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Entering the next century with strength

by Steven Herb

A s part o f  th e  100th anniversary  issue o f 
Library Jo u rn a l  in 1976, Eli O boler w rote 
a p iece  en titled  “T he Free Mind: Intelle

F reedom ’s Perils an d  P rospects.”
R eprin ted  in his b o o k  D efend ing  Intellec

tu a l Freedom: The Library a n d  the  Censor, 
O b o ler th ough t th e  article still se rved  as “a 
re m in d er to  e x p e rien c e d  lib rarians a n d  a 
stim ulus to  library n eo p h y tes to  engage, pe r
sonally  an d  directly, in the  necessary  battle 
to  save in te llectual freedom . After several 
years, a b o u t th e  on ly  ad d itio n s I be liev e  
n e e d e d  are  to  un d ersco re  its p e rh ap s  p re 
scien t com m ents on  th e  inchoate  dangers to 
libraries in the  com m ercial inform ation  in
dustry  an d  o n ce  again  to  ask  vehem ently  for 
strong  m easures by  th e  library profession  to 
p rev en t th e  spread ing  con tag ion  o f censor
sh ip  [w hether conscious o r unconscious] by  
librarians them selves.”1

Tw enty years later, it is interesting to  no te  
that the tw o largest items o n  the  Intellectual 
F reedom  C om m ittee’s very full agenda this 
au tum n have b een  an  exam ination o f the  p o 
ten tially  d e le te rio u s effects o f  com m ercial 
outsourcing o n  intellectual freedom  principles 
in  libraries and  the  ongoing debate  regarding 
filters and  the  Internet— a battle that is being 
w aged  w ithin libraries and  am ong librarians 
as often as it is outside the profession.

ctu

It seem s a  g o o d  tim e in d eed  for ACRL to 
have ad o p ted  an d  ap p ro v ed  its “Intellectual 

al F reedom  Principles for A cadem ic Libraries.” 
Oboler, w ith  th e  he lp  o f Zechariah  C hafee 
Jr., p resen ts th ree  sim ple tru ths that prov ide 
a solid  foundation  for th e  ACRL docum en t 
an d  w hich  “th o se  w h o  believe in th e  bright 
fu ture o f  th e  free exercise o f th e  free m ind 
shou ld  find ag reeab le”:2

•  there is no  good reason to assume that the 
free flow  o f ideas an d  argum ent will n o t  re
sult in a  better life for the individual and nation;

•  those  few  w h o  advocate  suppression , 
restriction, an d  censo rsh ip  are in n o  w ay  so 
m uch  w iser th an  th e  m asses that they  can 
safely regulate their view s for them ; and

• con trary  to  the  “virtues o f tradition  and  
th e  obvious evils o f  ch an g e” argum ent, let us 
have  e n o u g h  faith in o u r institutions to  b e 
lieve that th ey  can  safely w ithstand  voice and  
p a p e r (an d  W eb site!).3

T he “Intellectual F reedom  Principles for 
Academic Libraries” arrive at a time w hen  tem p
tations to  restrict o r tighten control o f access to 
inform ation loom  large in  m any academ ic set
tings. The surprise m ay b e  that the  effort to 
restrict access to information is as likely to com e 
from  a p ressu red  library adm inistrator as a 
system  adm inistrator o r university official ou t
side o f the  library.
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Intellectual Freedom Principles for Academic Libraries

A strong intellectual freedom  perspec
tive is critical to the  developm ent o f aca
dem ic library collections and services that 
dispassionately m eet the education and re
search needs o f a college or university com 
munity. The p u rpose  o f this statem ent is to 
provide an interpretation o f general intel
lectual freedom  principles in an  academ ic 
library setting and, in the process, raise con
sciousness o f the intellectual freedom  con
text w ithin w hich academ ic librarians work. 
These principles should  be reflected in all 
relevant library policy docum ents.

1. The general principles set forth in the 
Library Bill o f Rights form an ind ispens
able fram ework for building collections, ser
vices, and policies that serve the entire aca
dem ic comm unity.

2. The privacy of library users is and 
m ust b e  inviolable. Policies should  be  in 
place that maintain confidentiality of library 
borrow ing records and of o ther inform a
tion relating to personal use  o f library in
form ation and  services.

3. T he developm ent o f library collec
tions in support o f an institution’s instruc
tion and research program s should  tran
scend  the personal values o f the selector. 
In the interests o f  research and learning, it 
is essential that collections contain m ateri
als representing  a variety o f perspectives 
on  subjects that may be considered  con tro
versial.

4. Preservation and  replacem ent efforts 
should  ensure that balance in library m ate
rials is m aintained and  that controversial 
materials are no t rem oved from the collec
tions through theft, loss, mutilation, o r nor
mal w ear and tear. There shou ld  be  alert
ness to  efforts by special interest groups to 
bias a  collection though  system atic theft o r 
m utilation.

5. Licensing agreem ents should be con
sistent w ith the Library Bill o f Rights, and 
should m axim ize access.

6. O pen  and  unfiltered  access to the 
Internet should  be  conveniently available 
to the academ ic com m unity in a college or 
university library. Content filtering devices 
and conten t-based  restrictions are a con
tradiction o f the  academ ic library mission 
to further research and learning through ex
posure to the b roadest possible range of

ideas and information. Such restrictions are 
a fundam ental violation of intellectual free
dom  in academ ic libraries.

7. Freedom  o f inform ation and o f cre
ative expression  should  be  reflected in li
brary  exhibits and in all relevant library 
policy docum ents.

8. Library m eeting room s, research  car
rels, exh ib it spaces, a n d  o th e r facilities 
should  b e  available to the  academ ic com 
m unity regardless o f research being pursued 
or subject being discussed. Any restrictions 
m ade necessary because o f lim ited avail
ability o f  space shou ld  b e  based on need, 
as reflected in library policy, rather than  on  
content o f research or discussion.

9. W henever possible, library services 
should  be  available w ithout charge in or
de r to encourage inquiry. W here charges 
are necessary, a free o r low-cost alternative 
(e.g., dow nloading to disk rather than  print
ing) should  be  available w hen  possible.

10. A service philosophy should  be  p ro 
m oted that affords equal access to inform a
tion for all in the academ ic com m unity with 
no  discrim ination on the basis o f  race, val
ues, gender, sexual orientation, cultural or 
ethnic background, physical or learning dis
ability, econom ic status, religious beliefs, or 
views.

11. A procedure  ensuring  due  process 
should  be in p lace to  deal w ith requests by 
those within and outside the academ ic com 
m unity for rem oval o r addition of library  
resources, exhibits, o r services.

12. It is recom m ended that this statem ent 
o f principle be  endorsed  by appropria te  in
stitutional governing bodies, including the 
faculty senate or similar instrum ent o f fac
ulty governance.

— A dopted b y  ACRL Intellectual Freedom  
C om m ittee: J u n e  28, 1999- A p proved  by 
ACRL B oard  o f  Directors: J u n e  29, 1999.
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The concerns that adm inistrators express 
are usually genuine and  im portant to  acknow l
edge w h en  constructing o r reconstructing aca
demic library policies regarding collections and 
services.

In the  Internet arena alone, pressure  to  re
strict access to  com puter-based resources m ay 
b e  com ing from a variety o f sources and  situ
ations— from  the college adm inistration’s con
cern  that the  library’s com puters are the  last 
bastion of unauthenticated  access on  cam pus 
to  the library staff m em bers w ho  are becom 
ing m ore vocal abou t the im ages o r w ords 
they occasionally w itness w ith regret.

T h e  d o c u m e n t a p p ro v e d  b y  th e  ACRL 
Board this past Ju n e  should  provide a  solid 
rock u p o n  w hich to  build any collections-based 
or service-driven policy. It is broad, fair, and 
well connected  to bo th  the  intellectual free
dom  tenets o f  all libraries and  the special aca
dem ic freedom  underp inn ings o f college and 
research libraries.

As the 12th principle o f the docum ent states, 
“It is recom m ended  that this statem ent o f  prin
ciple b e  endorsed  by appropria te  institutional 
governing bodies, including the  faculty senate 
o r similar instrum ent o f faculty governance.”4

O n the  w ay to  that endorsem ent, it is p rob 
ably w ise to exam ine o n e ’s existing policies 
for self-com pliance. Many libraries are re-ex
am ining their m ission sta tem ents regarding 
service populations in light o f the  changes the 
In te rn e t has w rought. W hen  tw o  different 
populations are com peting  for lim ited com 
p u ter resources, for exam ple, h ow  does a li
brary provide equitable service w h en  o n e  of 
the populations is from  the college and  the 
o ther is from the town?

Academ ic libraries are also revisiting the 
issues o f anonym ity an d  privacy as defined by 
access to  com puter resources. T he days o f a 
truly anonym ous in-house library u ser m ay be 
com ing to  an  en d  in th e  electronic age, bu t it 
is critical that the  privacy protections in place 
for borrow ing library materials be  scrupulously 
observed  for patrons using resources requir
ing authentication.

W hether you are p lanning your century
closing party next m on th  o r lam enting the  tri
um ph  o f popu lar culture over sim ple calen
dar m athem atics, it is a very appropria te  time 
for academ ic libraries to  revisit their collec
tions an d  service policies. Those libraries that 
exam ine and  adjust their polices in the light o f 
the  “Intellectual Freedom  Principles o f for Aca
dem ic Libraries” will face the next century from 
a position of resounding strength.
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