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Competency A 
The professional ethics, values, and foundational principles of librarianship weave a complex network of beliefs that support the promotion of intellectual freedom.  But it is important to recognize conflicts between certain values.  First, there are four ethical tenets to be considered in library decision-making: social utility, survival, social responsibility, and respect for the individual. (Rubin, 2000)  Social utility refers to the library’s mission to promote social ends.  Generally, libraries promote society by providing users with access to information.  In different types of libraries, this means different specific goals: public libraries promote the public general information needs, such as entertainment or educational; academic libraries may prepare students to advance the field of knowledge; and archival libraries protect rare pieces of information and allow access to possibly historic and unique materials.  A conflict in this ethic is the possible fight over funding for another social institution or institutional department; this brings us to the second ethic: survival.  The library is bound to maintain its own survival.  Besides the conflict already mentioned, sometimes a library is bound to choose to ban an objectionable material or face financial ruin. (Rubin, 2000)  In such a case, the obligation to promote intellectual freedom may have to be discarded in order to save the library.  Saving access to a few books or one book may mean the loss of access for thousands of books, including the offending books, so in this case, survival trumps intellectual freedom because having thousands of accessible books promotes intellectual freedom more than temporary access to a few challenged books.  Socially responsible libraries take into account their accountability to society in general.  This may be a particularly sticky situation for corporate libraries that harbor information that is harmful to the corporation, and thus endanger the library’s survival, but necessary for the promotion of corporate accountability to society.  For example, a company may complete a study on the toxic effects of a product on consumers and consumers may come looking for such a study.  Does the library point out where it is or tell the consumers to look for it themselves or simply shrug and deny such a report’s existence?  This example may have legal precedence, but if there is no precedence and the library may decide on access, there is a clear conflict of values.  Respect for the individual refers to two groups: patrons and library staff.  Patrons have to be treated with respect and integrity.  Likewise, library staff have to be treated with respect and integrity.  There may be clashes between the two groups when it comes to library service, in which case keep in mind that both groups must treat the other and each other with respect and integrity.  The privacy of patron records must be respected and protected.  In acquisitions, the book requests of the individual must be balanced with the needs of the majority of library users.  Administration must also use vendors ethically. Respecting library staff may mean administration must consider the needs of staff against such factors as purchasing budget, building maintenance, and efficient access to library materials.  Specifically, administration may not show favoritism, administration may not unnecessarily reveal private staff information, administration must use consultants ethically, and administration must uphold an inadequate library staff system (such as one that promotes cheating).

An American Library Association (ALA) principle regarding access to library materials demands “free and equal access” (ALA, 1988) for patrons.  Yet, the library must balance this principle against other factors: information democracy or providing equality of information access for all communities and responsibility for promoting the social good. (Rubin, 2000)  Intellectual freedom may mean access to violent or sexual content for minors in public libraries; obviously the public library has to balance protection of minors to access for adults.  To allow access of such adult content to minors cannot be seen as promotion of the social good.  Sometimes access can be restricted from minors by organizing information such that minors will not be allowed access to adult content.  Another limit to access comes from copyright.  Libraries must protect the rights of authors and publishers in the arena of access.  To promote information democracy, library policy may explicitly state ways to reach out to disadvantaged groups.  Information democracy also means the upkeep of quality information.  To bring about freer information access, archives need to preserve materials for future generations and allow reasonable access to materials.  

Archives may need to keep updated on technology in order to bring greater access, but at the same time technology has brought an amount of access unimaginable in past generations.  Today, identity theft is a widespread social ill that stems from unethical use of information access.  To counter this and other problems of computer access, librarians can refer to the Ten Commandments of Computer Ethics (Rubin, 2000) to help guide them through any ethical questions related to computer access.

In light of these considerations, ALA still upholds intellectual freedom as the one principle that needs greatest promotion, as expressed through its Code of Ethics. (Rubin, 2000)  There are seven ethics in all, each tailored to further the ends of intellectual freedom, such as fighting censorship, distinguishing one’s own values from the values of promoting access to information materials, and not to promote private interests above those of the library, staff, or patrons.  

One of the following papers I give as evidence of my competency deals with how to handle a book challenge for a middle school library.  The other paper entered as evidence deals with the effects of the Patriot Act on intellectual freedom.  The focus of these two papers does not discount the wide array of issues manifested by adherence to the principle of intellectual freedom in other libraries, such as special libraries and academic libraries.  Corporate libraries have to balance the ethics of intellectual freedom with the release of corporate data that may be damaging to the company’s possible legal battles, research and development department, and competitiveness in the marketplace.  Academic libraries may face challenges arising from the Patriot Act as well as the protection of research and development information.  Government libraries may face challenges from laws, rules and regulations.  


Focusing on intellectual freedom, the following papers will deal with different aspects of this principle.  Giving access to information seekers in a democratic society such as the United States of America is critical to the development and growth of a healthy democracy.  Librarians must uphold the right of American citizens to the free access of information.  Citizens in our country have the right to free access of information as long as it does not infringe upon another’s rights, established laws, and the country’s security.  Librarians must resist the pull of censorship from individuals, groups, and organizations; outcries of immorality, heresy, etc., cannot be used as substantial reasons for the censorship of library materials.  The Library Bill of Rights (Rubin, 2000), details these principles explicitly.  Of course, libraries are challenged on the access of materials to certain populations, especially children, such areas of disagreement include: depictions of violence, sex-related topics, offensive language, and offensive subjects (Rubin, 2000).
Another area of intellectual freedom being challenged is information access dealing with national security.  Following the attacks of 9/11, America has established such laws as the Patriot Act to curb terrorist activities.  A discussion and analysis of this topic will also follow.  The dangers of the Patriot Act are that its powers may be abused.  As an update, abuse of power by the FBI using the Patriot Act has recently been uncovered this year (2007).  Many FBI agents had insufficient training in using the new powers of the Patriot Act, and they abused the powers by putting surveillance on many unsuspecting targets, including U.S. citizens, who were not part of continuing investigations. (ALA, 2007)  Many agents did not obtain the proper legal authorizations to perform surveillance; 22% of National Security Letters issued between 2003-2005 were not recorded in the official FBI tracking database; and FBI chief Mueller admitted that the agency did not have proper training, procedures, or internal oversight for use of the Patriot Act powers. (ALA, 2007)  ALA reiterated its support for oversight of the use of the Patriot Act so as to avoid invading the privacy of innocent Americans.
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