number of participating libraries that is planning to make available several
million of the books that Google scanned along with their WorldCat records. But at present HathiTrust is only
going to offer the out-of-copyright books, which are about 25 percent of the Google collection, since libraries
have no right to share the orphan works. In any event, none of this should let Google off the hook. Google
Books is unquestionably a public good, but as Pam Samuelson pointed out in her remarks at another panel, a
great public good also implies a great public trust.
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