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The purpose of libraries and information centers is to collect, preserve, organize and disseminate

information resources.  Implicit in these functions is an ideal of information freedom, the idea that

information exists to be pooled and shared among those who seek.  The Code of Ethics of the American

Library Association states that librarians are “explicitly committed to intellectual freedom and the

freedom of access to information”, that “[w]e uphold the principles of intellectual freedom and resist all

efforts to censor library resources” and “[w]e protect each library user's right to privacy and

confidentiality with respect to information sought or received and resources consulted, borrowed,

acquired or transmitted.”  (American Library Association 2008)  Their Freedom to Read Statement

further states:

It is in the public interest for publishers and librarians to make available the widest diversity of
views and expressions, including those that are unorthodox, unpopular, or considered dangerous
by the majority…  It is the responsibility of publishers and librarians, as guardians of the people's
freedom to read, to contest encroachments upon that freedom by individuals or groups seeking to
impose their own standards or tastes upon the community at large; and by the government
whenever it seeks to reduce or deny public access to public information.  (American Library
Association 2004)

The ideals of freedom of information and reading are perhaps most important – and most contested – in

pubic libraries.  Public libraries must serve the information needs of such a wide variety of patrons, with

such a wide variety of opinion.  These patrons bring to their interactions with the library the full gamut

of political opinion, as well as moral and ethical beliefs, that society has to offer.  All such opinions

must be respected and allowed voice, and all their information needs must be served as well as possible.

Furthermore, patrons must be made to feel comfortable and safe in a library environment in order for

them to get the greatest benefit from it.  Keeping their usage records confidential promotes this sense of

comfort and allows them to seek for whatever information they desire without fear of judgment or

reprisal.  For these reasons, free access to information resources and the confidentiality of library

records must be protected.

According to Carolyn Anthony, Director of the Skokie Public Library, the freedom of

information is “very important” and “worthy of aspiring to”.  (Anthony 2009)  There are two common
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types of challenges to this freedom in a public library: 1) legislation which undermines freedom of

information policies – including policies which exist to protect the confidentiality of information

transactions – such as, most recently, the USA PATRIOT Act; and, 2) the moral and ethical opposition

some patrons have towards certain types of information made available by the library, most notably the

availability of adult material on unfiltered public access computers in the library.  (Anthony 2009)  In

both these cases, there are compelling arguments to be made in favor of curtailing the free access of the

public to information.  The USA PATRIOT Act was created as an attempt to protect the country against

terrorism and many feel that such protection warrants limiting the people’s access to information

deemed by the government to be a threat, as well as removing the protection that confidential records

provide in their search for information.  In the case of patron challenges to the freedom of information,

many believe that adult material has a detrimental affect on society and on the individuals who consume

it, and therefore prevent access to such material is necessary for the health of both the aforementioned

individuals and society as a whole.  So if a library subscribes to the ALA Code of Ethics and Freedom to

Read policies, how are these challenges met?

In the aftermath of the World Trade Center bombings, the U.S. Congress passed into law the

Uniting and Strengthening America by Providing Appropriate Tools Required to Intercept and Obstruct

Terrorism Act of 2001, better known as the USA PATRIOT Act.  This act amended previously written

laws to grant unprecedented power to law enforcement and intelligence gathering organizations in the

hope that it would allow for swift and unified action in the fight against terrorism.  In particular, Section

215 of the Act, which amended sections of the Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Act, allowed the FBI to

utilize National Security Letters to compel libraries to turn over circulation and computer access records

and browsing histories without obtaining a warrant.  Furthermore, any such actions were protected by a

lifetime gag order so a library could never reveal that these records had been requested or handed over.

In the original version of this section of the Patriot Act, there was no way to appeal such letters.  (USA

PATRIOT Act of 2001)  The potential for abuse of power and the undermining of civil liberties it allows



3

prompted the ALA to draft several policies and procedures to deal with the Patriot Act, such as the

“Resolution Reaffirming the Principles of intellectual Freedom in the Aftermath of Terrorist Attacks”

and “Resolution on the USA PATRIOT Act and Related Measures that Infringe on the Rights of Library

Users”, among others.  (Rubin 204, 135)  The USA PATRIOT Improvement and Reauthorization Act of

2005 made some significant changes to Section 215: “The Act contains several provisions to guard

against abuses of section 215 authority, including greater congressional oversight, enhanced procedural

protections, more elaborate application requirements, and a judicial review process.”  (Congressional

Research Service 2006, 4-5)  Also among the changes was a relaxing of the gag order “expressly

permitting a recipient of a 215 order to disclose its existence to an attorney to obtain legal advice”

(Congressional Research Service 2006, 8)  However, many still feel that the rights granted to

government agencies in this section are far too great and still without sufficient checks and balances.

Section 215 is scheduled to sunset in December of 2009.

Pubic libraries have dealt with this challenge to the principle of the freedom of information in

various ways.  In the case of the Skokie Public Library (as well as many other public libraries across the

country) the solution was to change the way records were kept.  Circulation and browsing records are

only kept for as long as is legally necessary and then they are deleted.  This way, if the police arrive

asking for information regarding who used a certain computer at a certain time, the library can say that

such records are “generally not available since we delete information re: bookings daily”.  (Anthony

2009)  Also, considering that the population of Skokie is 42% foreign born, with many from Iraq,

Columbia, and other terrorist “hot-spots,” the public library posted a sign letting its patrons know that

they might need to comply with information requests and that foreign nationals using the library in

particular should be aware.  (Anthony 2009)  Some libraries even went so far as to begin posting signs

for their patrons announcing that they could not say for sure that the FBI had not been in the library on

any given day.  There is hope in the library community that policy might begin to swing back in the
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direction of patron confidentiality and free information access.  President Barack Obama has already

reinterpreted the Freedom of Information Act in a light that encourages the transparent sharing of

information, and his actions in closing such prisons as Guantanamo Bay, as well as his statements

condemning the use of torture and indefinite detention all suggest that he “seems to be mindful of civil

liberties.”  (Anthony 2009)

There is a common ethics question that many librarians are asked during their schooling: A

parent brings their young child to the public library and on their way through the adult computer section,

the child sees explicit adult material on one of the screens.  The parent is furious and panicked that their

child may have been hurt from exposure to this material and demands that the library filter the adult

public access computers and block such content.  How do you handle this?  Unfortunately, this is a

situation that many librarians face all too often.  Many public libraries subscribe to the ideal of the

freedom of information as put forth by the ALA and such filtering would be against library policy.

Panicked and angry parents whose children have just seen what they consider inappropriate material do

not want their complaints answered with discussions of principles and ethics; they want to know how the

library will protect their child.  In the case of the Skokie Public Library, only the computers in the adult

section are unfiltered – the computers for younger patrons are filtered for content.  (Anthony 2009)  At

Harold Washington Library in Chicago, the adult public access computers are located such that patrons

have no need to go through that section in order to get to any other section of the library.  The hope is

that this will avoid many such encounters.  Furthermore, some libraries post signs stating that the

computers in the adult section are unfiltered, letting parents know that it would not be appropriate to

bring their children amongst them.  These are all policies aimed at preventing such situations from

occurring in the first place; when these situations do occur, Ms. Anthony says they are dealt with on a

case-by-case basis.  Each complainant is allowed to voice their complaint to a member of library

management and the library has several policies and guidelines to for handling such situations.
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Issues surrounding the freedom of information in library and information centers are powerful

and treacherous.  This freedom is constantly being threatened, sometimes by our own government,

however well-intentioned their actions may be, and sometimes by library patrons themselves.  People’s

desire to impose their will and values on an institution such as a public library can be very powerful, but

libraries must be vigilant not to allow such impositions to deny the rights of any of their patrons to

access and utilize the information resources of the library.  Nor must they allow such impositions to

prevent them from obtaining and providing information resources necessary to serve a given patron

need.  As the ALA states in their Freedom to Read Statement: “The freedom to read is essential to our

democracy…  We believe that free communication is essential to the preservation of a free society and a

creative culture.”  (American Library Association 2004)  The freedom to read and to openly

communicate ideas are central to the founding values of this country.  They must be protected and

maintained.  Libraries and information centers are in a unique position to do so.
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