Intellectual Freedom—
That Neglected Topic
An Introduction

Gene D. Lanier, Guest Editor

Librarianship, as a profession, according to
Eli M. Oboler! who was one of our strongest prop-
onents of intellectual freedom, is as much based
on the freedom of the mind as the profession of
medicine is based on its responsibility for the care
of the body or the profession of law for equitable
determination of the relative rights of individuals
and society. He felt that if universal health is the
proper goal of the doctor and universal justice the
appropriate aim of the lawyer, then, equally, uni-
versal intellectual freedom is unquestionably the
right target for the librarian.

Librarians have had to deal with censorship
and related issues for as long as there has been a
recognized profession. Censorship is defined in
the International Encyclopedia of the Social
Sciences as

... the policy of restricting the public expression of ideas,
opinions, conceptions and impulses which have or are
believed to have the capacity to undermine the govern-
ing authority of the social or moral order which that
authority considers itself bound to protect.®
It is conscious policy and may be enforced with-
out the assent of the majority; indeed, it may be
instituted by a small group or even by an individ-
ual who feels strongly concerning a certain issue.
Though such issues may fall in any sphere of
human interest, the practice of censorship has
been most frequently invoked in three areas,
namely, politics, religion, and morals. Therefore, it
is in these areas that the problems of censorship
as they impinge on library administration are
most often encountered.

There are currently several trends that have
caused concern if not problems for librarians,
authors, and publishers alike. The threat of
regional and national movements to “Christian-
ize" American education is ominous. As a nation
we tend to be confronted with crises; we tend to
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be disoriented, feeling unrepresented and help-
less. While in this frame of mind, there are indi-
viduals and groups in our midst who have arisen
with what they say are all the answers to our
problems. They are doing this in the name of God,
the family unit, the flag, and patriotism. A number
are using the ill-defined term secular humanism
as the reason for their actions.

Although a large percentage of reported cen-
sorship incidents appears to have been initiated
by an isolated parent or school official, the rea-
sons cited for these censorship attempts consist-
ently follow the philosophy of nationally organized
pressure groups such as the Liberty Federation,
the Eagle Forum, Citizens for Decency, the
National Coalition Against Pornography, the
National Council for Better Education, and the
John Birch Society. The educational philosophy of
such groups is suceinct in that they feel children
should be exposed to a slanted set of “facts” that
in no way conflicts with either the censor’s point
of view of history or their visions of the future, A

book is easier to burn than to explain.
Current state and federal legislation has also

played a role in limiting access to information.
There has been a growing restriction of govern-
mental information according to documents
librarians due to the crucifixion of the Freedom of
Information Act. The “chilling effect” of the Attor-
ney General's Commission Report on Porno-
graphy® has been voiced by librarians, university
professors, and classroom teachers. This unscien-
tific treatise has resulted in librarians practicing
“silent” censorship by not choosing titles which
meet the criteria for selection or by removing
titles before the censor comes because they might
be considered controversial. In the classroom,
professors and teachers have changed their
instruction or avoided certain sensitive topics due
to the same reasons. In North Carolina, anti-obs-
cenity legislation (N.C. General Statutes, Article
26, 14-190.1 - 14-190.20) and a proposed bill called
the “Parent and Pupil Rights Act” patterned after
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the Hatch Amendment, have had the same effect,
along with debates on the Basic Education Plan.
The Tennessee and Alabama court decisions also
added to the intimidation. All of these have given
librarians pause in the selection process, and
have encouraged moral vigilantes resulting in
attempted censorship.

Technology has brought on its share of prob-
lems in this area involving access and copyright.
The 1986 report from the Commission on Free-
dom and Equality of Access to Information,
chaired by Dan M. Lacy, indicates that some tech-
nologies of communication tend to lock informa-
tion in computer systems and data banks which
cost thousands of dollars to access. This along
with the information explosion and copyright in-
fringements has resulted in an onslaught which is
going to make it difficult for intellectual freedom
and access to survive. It can become very easy to
fall into the trap of assuming the servant role and
to lose the storage and retrieval battle. Many have
forgotten that our whole constitutional system is
based on the theory that we regulate action, not
ideas or attitudes.

Excesses must be tolerated
even though we may person-
ally disagree with certain
issues and topics in today’s
world.

Having served as Chairman of the Intellectual
Freedom Committee of the North Carolina Library
Association since 1980, and having dealt with
over two hundred requests for help, as well as
being on the same committee in the Southeastern
Library Association and American Library Asso-
ciation, this writer has witnessed and been
involved in a number of censorship attempts
around the country. There have been numerous
occasions when knowledge and understanding of
intellectual freedom principles by librarians could
have changed the whole sequence of events.

Cases have failed in protecting the freedom
to read, view, and listen first of all when the librar-
ian and/or advisory committee have not had a
solid philosophy of intellectual freedom. They
casually agree they subscribe to the First Amend-
ment, the Constitution, the Freedom to Read
Statement, and the Library Bill of Rights, but
when censorship attempts and problems come
home, they begin to back down, hedge, and their
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stand falls apart. There is no in-between when it
comes to the freedom to read, view, and listen.
Excesses must be tolerated even though we may
personally disagree with certain issues and topics
in today’s world. There seems to be a growing mis-
conception that a librarian taking a purist stand
on intellectual freedom must go out on a limb
when any materials are being attacked. If a title
meets the criteria for selection identified in the
written, approved selection policy and helps the
library work toward its identified goals and objec-
tives, a defense is not necessary.

Intellectual freedom expert Lester Asheim as
far back as 1953 made a clear distinction between
censorship and selection.® Too often, librarians in
this writer's experience feel they are censoring
simply by not selecting a title or by not defending
every single title that has been added to the col-
lection through the years. This is a fallacy. Other
cases have failed because (1) there was no writ-
ten, approved selection policy; (2) the advisory-
/reconsideration committee was inactive; (3) the
selection policy had received little publicity and
administrators and governing authorities had not
been reminded from time to time that the policy
existed; (4) the complainant had not been
informed of the selection policy and procedures
for handling complaints or the policy and recon-
sideration form were not readily available; or (5)
the hearings for reconsideration had not been
well organized and publicized.

It is critical that librarians plan ahead to
ensure due process and the protection of intellec-
tual freedom. Emphasis should be placed on the
positive elements of intellectual fredom rather
than the negative connotations associated with
censorship. This issue of North Carolina Librar-
ies examines these problems from different pers-
pectives. It is hoped it will stimulate North
Carolina librarians to examine their personal
philosophies concerning intellectual freedom and
help them prepare before the censor comes.
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When there are anticipated problems or you are faced with a censorship attempt, you should contact one of the following IFC

members for aid and suggestions:

Gene D. Lanier, IFC Chairman
Department of Library & Information Studies
East Carolina University
Greenville, NC 27858-4353
(919) 757-6627 or 6621

Amanda R. Bible

Columbus County Public Library
407 N. Powell Boulevard
Whiteville, NC 28472

(919) 642-3116 or 5700

David M. Bowles

Sherman College of Straight
Chiropractic

PO Box 1452

Spartanburg, SC 20304

(803) 578-8770 x18

Wesley S. Brewer
2021 Welcome Drive
Durham, NC 27705
(919) 493-2161

Mary Ann Brown
Mangum Primary School
Box 424

Bahama, NC 27503
(919) 477-2167

Nelda G. Caddell

S. Central Regional Education
Center

PO Box 786

Carthage, NC 28327

(919) 947-5971

Katherine R. Cagle

Reynolds High School Library
300 N. Hawthorne Road
Winston-Salem, NC 27104
(919) 727-2260

Betty S. Clark

Durham County Library
PO Box 3809

Durham, NC 27702
(919) 688-05056

Margaret Grigg
Route 5, Box 765
Albemarle, NC 28001
(704) 982-8623

David Harrington
Rowan County Schools
PO Box 1348
Salisbury, NC 28144
(704) 636-6750

Doris Hulbert

Jackson Library, UNC-G
Greensboro, NC 27412
(919) 379-5880

Gwen Jackson

SE Regional Education Center
612 College Street
Jacksonville, NC 28540

(919) 455-8100

Shirley T. Jones

Wayne Community College
PO Box 8002

Goldsboro, NC 27530
(919) 735-5151

Gayle Keresey

East Arcadia School
Route 1, Box 100
Riegelwood, NC 28456
(919) 669-2934

Charles F. Montouri

New Hanover Public Library
201 Chestnut Street
Wilmington, NC 28401

(919) 763-3303

Beth M. Rountree
Cotswold School
300 Greenwich Rd.
Charlotte, NC 28211
(704) 366-3282

Merrill F. Smith

1608 Plantation Circle
Asheboro, NC 27203
(919) 629-0987

Kathy M. Thompson
Hackney Library

Atlantic Christian College
Wilson, NC 27893

(919) 237-3161 x268

Jerry M. Weaver

Surry Community College
PO Box 304

Dobson, NC 27017

(919) 386-8121
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