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Not in MY Library, Issues of Workplace Speech and Governance

As a tone setter, here’s a 1938 poem by Bertolt Brecht that I think addresses

both recent global events and my chosen theme for tonight.   Now to convey the

original flavor, I’d like to share the German text first, then the English version 

and…it is short…

General, Dein Tank Ist Ein Starker Wagen

Er bricht einen Wald nieder und zermalmt hundert Menschen.

Aber er hat einen Fehler:

Er braucht einen Fahrer.

General, dein Bombenflugzeug ist stark.

Es fliegt schneller als ein Sturm und tragt mehr als ein Elefant.

Aber es hat einen Fehler:

Es braucht einen Monteur.

General, der mensch ist sehr brauchbar.

Er Kann fliegen, und er kann toten.

Aber er hat einen Fehler: 

Er kann denken.

General, That Tank

General, that tank of ours is some car.

It can wreck a forest, crush a hundred men.

But it has one failing:

It needs a driver.

General, you've got a good bomber there.

It can fly faster than the wind, carry more than an elephant can.

But it has that one failing:

It needs a mechanic.

General, a man is a useful creature.

He can fly, and he can kill.

But he has one failing:

He can think.

1938: Deutsche Marginalien

Now I actually hadn’t intended to follow that with another poem but since this is my hour,

 ... what the hell.

This I hope will resonate, but whether it does or not, I like it.  It’s by a woman 

named Julia Vinograd who is a telegraph avenue poet from Berkeley California 

and her work appears frequently…she’s just got a whole book of poems out… a

collection… her work appears frequently in this sheet called Street Spirit, San 

Francisco’s homeless newspaper and in my opinion one of the best of that genre 

anywhere --- in fact I would say that it is one of the best newspapers of any kind 

anywhere. 

Every issue among other things, replete with, not only verse as you will hear, but also 

splendid graphics and at the same time hard hitting text that is similarly inspiring 

and hopeful, even though the subjects, as you will hear, are often quite dreary….

Anyway, this is Julia’s piece that I really can’t resist.  

The homeless are our dirty underwear
We’ve gotta get the tired men pushing broken shopping carts

The waddling bag ladies with plastic flowered raincoats 

and the skinny young kids spare changing dog food

for their dog and all her nuzzling puppies

Off the street, off the street before the bombs fall

I can’t explain the connection but I remember…

Suppose you were run over by a truck and when they undressed you in the morgue

And you were wearing that dirty underwear in front of everyone 

Wouldn’t you just die of shame?

So when the bombs fall, everyone must be wearing clean underwear

Good clothes; looking well fed and happily married in houses with

Gardens and swings for the children even when it isn’t true…

Hell especially when it isn’t true…

It’s a matter of patriotism

We have to suffer to look good enough for death

It’s like dressing for a job, 

The homeless weren’t American enough to live and

They’re certainly not American enough to die…

They’re such an embarrassment --- 

Suppose the world ends

and there’s still broken shopping carts in ruined cities

Suppose the broken shopping carts never go away?

Now to the notorious Michael Moore who says on page 115 of Stupid White Men:

“For most of us, the only time we enter an American High School

is to vote at our local precinct.   (There’s an irony if ever there was one

going to participate in democracy’s sacred ritual while 2000 students

in the same building live under some sort of totalitarian dictatorship.)”

Well, I would say to Michael an even greater irony thrives inside libraries.   Invariably

hailed as “bulwarks of democracy” and “exceptionally democratic institutions,” which are 

commonly operated much like medieval fiefdoms, replete with hierarchy, secretiveness,

and arbitrary decision-making.   

This is from the minutes of the LAPL librarians guild professional concerns committee 

dated 5-3-2001.


“Regimentation and De-professionalization of LAPL Librarian Work.”

Those present discussed the ominous trend within our Department to

standardize every aspect of our work environments and even the ways

in which we organize our desks, the tone of our voices, and our facial

expressions.   This leads to an inflexibility of responding to public needs,

actually lowers efficiency in the workplace, and results in an unpleasant

work atmosphere.   Paperwork has been greatly increased, with unnecessary

required justifications for nearly every professional decision.”

That is not the stuff of democracy.   Indeed , the D-word while often enough bandied 

about in self-promoting PR, is actually regarded with contempt by most library 

managers in real-time administration.   During nearly three decades as a supervisor at 

Hennepin County Library, I attended many Management Team meetings.   Almost always, suggestions to expand and diversify that high level advisory group by adding the

Children’s Services Coordinator, or God forbid a senior clerical supervisor elicited

anguished wails from hierarchs who jealously sought to maintain their monopoly on

power and status.

Likewise, proposals to survey the whole staff on critical policy matters evoked angry 

reactions from the managerial elite, typically expressed in nonsensical, not to mention

often hysterical, declarations such as “You can’t expect us to consult with 500 

employees on every little thing!”

No, not on every little thing, but why not on every BIG thing?

Now, I’ve cataloged a few of my own un-free speech tribulations at HCL in a

piece called “Inside Censorship,” available on my website.

I’d like to share with you an excerpt from that which incidentally illuminates

the frequent charade of what’s called “team-based decision-making.”


“In the summer of 1996 I was accused in the Director’s office, with


only my immediate boss present, of being disruptive and undermining.


It was manifest that I would be disciplined in some way.   And what


terrible act had I committed?   I publicly opposed the first proposal to


emerge from a Revenue Generation Team assembled by the Director:


A plan to raise $100,000 a year by doubling the juvenile fine rate.  The


purpose was not to get books back on time or to instill greater responsibility


in youthful borrowers.  It was single-mindedly to impress the Board of 


Commissioners downtown with how tough and effective the library could


be in reducing reliance on property taxes; and on public money.  

It happens because I asked, that neither the board or county administrator had 

ever made a formal written request or demand to raise non-tax funds.

It was just something that our administration thought that they should do. And

 realizing that much of the staff, not to mention the public might question such

a kid -- and also poor-bashing policy.   The Team deliberately did not consult with 

the system’s two dozen children’s librarians or anyone else who might have

objected.   Instead, the plan was railroaded through the Management Team

and Library Board with great haste and minimum opportunity to criticize or debate.

I and the Children’s Services Coordinator testified at a board meeting 

a (Library Board meeting)  where we were frankly rudely received even though 

there was nobody else on the agenda or present to make testimony.   

The day before, there had been a brief discussion among the Management Team

concluding with a 10 - 10 split vote on the proposal -- a vote that was never

even intended (I had to ask for it).   So half the senior managers opposed it,

but the Administrative Committee that afternoon approved it anyway and the

appointed library board did likewise the next day with only one member 

dissenting.   

Given the appalling lack of staff and public input, I confess I talked to someone

at an alternative news weekly in the Twin Cities who subsequently ran a very

short story on the issue captioned:

“Library Pinches Nickles, Kids”

And I also initiated a simple petition finally signed by nearly 140 staff, which

asked that the fine policy be withdrawn.   As it happens, the policy did get

revoked, but probably, because of a call from one county commissioner who 

had been alerted to the library’s plan and surely recognized that it would be

both unfair and a probable PR disaster.   

Now, believe it or not, I wasn’t the person who contacted the commissioner,

but of course I know who was.   It was somebody  I had merely spoken to; a

citizen and library activist who realized that this was bad news for kids and poor 

people.

Anyway, for testifying publicly, talking to the press, and starting a petition, I was 

about to be reprimanded and I would have been except that I could afford $500 

to hire labor lawyers who phoned, faxed and mailed the administration 

advising that free speech rights might be involved and that they intended to 

represent me at any hearing or trial.

That did it.   They backed off.   But how many librarians can afford the 500 bucks

to buy their First Amendment rights?   How many have their mortgages paid off

already?

I did, but I was lucky.   As a footnote, during that dressing down, the HCL director

became particularly livid concerning the petition then circulating among staff.

I earlier called it “simple.”   In fact it went something like this: 

“Based on reasons already articulated by HCL’s children’s librarians, we the

undersigned HCL staff, request that the new juvenile fine increase be withdrawn.” 

That’s it.

It garnered about 140 signatures without any special effort.   At any rate, that

morning, I managed to mumble and it was just mumbling, in semi-shock, a few 

words about “right of petition” and First Amendment.   The director’s very

deliberate reply from just two feet away, eyes bloodshot, was:

“NOT IN MY LIBRARY !!!”

Later in the course of that same encounter, I was asked to swear that in future I

would invariably uphold all management decisions.   I refused, observing that no

one could any longer do that in good conscience since the Nuremberg Trials.

You can imagine how that went down in… fact you just did! …

At the end of that session the director’s forename… (this is perhaps ad hominem 

but it’s the only chance I get for a little compensation and I’m not saying his last

name…)

At the end of that session, the director’s forename changed forever, (at least

within my psyche) from Charles to "Benito."   Obviously he was a proud and

probably cum laude graduate of the Mussolini School of Library Administration.

The problem of workplace repression and let’s call it biblio-fascism is hardly limited to 

the Los Angeles Public Library and HCL.   Colleagues in recent years have been

rebuked or dismissed elsewhere for:

-- Conducting a program on Israeli censorship (that was in New York)

-- Writing labor friendly freelance newspaper columns and -- as City Librarian -- 

scheduling a series of labor films, which obviously offended local business interests.

(This person, in West Virginia, was summarily dismissed from her job and escorted 

with her belongings to the sidewalk by security guards.) and I’ve seen the pictures; the 

photographs…

-- In another place, questioning why a system closed on Easter but not on Rosh 

Hashanah or Yom Kippur.   (The library’s “Diversity Coordinator,” she was 

admonished for raising The “Jewish Question” and also for being “controversial.” 

In fact the Deputy Director banned her from attending any further systemwide

committee meetings.)

--Criticizing library management at a City Council meeting.

--Supporting a Black coworker who charged the administration with job discrimination…

--Opposing a new main building with inadequate space for books.   Now that might have

happened in dozens of towns -- in this particular case it was San Francisco

-- Asking for improved security after a violent sexual assault.

Now several of these cases are documented in a June 2001 University of Alberta course 

paper by Stephen Carney, soon to appear, I understand, in the Journal of Information 

Ethics.

So what recourse is there within the profession to bolster and protect workplace speech

and democracy?   There may be more…but these at least are three approaches…

One,  where the library staff is organized, is to bargain for a contract clause

guaranteeing members the right to express themselves freely on library policy and other

professional matters.   In the aftermath of my own experience at Hennepin, the 

nonsupervisory  librarians union there that’s 100 strong -- got such language included

in their contract.

(That’s AFSCME  local 2864.   So far, the clause hasn’t been invoked but it COULD be 

and in the meantime perhaps contributes to a slightly more open workplace.)

Second,  the national profession itself could be much more forthright and vigorous in 

supporting staff free speech.   In June 1999, while still a member of the ALA (the 

American Library Association) Council, I submitted a resolution to amend the holy 

Library Bill of Rights by adding a seventh clause:


70“Libraries should permit and encourage a full and a free expression of 

views by staff on professional and policy matters.”   

That was it.

What happened to that effort to secure the same protection for library staff as for library 

materials and meeting rooms is summarized in a letter I sent in August 2001 to Bill

Gordon, then ALA Executive Director I wrote:

“In March 1999, I proposed an amendment to the Library Bill of Rights that

would have extended free speech rights to library staff.   On June 29th, in New

Orleans, Council referred the proposal to its Committee on Professional Ethics.

In an “Open Letter to ALA Members” (published, I think in American Libraries) I 

warned that this “vital issue” of workplace speech might ultimately be buried or 

muted.  I believe, two years later, that what I feared has indeed happened.

The Ethics Committee unilaterally decided that “the existing tenets of the

ALA Code of Ethics address this issue” although they palpably do not,

and then undertook preparation of a question-and-answer document to clarify the 

matter.   The Q&A draft I examined in late 2000 I subsequently characterized

as a ‘manifesto supporting ‘managerial prerogatives,’ not free speech.”

Apparently not even the craven, diluted Ethics Committee “explication” has yet reached

Council.   When (and if) it ever does, that manager-friendly body will doubtless approve

it, effectively consigning librarians’ workplace rights to oblivion.   Believing that our

OWN free speech deserves at least as much attention as anyone else’s, I asked that

my proposed LBR amendment be presented to the entire ALA membership as a 

referendum.   To date, it has not been voted upon within ALA, Council  merely

having “referred” it to a committee.

If there is a better way than a referendum to get action on workplace speech and 

librarians’ rights, I’d welcome it.   What’s essential is not to let the issue evaporate or 

vanish down some bureaucratic “memory hole.”

As you can perhaps guess, I’m still awaiting an answer.   And nowhere in the august

library press, that bastion of First Amendment advocacy, has there ever been, to my 

knowledge, an editorial endorsement of free speech in the workplace -- or of that Library 

Bill of Rights amendment in particular.

Third, approach, in Steven Carney’s words,  “in order to ensure that library 

employee intellectual freedom is protected and to foster a ‘free speech situation,’ libraries and librarians should consider adopting organizational structures or practices that allow the worker to take an active, participatory, responsible, and equal role in the operation of the library workplace.”

As one actual model, he cites Dickinson College Library in Carlisle, Pennsylvania, 

which in 1975 scrapped “the hierarchical underpinnings of traditional management” in 

favor of a “collegial pattern…with a rotating chair.”   Still another precedent Tom Eland reports in the July 2000 Counterpoise:   Minneapolis Community & Technical College

Library, a “peer-based collegial department.”  

According to Eland:


“We have no library director and all decisions are made by consensus. 

Sometimes our staff meetings get a bit long, and on occasion we enter into 

spirited debates, but the entire staff is invested in the process and we keep each 

other honest.”

Now Jeff Schmidt, in this work called Disciplined Mind : (subtitled) A Critical Look at 

Salaried Professionals and the Soul-Battering System That Shapes Their Lives 

(Rowman & Littlefield, 2000), offers a whole panoply of ways that individuals within institutions can contribute to what he calls “to more equality and democracy, to less hierarchy and authoritarianism.” 

Here are just a couple of examples from many pages worth from his final chapter, “Now Or Never”:


“Encourage co-workers to connect themselves with radical organizations and to 


read and subscribe to radical publications.   You circulate anti-establishment 

periodicals, or selected articles from them, to professional and nonprofessional 

coworkers who might be interested.  (by way of exegesis here, or clarification, I 

think it really means alternative publications.)…

“Air your institution’s dirty laundry in public.   When you make public an

internal fight over the nature or quality of the institution’s products or services,

you expose your bosses to pressures that make an outcome in the public interest

more likely than the usual outcome that serves elites less likely.   The

pressure can be strong, because even members of the public who seem to 

be apathetic perk up when let in on what is going on behind the scenes; they

can see where a decision is being made and can, for a change, imagine

themselves influencing it.”

A couple more ideas from Schmidt…

“Debunk the myth of the objectivity or neutrality of the profession and its 

working principles. You challenge the social role of the profession.”

And another one…

“Help lay bare the intimate details of management’s decision-making about

the content of the work.   Because workplace secrecy increases the power of 

the bosses by ensuring that they are the only ones with a comprehensive 

knowledge of what is going on, you work to spread around as much information 

as possible.   When you know the details of how the bosses made a particular 

decision, you inform people inside and outside of the organization, and you

encourage coworkers to do the same.   This helps reveal management’s politics

and enables people to predict its decisions in the future.”

Two more…

“Encourage openness in personnel matters, specifically, in individual disputes

with management.   When you have a dispute with management, the bosses

insist on discussing it with you behind closed doors not because they want to

protect  your privacy, but because they want to deny you the support of 

coworkers.

Behind closed doors you stand alone against the institution.   Hence, you try to

handle conflicts with the boss in front of coworkers to whatever extent possible

In any case, you recount the details of your disputes to coworkers, and you

encourage coworkers to do the same when they have disputes with 

management.”

And then finally…

“Help organize a union.   After all, management is organized and sticks

together to defend its interests.”

Now having gone over this sample of a small litany of things that Schmidt

suggests, let me make the perhaps obvious caution, that if you are just beginning

a job you might wait a week or two before pursuing some of these remedies.
(An extremely concise and persuasive critique of “hierarchical power structures”

appears on pages 271 and 273.)   The best I’ve ever seen that again is very

succinct, very persuasive.

The wrap-up goes to Stephen Carney (already mentioned) who eloquently

summarizes he writes in that Alberta course paper…the D- word dilemma:



“The protection of intellectual freedom and freedom of expression for all



people is essential to the proper functioning of modern liberal democracy.



it must be recognized, however, that these tenets cannot be fully 

exercised or protected unless they exist alongside a commitment to the 

substantive social and economic equality of all citizens.   In other words,

the civil rights of freedom of expression requires a recognition that not all

citizens in western society are equal, and that social and economic status

may have a direct impact upon a person’s ability to exercise his or her 

own right to freedom or expression… The public library is often 

conceptualized as an arena in which freedom of expression and

intellectual freedom can be achieved and thoroughly defended.   

The library, as a site in which the public sphere can be realized, is in this

context thoroughly democratic.   Often the defense of intellectual freedom 

requires the library employee to take a specific stance or position 

on an issue and to recognize that not all people are automatically

afforded the same civil rights. 

Just as certain societal factors inhibit the protection and defense of these

principles, certain institutional practices and structures that are common 

in the library as a place of work inhibit the library worker from openly 

recognizing that these societal factors and limitations do actually exist. 

When the library worker is unable to challenge these practices, factors, 

and limitations, the defense of universal intellectual freedom and freedom

of expression is inhibited as the voices that wield more power are allowed

to dominate the dialogue of human communication.

Challenging the hierarchical organizational structure that is common to

the library may then be looked upon as a first step towards the

development of an egalitarian free speech situation, where intellectual

freedom actually exists alongside real social and economic equality.”

Okay, those were Carney's words and these, rather more briefly are mine:

I think there is a fundamental disconnect, a disharmony between our professed 

values and our actual practice, between what we say we believe and what in fact 

happens inside our institutions.   Anyone who has attended a stress management

seminar, and I confess to having done so, knows that a prime source of tension and 

unease is when our principals don't coincide with our behavior.   That I think is exactly

the situation in far too many libraries and for our mental health, if nothing else, that 

contradiction needs repair.

Now, having begun with two poems, let me end with a third, this one by me...that I 

hope captures the contradictions.   I title it "Director's Song" and someone may wish

to add music later , I invite that:




I'm for Mill and I'm for Milton




I'm for speaking without fear




I'm for intellectual freedom




Almost anyplace




But here....

Thank you.

Now, we want to do, I hope, if there's time, take questions and comments from everybody, I'd like to hear your views on some of this and what you've learned or haven't in library school concerning such matters... but I thought on a little more informal basis taking a couple of minutes might be appropriate to update you on what happened about a year ago...almost exactly a year ago at a joint conference of the Oregon and Washington library associations in Portland where I had been invited to do a couple of sessions but one of them in particular was on this issue of workplace speech so I was supposed to be the keynoter and moderator making a presentation for 15 or 20 minutes which essentially was what you have heard tonight but shorter and not including like the Schmidt elements that I regaled you with.

There was then a responder panel as is often and appropriately the case of three

people.   And that is what I can't resist sharing further.   One of them, one of them, was

the Oregon State Library Director and he admitted that indeed some library 

administrators may sometimes behave badly and arbitrarily.   But having just read a

biography by Wayne Wiegand, he was convinced that the source of this...was Melvil Dewey's tyrannical bent!...

So his remedy then, seems to be, and I applauded this later, but suggested it wasn't

enough, his remedy, seemed to be...that those wayward managers, those few handful

of wayward managers...could undergo sensitivity training or psychotherapy and I so

thought “yeah that's not a bad idea,” but on the other hand, fundamental rights, if that's

what we're talking about, like matters of free speech ought not to be dependent on the

vagary or circumstance of a particular supervisor’s or manager’s emotional state

or psychiatric condition.

So, that's was one reaction and another one was from the Beaverton Public Library

director and he announced quite cheerily that everybody should be able to , in a work

situation, to say whatever the hell they want to say and then I quote, he added while

you can say whatever you want to say, you cannot say anything on your mind without

of course being prepared to accept the consequences.

Now you can imagine what the disparate consequences would be for the Beaverton 

public library director to have said what was on his mind and for an underling, not a 

supervisor, to have done likewise.   So that seemed to me a rather strange reaction. 

But the winner in this trio easily was not a librarian, but rather a gentleman from a 

prestigious Portland law firm that I was told both before and after does a whole lot of

 first amendment litigation , much of it on behalf of local libraries, so you know like,

“a good guy” and certainly imbued with ideas of free speech... and he does this

through the ACLU, so he's a Portland attorney working with the ACLU on behalf of 

libraries and of course he did the necessary , the always prescribed, how wonderful 

libraries are and how you've gotta keep Harry Potter on the shelves, which is not 

really what I've been talking about --- anyway.  

He cited Supreme Court Rulings to the effect that while employers may listen to 

disgruntled employees, they have a right to expect employees to support 

administrative decisions and may fire anyone who doesn't.   And then he got into,. ask 

me why I haven't figured it out a year later,..into matters like would you expect Ford or 

Chrysler (the management there) to go to their line workers in the factory and ask

them about every intended new color combination on the new cars?

Now I hadn't talked about the auto industry particularly and frankly when I had a 

chance later to respond, I was still up in a slight state of shock and I wish I had said

what I knew but I didn't manage to vocalize, namely that in Germany it's not so silly,

they actually through a principle call nifersteinunbrest?   Have the right (they being 

union representatives in the auto and steel industries particularly) have the right to sit 

on corporate boards so they become part of corporate management ---so not such a 

ridiculous notion at all --- but what I did manage to babble out and believe it to be true

is that even through his example didn't seem to me to be particularly germane to the

library scene, why not ask line workers auto workers about colors on cars in as much

as they are the closest ones to the product and also themselves represent many of the

customers and indeed are probably very aware of mindset of the people likely to buy

those cars.

So, I mean, it seemed to me like really stretching, but that’s the whole point --- this guy

was really stretching making the point that a worker, and particularly in this case in a

library worker, just shouldn't be accorded the right to…. well he seemed to be

regarding them as strictly disgruntled even though the cases I'd cited were, like what

you've heard already which I don't think were particularly picayune or trivial and then

he brought up, like well would you want ... it's the same kind of thing I'd heard in

management team meetings years earlier at Hennepin    well would you expect the

whole staff to decide on whether or not to buy the latest Harry Potter or the latest this

or that, and of course nothing like that had been suggested in my remarks, and it did

reveal to me that maybe it would be worth sharing and I don't know if I did it adequately at that time.

But I did think that maybe you would be interested in knowing and it won't take

long...just running down some of the other things and including what I've already

mentioned---policy changes, major ones at Hennepin and I'm picking on Hennepin

because that's what I know, but I have no doubt that one could make the same kind of

testimony or description for a whole lot of other library systems but major HCL policy

changes that have been done over a period of maybe decade or more -- not only the

current director’s regime but the previous one,  (so it’s not really not a personalized… 

an ad hominem matter).these had been done arbitrarily and secretly.

You decide whether or not this is really triviality or that should not have involved

stakeholder and particularly staff input:

There was the elimination of a media lab that for years had helped people create

slide shows edit and splice films and tape and create other AV products.

There was the simultaneous destruction of a TV studio that regularly produced 

three local cable TV shows accenting regional and national writers and artists as

well as children's services and literature.

There was as was noted already, the imposition of the 100% increase in juvenile

fines.   The institution of a fee based Best Seller Express program although such

fee based services are explicitly and overtly proscribed by at least two if not three

ALA policies or standards as being discriminatory, there was no opportunity for

the staff to raise kind of an issue within the institution before this was

instituted.

There was the reduction only a couple of years ago of the periodical collection for

the system by more than 1000 titles. Many of these titles not being available

online or accessible anywhere else in the metro area and what I want you to

understand, please if its not obvious already, is that like in this case,  the front

line information desk professionals were not told of this.   They were not asked

about this, they were merely one day told that this was going to happen. 

There was the introduction, this was only a year ago, of overnight 24/7 web

reference service by contracting out that service to LSSI, a firm notorious for

privatizing public and federal libraries and again… I don’t know, this

may sound like sentimental anecdote but I have it on pretty good authority, that

the woman, a very respected and dignified person who bares I think or bore the

title of something like System Reference Librarian, or Reference Coordinator, for

a very large system, had been so completely left out of the loop on that one,

although it was clearly relevant to what she does every day, that she left her

office on learning of this decision in tears and I think was out sick for the next

several days, now again, I don’t mean for this to sound like super

sentimental but that kind of thing ought not to be happening in a decent, humane

and democratic profession and yet I think it’s all too common.   

There was also a mandate, this hits closer to home for me, there was a mandate

of total adherence to AACR2 to you know, Anglo American cataloging rules #2 

without any user friendly deviations in the midst…this was mandated in the midst

of what was supposed to be a team based study of AACR2 and local departures

from it.   In other words, the staff was supposed to be examining this and making

a determination and  one day on a Monday morning it simply appeared

on everybody’s terminals all over the system: “WE HAVE DECIDED” and ended

the team based process.  

Three years after that , it was predictable…there was the complete 

demolition…this was last October (2002) of the catalog database and the

authority file --- all bib. records being replaced by OCLC equivalents and 

all main and subject headings.   Now to conform strictly to AACR2, and LCSH

and once more the most affected parties one might imagine namely the 

information desk professionals and by extension the public who might have

been consulted through focus groups, or a newspaper survey or some such

means were totally ignored, totally overlooked in that decision.   

Now I might add, as a last footnote, that Union contract that I mentioned in another 

context, earlier, specifies that the local…the 100, non-supervisory librarians who are

the front line librarians are supposed to be regarded as consultants…that’s rather

unusual language but they do have it in there…but this stricture in the contract was

wholey ignored in every one of those cases that I mentioned.   

That is… in the several cases since the union was formed…that might be the last 5 or6

years.   Anyway kind of a sad story but that was the remarkable and is to me still

when I think about it a year later, appalling aftermath of the panel discussion---the

session on workplace speech in Portland, a year ago.   Anyway now comments, 

questions and I am going to slurp.

Question #1 (not audible on the tape) (about the Patriot Act)

Answer:   Ah…my understanding is that at the midwinter meeting I think of the most 

recent ALA, I was going to say conflagration, let us say convocation, that they did pass

something that was essentially…somebody could correct me on this who actually

attended perhaps…that was critical of the Patriot Act that in some fashion condemned 

it…I have heard however some opinions to the effect that they should have been even 

more severe and not only condemned the library and bookstore related clauses and I 

think everyone is aware or should be that what that Act permitted in fact it even seems

requires that the FBI and other law enforcement and security agencies can now 

examine library records with a very very low threshold of proof of probable cause and

all that kind of thing and then in libraries and bookstores probably the same

thing and in respect to the bookstores, too this is a rather bizarre

and I think somewhat frightening aspect, that you are not, even after you have been

visited and perhaps revealed …somebody’s circulation records, their 

borrowing records and all that… you are not permitted to talk about that to anyone else

including the affected…party…who is being surveilled.   Anyway it does have

all the overtones of a first rate like Orwellian police state situation 

And my understanding is that with respect to the library and bookstore aspects

particularly and (it’s not news to any of you, probably if you look at American Libraries

or you may have found it on the web,) but the Vermont Congressmen Bernie Sanders,

the only one they have, the Independent, has apparently introduced legislation that 

would exempt libraries and bookstores from the Patriot Act 1 and to answer your 

question directly, that would be something immediately …on determining 

what the number of his bill is that anyone could join in supporting.   I mean I think

also through your own legislators and if there is some perhaps ACLU spear headed

local or national effort…I’m sure there is, in fact a lot of local organizations 

have sprung up in the wake of the Patriot Act and its impending successor #2 which

Bill Moyers incidently profiled , described and condemned and I would say denounced

a couple of weeks ago in his “Now” show which I would most  heartily recommend to 

everybody as the one sane oasis in television journalism.

That’s on every Friday night.

Anyway, they did a big piece on that…. getting back to the Bernie Sanders bill, that

would be something you could support by writing Sanders, by writing your own

congresspeople and ask them to co-sponsor and to vote for it and if it’s not introduced

in the Senate, maybe getting your Senator to do that…who could contact Sanders and

get something going so at least libraries and bookstores would not be bearing

this particular burden.   I think from the larger standpoint, and not being quite so

parochial about it…

The whole Act was apparently ill advised.   It was never read by almost all the many, 

Many countless people who voted for it and it ought to be reconsidered and maybe

even repealed.  A lot of people are calling for just….to repeal the whole damn thing

and that re-start from scratch if there is ever any need to re-start from scratch, but certainly get rid of the original Act and don’t let this new version or this elaboration that Moyers described in detail ever get beyond a hearing stage or even the introduction

stage.  

I’d like to be able to be more specific and cite web sites … but

you folks are collectively and individually a whole lot more adept at that than I---I can

assure you however just from hearing the Moyers piece and reading a whole lot about

this in the alternative press and even the standard press and also if it’s accessible to

you another source for this kind of information and also the activist response to bad 

things happening like the Patriot Act, is the Amy Goodman show, “Democracy Now”

show on the Pacifica network.

But it unfortunately is not shown or carried on every radio station in the vicinity, but I 

am assured that it’s on the web and in fact it’s not just audio, but video on the web --so 

that’s one  if you haven’t tested or sampled so far I would most highly recommend.

And she  always is most good about giving website addresses, telephone numbers,

about things to follow up on, which is a danger maybe most of you are well aware --- 

you get all worked up about something like the Patriot Act or the War (in Iraq) or 

homelessness, or whatever it happens to be and then slip into that slough of despond

and hopelessness where  there may actually be some things however difficult and

perhaps even however ultimately futile that you could try to do and that are at least

worth trying so that’s why  something like the Amy Goodman show and a lot of the

alternative press, I appreciate… because it’s not just a matter of saying this is a terrible

thing happening but look these are people working on it and if you want to know more 

go here and if you want to actually do something whether it’s a street protest or a letter

writing or sending an email, …this is where to do it, …this is where to go.

Question #2 (not audible) about making changes and/or potential conflicts with 

supervisors?

Answer: Well…not easily, to the extent possible just as an off hand principle and an

ad hominem danger…It’s best to stay away from that. I mean, in other words, if you

can possibly avoid it even though personalities may be involved, try to stick to

principles and genuine substantive issues in whatever it is that has bubbled up

Now sometimes if it is a  personnel dispute like what Schmidt was talking about, well

that IS personal but then it can hardly be avoided- but a lot of other things don’t need

to be personalized,   You…can for instance without calling names, still talk intelligently

and perhaps ultimately with some effectiveness about the un-wisdom, the un-wiseness

of instituting the Best Seller Express program and do it on the basis of documentation

of the ALA policies, of what the effect it would be on the community and also how it 

would reverberate (image wise) to the disadvantaged who use the library itself.

I think there are a whole lot of important arguments that you could make that never

have to get to the level of  well : “You’re a damn fool for proposing it.”   Which I 

sometimes think is what happens.   And then it does get sidetracked.   Then it does

become personal you loose sight of…again not only loose sight of, you then loose the

opportunity of affecting any meaningful change. And it should be that this is the goal in

such things.   

I don’t know whether that is all together relevant, but let me also invoke a

principle that may not be unique to me…I think a whole lot of things

within librarianship and I suspect maybe elsewhere too,    (But lets keep it

about librarianship, and the profession) might be figured out in a more salutary way.

I’m not talking so much about a process but a basic principal, a commitment.

I have said this with respect to cataloging repeatedly that, you should, if you are a

cataloger, and it’s not always easy, I’m not claiming that there were no risks involved

… you’ve got to know what risks you are willing to take and what’s involved

But you should understand why it is you are doing what you are doing and who your

bosses really are or who your constituency really is and maybe that ultimately got me

into terrible hot water… but it did take quite a long time I must say!   

But my feeling with respect to cataloging was that like adding contents notes,

revising or reforming LC subject headings, and all that, related to the principle of

performing my craft or my job for the benefit of two constituencies, the information

desk professionals who directly use your product and you know your catalog within

the system and by extension maybe others in online systems that plug into it and

then of course your consumers, your users, whoever they may be --- in a public library

you know who they are, in an academic library it would be the students and staff   

you have in mind that these are the people that you are working for and that what 

you are doing should benefit them and that in this particular narrowly defined situation,

that I created here---that it’s not just a matter of applying rules mindlessly or obeying 

what a boss says or what you think the boss wants.  That’s NOT who you are working

for.  

Now, again, there can be friction and trouble and all that, but I would hope that if you

commit to those principles you could probably do as much as I ultimately think we 

were able to do in terms of catalog reform at Hennepin over a couple of decades..

It may never be that much but at least you will get to some higher plateau….some of

greater usefulness to your constituents and these to repeat I had always felt that I was

not cataloging for a boss or merely to mindlessly apply rules whoever. But rather for

the benefit for my colleagues on the information desk and the users of the particular

catalog and of course the colleagues sometimes mediate for the users…

Now I don’t know whether that all together satisfies the question that you raised – but

let me inject this too… so that sometimes even if it appears that you are being allowed

to say what you want to say, it may be for the appearance sake in other words so that 

then later the manager can say (I’m not saying this always happens) well…you had 

your say…we heard you but were going to do what we want to do anyway..and the

solution to that…(this is not a hard and fast solution) is to try to develop some kind of 

power mechanism and that could be… influencing a library board or county 

commissioners or it could be again if your organization is organized through the union

….they don’t always win but I regularly read the quarterly publication from the LAPL.   

(that’s where I got some of those quotes from)…the LAPL AFSCME local which is 

huge I think they have 1000 members both supervisory and non-supervisory

librarians belong to that and I have a sense that they do try to build a power base 

and exert and state their own voice which singly can get kinda hard to do sometimes

as you were talking about…so that collectively they have a voice…sometimes too, to

their credit, they by-pass the administration if they have been if they feel that they have

been abused or ignored by them and will go straight to the city counsel with a

statement or with an appeal or with a manifesto or something like that to the library

commission…and this is library staff doing it.

This is the kind of thing that clearly would have horrified my ACLU attorney

in Portland because you’re supposed to be and (Benito would roar if I did 

this…) because you’re supposed to be obedient minions once you have signed the 

contract as a worker, that somehow you’re no longer a free professional librarian

anymore.

But I think that’s the way, to like build coalitions and power bases…

and the press too, I mean (not always but sometimes) on a serious issue, you may

want to… and I won’t; call the incident with the juvenile fines that serious in terms of

going to a small weekly ---sometimes you may want to go to your big daily if there’s 

something really huge coming up and it may be you individually or even better a group

or a union that approaches them and alerts them to what’s happening…(some of this 

should also echo what I read you from Schmidt) I mean I think he’s basically on target

with this that sometimes you can’t just do it alone and sometimes in numbers you can

find another strength…. but this is a you have to realize and there is no formula that I 

have discovered you have to realize that what’s worth the extra effort and what isn’t so

it’s like the cliché of choosing your battles and not every one of them you necessarily

want to go to the mat for, but some you could.

I certainly felt that way and others did for the juvenile fines, that it seemed like

something that should never have happened and I am happy to say that it didn’t.

On the other had it was probably another three nails in my professional coffin.
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