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SPEAKER’S NOTE: This address was conceived for and delivered to audience of educators, not of librarians.  So my words will evoke familiarity to portions of the general library community.  The below is a synopsis of some of the key points delivered.

Even in Canada, a free country by world standards, books and magazines are banned at the border.  Books are removed from the shelves in Canadian libraries, schools, and bookstores everyday. Free speech on the Internet is under attack.  

--Excerpt from Canada’s Freedom to Read Week Kit, 2004.

There’s no use going to school unless your final destination is the library. 

-- Ray Bradbury
Schools were never intended to be tranquilizers, they should be agitators.  

--Henry -Steel Commager

A library is an arsenal of liberty.  

--Anonymous
If your library is not unsafe, it probably isn’t doing its job. 

-- John Berry, III
You probably know librarians to be the people who:

· collect and organize books, music, film,  newspapers, magazines, journals, and other resources, 

· answer reference questions, 

· work with classification systems,

· help you search the library catalogue and the Internet, 

· run programs for children, and

· support literacy and lifelong learning.  

Librarians do this work on a daily basis.  But my intention is to challenge the often stereotypically “safe” understanding of the librarian in society in the next 20 minutes.  So I am going to talk fast and cover a lot of ground!

From the umbrella organization, the International Federation of Library Associations and Institutions (IFLA), down to national, provincial/state, and local associations around the world, library rhetoric and policy on the ethic of intellectual freedom recognizes the inherent relationship between human rights and freedom of expression. This powerful connection is embedded in Article 19 of the United Nations Declaration of Human Rights, which states that:

”Everyone has the right to freedom of opinion and expression; this right includes freedom to hold opinions without interference and to seek, receive and impart information and ideas through any media and regardless of frontiers.” (see http://www.un.org/Overview/rights.html) 

Arguably, the nature and ideology of librarianship holds librarians to be agents of democracy who follow the Jeffersonian principle that informed citizenry will support democratic culture.  

Margaret Atwood wrote: “a word after a word after a word is power”.   Librarians strive to protect words of the past, the present, and for the future.  They strive to honour the right to know words in all languages and cultures, in oral and written traditions, in print and electronic format ... words of children, young adults, adults, and older adults … words on the right, on the left, in the center … anarchist words, radical words, and words of dissent.  However it is important to recognize that historically, marginalized populations, such as indigenous peoples, women, oral communities, and political radicals (i.e., the least socially and politically favored) have not been fairly “represented” by the world’s cultural and civic identities.  In this critical view, cultural workers, such as educators, publishers, librarians, archivists, and documentalists have both consciously and unconsciously participated in tasks and policy elaborations that have resulted in “absences, omissions, and negations (e.g., misrepresentation of racialized and immigrant cultures)”.
  And then add to the mix, more serious challenges. For example:

· What happens to librarianship’s values (such as intellectual freedom) in an era of intense privatization and heightened legalistic atmospheres?  

· What happens to the public’s “right to know” in the context of society’s competing political, economic, and ideological agendas?

· What happens when informed consent is dubious?  

These questions are not indicative of safe professional ground.

Our Canadian Library Association (CLA) President Stephen Arbram recently stated: “information professionals are subversives.”
  But Mao Tse Tung said it best.  He said that the fastest way to take over a nation is to kill all the librarians first!

 
An American Library Association (ALA) posting of October 31, 2003 reported the creation of a new lapel button with the wording: “Another ‘Hysteric’ Librarian for Freedom”.

Context: 

“Today the American Library Association (ALA) Office for Intellectual Freedom introduced a new product for the thousands of librarians who fight everyday to protect the privacy rights of library users.  Another ‘Hysteric’ Librarian for Freedom button acknowledges this important work while referencing the recent misstatement by U.S. Attorney General John Ashcroft.  For the last several months, the attorney general has toured American cities, trying to drum up support for the USA PATRIOT Act, which gives law enforcement easy access to library records with minimal judicial oversight. In several of his speeches, he has described librarians—among the first to denounce portions of the act as giving unprecedented powers of surveillance to the government, particularly in libraries—as “hysterics.”

This incident signifies the deeply gendered culture of the profession -- a major obstacle related to the general problem of achieving full human rights in a patriarchal culture.  Related issues to monitor closely include: diversity, institutional racism, white privilege, and public forum.

Colin Darch wrote that “librarianship is a social activity and therefore both the subject and the object of ideological struggle.”
 There is indeed contestation within the ranks of the profession. The main site of this contestation is within the discourses of progressive librarianship (also known in North America as activist librarianship, socially responsible librarianship, and radical librarianship--and in other nations as critical librarianship).  This has a network base in such nations as Argentina, Austria, Germany, Mexico, South Africa, Sweden, the U.K., and the U.S.
 The network base is informed by American library activist E.J. Josey’s notion of “positive aggression”.  

So, while you may have come here today thinking of librarianship as a quiet feminized profession, I hope you leave knowing that it is an outspoken vehicle for principled engagement -- and at times, positive trouble-making.  

In this view, librarians self-identify as:

· social actors, 

· freedom fighters, 

· agents of democracy, 

· watch-dogs of government, 

· providers of space and place for public sphere, 

· promoters of authentic opinion and the right to know, 

· educators for literacy (in all its forms), 

· advocates of cultural distinctiveness, cultural democracy, and cultural literacy,

· facilitators of active transparency (information meeting you fully at the time of need), 

· preservers of memory, human legacy, cultural and civic identities,

· and at the core -- supporters of human rights (including the rights of the child and the girl-child). 

Our CLA Statement on Intellectual Freedom directs that “Libraries should resist all efforts to limit the exercise of [our] responsibilities while recognizing the right of criticism by individuals and groups.”
 In my reading, this directive is activist, not passive. This is how I interpret the statement in my teaching.

In my teaching, I aim to support library and information studies students to:

· explore a moral understanding of librarianship, 

· envision a more social, political, and humanistic profession, 

· understand diversity and contestation within our community, 

· view the library as a point of resistance
, 

· seek library citizenship and agency, 

· learn about the nature and ideology of the profession in a critical manner, and 

· be responsive to social transformations.  

Within this educational framework, students can critically study how librarians conceptualize and re-conceptualize their values and alliances, as well as where and how they debate and create policy (and ultimately service) related to such issues as:

· neutrality, 

· branding, 

· corporate sponsorships, 

· threats to library access, 

· censorship, 

· self censorship (or inside censorship), 

· alternative catalogue entries and descriptors, 

· public access to government information,

· small and alternative presses, 

· meeting room policies and the politics of public space, 

· Internet access and child protection, 

· attacks on fair use copying, 

· legislation,

· information rights

· right to read anonymously,

· impermanent and restricted access to purchased electronic records, 

· academic freedom, 

· freedom of expression on professional and policy issues, 

· one voice, 

· public forum, 

· systemic racism, 

· international relations, 

· labour, 

· outsourcing, 

· GATS, 

· cutting of teachers librarian positions, 

· intellectual property, 

· serving the poor, homeless, and people living on fixed income, 

· media conglomeration, 

· socially responsible investing, 

· anonymity, privacy, and confidentiality, 

· humane library space, 

· human security, 

· national security policies, 

· the global tightening of information and border controls,
· transborder data flow,
· and so on.
The breadth and depth of these issues demonstrates how librarians exist front and center in life, not on the margins of society.  Librarians right here in Canada are in the midst of post 9-11 surveillance, the firebombing of the United Talmud Torah School library in Montreal and other forms of cultural destruction, hate speech, Internet access and child protection, racism, family values and   community standards, homophobia, censorship, access to government records, privatization, political correctness, and so on.  And there is always much more work to be done if librarians are to be in sync with social transformations. 

One of Canadian librarianship’s greatest obstacles is that the profession remains a white, middle class, college-educated, women’s profession that fails to come close to reflecting the diversity that is evident here in this room and at this conference in general.  This impacts every aspect of library work and its fullest potential.

As educators, you will recognize that another major obstacle is the radical cutting of teacher librarian (TL) positions.  Our teachers are rapidly losing their best professional consultants on intellectual freedom issues – TLs.    (Note: The province of Alberta currently employs only about 70 TLs, down from what was once approximately 500.)  The theory and practice of intellectual freedom are essential underpinnings of critical inquiry and informed citizenship, both important goals of our education system.  However, our teachers are hard-hit by related sensitive social issues, such as book challenges, Internet access and child protection, principles of intellectual freedom in the aftermath of terrorist attacks, and working with community leaders to deal with concerns about school resources.  English language arts teachers are the hardest-hit of our educators for a number of reasons: (1) the resources and curriculum they use is challenged regularly, (2) the intellectual works they choose are subject to broad interpretation, and (3) the students they teach represent every level and age group.   In a nation where cuts to TLs in our school systems have reached the point of national crisis, is there a greater threat to intellectual freedom and cultural democracy?   

So, what needs to happen?  Librarianship’s full potential for social action depends upon such conditions as:

· intention, 

· ability to publicly finance its work, 

· freedom of expression within its own ranks,

· increased support for library employees who take risks in the defense of intellectual freedom, 

· respect for cultural distinctiveness, cultural literacy (in all its forms), and cultural democracy,

· action, coalition, and alliances in a profession that is largely guided by an ethical framework that carries no sanctions when violated, 

· ability to negotiate the enduring dilemma about what constitutes library work, 

· desire to redress “omissions, absences, and negations” in memory, human legacy, and cultural and civic identities, and 

· progress in opposing commodification of information, “corporate globalization, privatization of social services, monopolization of information resources, profit-driven destruction (or private appropriation and control) of cultural artifacts and the human record.”

In closing, the newly minted August 28, 2004 manifesto Declaration from Buenos Aires On Information, Documentation and Libraries recognizes that “information, knowledge, documentation, archives, and libraries are communal cultural goods and resources.  They are based upon and promoted by democratic values, such as: freedom, equality, and social justice, as well as tolerance, respect, equity, solidarity, communities, society, and the dignity of individuals.” 
  I encourage everyone to read this manifesto and to note that it is directed to “the information society,” not just to librarians, documentalists, and archivists.  Perhaps at first glance this might appear to be a small point of interest.  But, in fact, it signifies a powerful break in tradition from mainstream library policy writing, which has perpetuated a closed circuit.  Indeed, a key element of a librarianship for human rights is inclusive social responsibility and action. 

	Some other key resources are found at: 

	 http://www.ualberta.ca/~asamek/web.htm
	


And thank you for your interest!

Post Conference Note:

While at the conference, I attended a plenary by George Dei, who spoke of systemic racism.  He said: “knowledge compels action or inaction”.  In our knowledge society, this is a very powerful statement.  How can librarianship work to support action?  

I also attended a plenary by Ratna Gosh, who spoke about the rights of women and the girl-child. She said: “greater access to education is not enough if the message of education is not what it should be”.  She urged us to help women and girls “extract voice and agency from society”.  How can librarianship help all marginalized members of society extract voice and agency?  

These are tough questions.  But librarianship, I believe, can be an equally tough profession.
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