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Emerging technologies are not merely a tool
or a medium that we use, but also a frame-
work within which new social, political and
artistic practice and questioning arise. As
self-learning machines take on an ever lar-
ger part in our lives, society needs new rules
- rules that should not be developed and es-
tablished exclusively by technology experts.
For this reason, the Goethe Institut has been
devoting itself around the world to interdis-
ciplinary, intercultural projects in the field of
artificial intelligence, also in the context of li-
brary work.

As Germany’s official cultural ambassa-
dor, Goethe Institut promotes social dialogue,
international cultural exchange, and educa-
tion at 158 locations in 98 countries. In co-
operation with partner organisations, it fo-
cusses on global opportunities and challen-
ges and brings together an array of different
perspectives to facilitate dialogue. Such dia-
logues are ofimmense importance in the case
of artificial intelligence (Al, or in German: Kl).
Up to now, fathoming the potential for de-
velopments in Al has been primarily the do-
main of private enterprises. Political actors
and civil society have lagged behind. It is de-
cisive for our future, however, to cast light on
existing approaches and to consider the op-
portunities and risks of Al from the perspec-
tive of all stakeholders in order to facilitate
as broad a debate as possible in the public
sphere. After all, the key technologies of the
21t century will bring about significant trans-
formations in all our lives and in our under-
standing of art, work, education, society, and
politics.
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Society’s perception of artificial intelligence
(Al) is to some degree dominated by a distor-
ted view of what Al is and what it can actually
accomplish. In brief, it can be stated that in
our daily lives we are already surrounded by
a plenitude of weak Al systems, while it is in-
stead the images of strong Al systems which
take up considerable space in our — espe-
cially media-dominated — perceptions. This
leads, on the one hand, to many people not
knowing how strong their lives are influenced
by Al, and, on the other hand, to the propaga-
tion of fears about Al systems which will only
exist in the realm of science fiction in the fo-
reseeable future.

For libraries which employ Al systems
within the scope of their educational man-
date, this means that they not only have a
fundamental part to play as mediators, but
at the same time can and should act respon-
sibly during their implementation. This in-
volves transparency, the promotion of grea-
ter competency, participation and putting an
end to discriminatory practices. To do this it
is necessary to discuss how and for what pur-
poses libraries can implement Al, how these
processes can be designed to be transpa-
rent and participatory, and how libraries can
use their commitment to promote awareness
and impart greater competency regarding Al.
In this article, Olaf Eigenbrodt makes a cont-
ribution to this debate by shedding light on Al
in a societal context from a sociological point
of view. In a first step, he provides a descrip-
tion of the current situation, and then de-
velops, in a second step, recommendations
for further action.
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More than 5,200 libraries are currently parti-
cipating in Germany’s nationwide programme
entitled »Lesestart 1-2-3« (translatable as
»Start to Read 1-2-3«) by providing Lesestart
sets to all parents with three-year-old child-
ren through their local library. Many had al-
ready been involved in the first programme
and were excited that this successful pro-
ject for early childhood speech development
and reading promotion is being continued.
An evaluation study of the first phase sho-
wed that having libraries participate in Lese-
start was a significant factor in making fami-
lies aware of libraries, and also gave valuable
stimulus to library work as a whole.

Public libraries are places that invite visi-
tors to linger for a while, to read, to play or just
to browse. They are also places designed for
interacting with others, for engaging in con-
versations. In recent years libraries have ad-
apted to societal changes with regard to both
media and social customs. Increasingly, libra-
ries are taking up the newest media as well as
audio books to expand their classical selec-
tion of print media. Moreover, there is a new
and important trend taking shape: their col-
lections are being developed increasingly to
appeal to families with babies and toddlers.
This is a response to a phenomenon that re-
searchers have been pointing out for a long
time - that language acquisition and reading
promotion begin right at birth. The earlier a
child receives language stimulation and is ex-
posed to books, the more positive an affect
this has on his or her future scope of educa-
tion. Being read to aloud on a regular basis
expands a child’s vocabulary and thus crea-
tes an important foundation for a successful
educational path. As the 2018 Reading Aloud
Study demonstrated, children with a steady
experience of being read to will find reading
for themselves much easier. When reading
aloud is anintegral part of family life, it beco-
mes, indeed, more than just a beloved ritual.
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