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Abstract: The foundations of American progressivism were established in the 19th 
century and were heavily influenced by the emergence of Marxism, immigration, 
feminism and organized labor movements. These issues were and continue to be 
influential in American society. The American public library system developed within 
this context, and its values and goals were influenced by these ideologies. The role of the 
library was initially conceived to be that of a provider of enlightenment for the 
underprivileged. The goal was to lift up the common people and help them to become 
productive citizens of society. But this assistance can also be seen as a form of social 
control. The selection of materials for a specific purpose is tantamount to censorship. As 
a consequence, the library’s initial role of censor shifted toward a more user-focused 
system. Librarians were no longer gatekeepers and censors of information, but rather 
facilitators of the individual reader. The ALA endorsed and promoted projects that reflect 
this progressive shift. Consequences of the ALA’s shift toward progressivism include 
encouragement of radical social changes and changes in the educational system which 
began to encourage children to question dominant historical narratives. This paper 
examines the American public library’s relationship to a free society, and the role of the 
librarian in the public realm.  
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FOUNDATIONS OF THE AMERICAN PROGRESSIVE 
MOVEMENT 

Reform Movement of the Late 19th Century: Progressive Interpretation 

BEFORE THE PROGRESSIVE ERA 

Throughout the early and mid 19th century, America was in the process of 

defining itself. Growth was dependent on deep institutionalized inequities. The 

degradation of the lower economic classes grew in size and intensity. Resistance to 

inequities emerged within the populace and was directed primarily toward the injustice 

and hypocrisy of slavery. This culminated in the Civil War which nearly ripped the 

country apart. Resistance to slavery was the root of the reform  movement before the 

Civil War, and it shifted to helping freed slaves after the war all the way through to the 

beginning of what is considered to be the “Progressive Era” of the 1890’s through the 

mid 1920’s (John D. Buenker, 1986)1. The progressive era was defined by the growth of 

industry and the conflict between industrialists and workers. 

In her book ‘Reform and Reaction, The Big City Public Library in American 

Life’(Du Mont, 1977), Rosemary Du Mont described the early progressive movement 

and its effect on the development of the public library in America. This can be described 

as the progressive interpretation because it focused on the altruistic nature of the 

reformers’ motives and avoided social explanations. A brief description of Du Mont’s 

account of events follows.  

1890’S POPULATION SHIFT TO THE CITIES  

America in the late 19th century experienced dramatic changes. Racial issues had 

been bound up with the economic structure of the young America through the institution 

                                                 
1 Progressive Era: A period of social activism and reform that pervaded the American political landscape 
between the 1890’s and the 1920’s. The movement arose to fight corruption and uphold morality. 
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of slavery, but after the Civil War, that connection was severed just at the time when the 

country was growing and changing most rapidly. There was a large scale shift of the 

population from a rural agrarian lifestyle focused on domestic issues to an urban 

industrial existence caused by an increase in manufacturing and expansion of 

infrastructure known as the Industrial Revolution2. Aryeh Neier describes this migration 

in terms of an oppressive police state:  

The 1920s and 1930s were a period of political ferment and rapid social change in 
the United States. It was the era of the organization of industrial unions; of the 
Great Depression; of the migration of rural whites from the dust bowl states of the 
Midwest to the fertile valleys of the far West; of the migration of rural blacks 
from the agricultural South to the industrial North; and of the growth of 
movements that reflected and sometimes reproduced the ideological conflicts 
raging in Europe. The police red squads kept very busy monitoring all this 
activity… (Rips, 1981)3 

GROUNDWORK FOR THE EMERGENCE OF A NEW ECONOMIC POWER STRUCTURE 

This shift in the population toward urbanization provided fuel in the form of a 

large, poor working class for the new economic power structure. New business types and 

new financial systems were created by the wealthy leaders of the revolution and led to 

unprecedented changes in technology. These new businesses and their supporting 

financial institutions caused fundamental changes in the organizational and power 

structures of American industry and created immense wealth for their leaders. 

Slavery was abolished after the Civil War, so in addition to the workers who came 

from the American countryside, a new source of cheap labor was found in the European 

                                                 
2 Industrial Revolution: A period of technological growth and transformation of the world economic and 
cultural structures that affected manufacturing, agriculture, transportation, and many other foundational 
institutions. The period began in Europe in the 1850’s and continued through the mid 1900’s, spreading to 
the United States and many other countries. 
3 Aryeh Neier writes from a somewhat radical 1960s perspective that wasn’t prevalent, nor, for some 
aspects, even possible during the early reform era. The fear and distrust of government grew out of the 
conservative backlash against Communism in the 1930s-1960s. This quote is from the essay ‘Surveillance 
as Censorship’ in the ‘Unamerican Activities’ book by Geoffrey Rips. 
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immigrant populations that were arriving in increasing numbers to take advantage of 

America’s new-found growth and prosperity. 

The jobs that the immigrants found were mostly involved with building 

infrastructure for transportation to connect the eastern states with the western frontier. 

The infrastructure required massive amounts of raw materials that had to be extracted, 

manipulated and transformed into useable components for the construction of railways 

and canals. 

The new transportation infrastructure allowed the new businesses to transport 

goods and services to larger areas, and the development of new communication systems 

such as the telephone and telegraph provided the information infrastructure necessary for 

an exponential increase in the size and capital position of the new industrial magnates. 

THE NEW POWER STRUCTURE  

The new industrial power structure was owned and controlled by a very small 

group of men. Andrew Carnegie ruled iron & steel; J. P. Morgan controlled banking; and 

John D. Rockefeller owned the oil business (Du Mont, 1977)4. 

The structure of the capitalist system required the exploitation of the laborers who 

created the value of the products being sold. The leaders of the companies didn’t consider 

the process to be exploitation, though. It was all just part of doing business. The 

capitalists colluded with each other to lower wages, raise prices and push out competitors 

(Du Mont, 1977), and this led to a stark striation of the American populace into a wildly 

disproportional class system. The super-wealthy class consisted of only a few thousand 

people, the wealthy class consisted of about 100,000 people, and the poor class included 

practically everyone else. These people created the products which created the wealth and 

                                                 
4 The ruthless practices of these three men and a few others were well known and resented by most 
Americans from all classes. They came very close to controlling the nation. 
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were rewarded for their efforts with the lowest pay possible, dangerous work 

environments, and long hours (Du Mont, 1977). 

A PHILOSOPHICAL JUSTIFICATION  

Class conflicts between workers and industrialists were common as awareness of 

the injustice grew among the lower classes. A new philosophical justification was created 

by the magnates to quell any feelings of guilt they might have and to help subjugate the 

growing social unrest. “Social Darwinism” (Abercrombie, Hill, & Turner, 2000)5 

combined Darwinian concepts of “survival of the fittest” (Abercrombie, Hill, & Turner, 

2000) with social theory to describe the winners in the new system as having superior 

ability to operate in the jungle of business, foresight to anticipate new markets and trends, 

and adaptability to maneuver around obstacles and emerge victoriously. 

This Darwinian mechanism was ironically coupled with a divine impulse. God 

and nature sanctions this inequity and it is morally just and good. John D. Rockefeller 

described the process as “…merely the working out of a law of nature and a law of God.” 

(Du Mont, 1977) This strange coupling was ironic because the Darwinian description of 

the ‘survival of the fittest’ mechanism in nature directly contradicted the idea that the 

earth was created and controlled by an omnipotent creator God. This contradiction was 

likely not missed by the business leaders, and was probably offered as a way of appealing 

to the Christian sensibilities of the American people of the time to quell their unease. 

                                                 
5 Social Darwinism: A sociological concept developed in the late 19th century which asserted that "There 
are underlying, and largely irresistible, forces acting in societies which are like the natural forces that 
operate in animal and plant communities. One can therefore formulate social laws similar to natural ones. 
These social forces are of such a kind as to produce evolutionary progress through the natural conflicts 
between social groups. The best-adapted and most successful social groups survive these conflicts, raising 
the evolutionary level of society generally (the survival of the fittest).” 
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THE POWER STRUCTURE GROWS 

The growth of the new power structure was unprecedented in its speed and size. 

Within a single generation, the small group of industrialists created a power structure that 

surpassed the power of kings and created an empire of wealth more prosperous than any 

previous empire (Du Mont, 1977). The structure of the new system was also 

unprecedented because it was being created on the fly by the people in the power 

positions. Money is power and it creates its own rules. Traditional checks on power were 

sidestepped. Institutional restrictions imposed by feudal and religious systems were 

replaced by a free market, democratic government, and a philosophical justification that 

unified capital and God. With few restrictions, the wealth and power of the industrialists 

grew without control and developed into a system with secret hierarchies, whose 

members were anonymous, and was essentially self-perpetuating; fueled by an unlimited 

supply of cheap labor and a desire to grow as much as was possible as a way to fulfill the 

mandate of divine will. 

A CORRUPT POWER SUB-STRUCTURE IS ESTABLISHED AT THE LOWER LEVELS 

The cities’ growth mirrored the growth of the larger economic machine. It was 

unchecked, uncontrolled and exemplified the inherent injustice of the system in concrete 

terms. The physical structures and infrastructures were unable to develop fast enough to 

accommodate the influx of workers. Unsanitary slums developed6 and were filled with 

people from different countries who spoke different languages and were unfamiliar with 

the customs of their neighbors. This led to fear, distrust and an erosion of the bases of 

traditional family, religious, and social ties that were provided by the established 

communities from which they came (Du Mont, 1977).  

                                                 
6 In 1890, 3/4 of city dwellers lived in the tenements, and the increasing influx of people from agrarian 
communities led to wretched sanitary conditions. The infrastructure was not able to handle the growth. 
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Crime and political corruption filled the void and keep the system going, elections 

were rigged, contracts were awarded unfairly, and the corruption was controlled by 

competing factions of organized crime mostly separated into communities based on their 

country of origin (Du Mont, 1977). 

CONTINUED DETERIORATION  

The cities continued to worsen, crime and corruption continued to rise. Residents 

of the slums were contributing to the system by supplying their labor and their taxes, but 

nothing seemed to be improving. In fact, everything was getting worse. Slums grew in 

size and number and death rates increased. People were living shorter and more brutal 

lives filled with long hours of work and abject poverty. This degradation in quality of life 

was always at the forefront of the workers’ minds because the extremes existed side by 

side. The wealthy owned palaces in the same cities as the poor workers and the 

communication systems brought this inequity to their consciousness on a regular basis as 

the story of the American dream was created, polished, and transmitted to the masses. 

Agrarian life had been difficult, but simple and clean, morally and physically; city 

life was difficult, brutal, complex, and corrupt. Traditional life and country culture 

allowed little movement and progress from one class level to another, but it afforded a 

certain level of personal freedom within the static overall structure of the system. City 

life, for most of the working class, allowed little room for personal advancement and 

improvement, but it afforded no compensatory personal freedom. The workers were 

dependent on the jobs which fed the industrial system. 

Democracy in the early agrarian republic offered a sense of fairness to people. 

Everyone had a chance at a decent life and the parameters of what was considered to be 

decent were much more modest. As the cities developed, the home and hearth were 
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replaced by transient housing and slums, and for many people, the slums were even out 

of reach. The homeless population exploded; “… an army of beggars and tramps 

emerged” (Du Mont, 1977)7. The situation eventually reached crisis level. The conflux of 

societal degradation and corruption laid the groundwork for the emergence of the reform 

movement in America. 

IMPETUS OF THE EARLY REFORM MOVEMENT  

Early reformers of the late nineteenth century were mostly white middle-class 

educated Protestants. They weren’t exactly rich, but they were above the working class. 

They might be considered an intermediate educated class that were respected by 

wealthier society people, and thus employed at levels that exempted them from the 

hardships of the industrial workers. They were intellectuals and academics; educators and 

librarians (Du Mont, 1977). 

The reform movement was led by Americans who were repulsed by the 

corruption and moral degradation that grew out of the new industrialized society. The 

deterioration had reached an intolerable level for them, and the government was no 

longer able to take care of the problems because the immorality had infiltrated 

government to its very core. The reformers wanted to restore order to the mayhem and 

restore the moral basis to government and thus to society. The new economic power 

structure had undermined the moral basis on which America was founded and by which it 

had previously grown, and they wanted to reform and redirect the political institutions to 

once again make them agents of their constituents and provide for the welfare of the 

people they were established to serve. Their efforts were to be strong and intentional, and 

                                                 
7 Public awareness of the poor and destitute began to grow in the late 1800’s, due in part to books such as 
‘How the Other Half Lives’ by Jacob Riis. Published in 1890, this book documented in words and 
photographs the desperate conditions of the poor in New York City. 
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assert the will of the people over the desires of the industrialists. They wanted 

government to uplift people and provide for their welfare and development. To 

accomplish this, they focused their energies on two fronts. 

METHODS AND MOTIVES OF THE REFORMERS 

In the larger sphere of social interaction the reformers focused their energies on 

two major areas. They worked to push out the bad by exposing corrupt politicians, and 

usher in the good by building up the lower classes through education (Du Mont, 1977). 

The term “muckraker”8 was coined to describe journalists and other social activists who 

worked to expose crime and corruption by business and political leaders. They exposed 

corruption in the oil, agriculture, meat packing and other industries, and they advocated 

for gender equality, higher wages and better working conditions for workers. They 

exposed fraud, unfair child labor practices, and a wide range of other issues.  

In general, reformers wanted to enact their ideas into the world. Their primary 

conduits for this activity were the education system and the public libraries. As Garrison 

describes it: 

The trustees wanted their library to “affect life” in much the same way as they 
perceived public schools to have done. They especially desired to reach a class of 
people who could not be reached through formal schooling—the immigrants and 
other poor adults of the city. (Garrison, 1979) 

They promoted education because they considered it to be the “Great Panacea”. 

Education would cure all social problems. Crime would be diminished, the poor would 

improve their economic and social standing, and immigrants would be assimilated and 

                                                 
8 The term ‘muckraker’ is attributed to Theodore Roosevelt who delivered a speech in 1906 in which he 
quoted ‘Pilgrim’s Progress’ (1678) by John Bunyan: “... you may recall the description of the Man with the 
Muck-rake, the man who could look no way but downward with the muck-rake in his hands; Who was 
offered a celestial crown for his muck-rake, but who would neither look up nor regard the crown he was 
offered, but continued to rake to himself the filth of the floor.” 
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become productive members of society. The education they proposed was directed 

toward creating good Americans first, then useful citizens.  

In the early 1890s to World War I, the larger American public libraries, inspired 
by the popular success of settlement activity, expanded their mission to 
concentrate upon social work with children and the urban poor. (Garrison, 1979) 

Their motives were primarily altruistic. They wanted to improve the lot of the 

poor and improve the living conditions in the city for all. 

But fear also motivated them. The reformers held a more privileged position in 

society, and if the poorer masses got fed up with the hardships and injustice, they would 

probably not migrate back to the countryside, but instead they might engage in a 

grassroots revolution. This fear of a “revolution from below” (Du Mont, 1977)9 was a 

strong motivating factor for the reformers. 

GOALS OF THE REFORM MOVEMENT  

In the smaller sphere of social interaction, where they put boots on the ground so 

to speak, the reformers focused on the Americanization of immigrants and rehabilitation 

of the of slums. The Americanization process was tinged with condescension which 

reflected a hint of xenophobia. Immigrants who had become new U.S. citizens were not 

considered 100% American. Their cultures, languages and opinions were of other 

countries and not considered worthy of assimilation, but were instead subdued and 

pushed out. 

For the reformers, the concept of ‘reform’ involved rehabilitating the poor, the 

immigrants, and the trouble-makers instead of changing the system that was at the root of 

the problem. According to Garrison, early reformers believed in the: 

                                                 
9 Revolution from Below: A Marxist idea. Marx advocated the unification and uprising of the working 
classes of the world to overthrow capitalism and install socialism as a step toward ultimate communist 
control. The communist society is purportedly run by and for the working class. 
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 …blessings which the libraries would bring: the intellectual tastes and habits that 
may be formed—the new sympathies springing up between parent and child – the 
desertion of old haunts of dissipation and old habits of vice… the passions that 
shall be calmed – the differences that shall be healed – the broils that shall be 
quieted and allayed – the families and neighborhoods and country that shall be 
blessed. (Garrison, 1979)10 

The same perspective is noted by Richard Hofstadter and exemplifies the 

excessive optimism and unrealistic expectations of the early reformers. He describes the 

tendency of progressive reformers to view their mission as a moral crusade based on 

unrealistic goals of moral absolutism: 

So we go off on periodical psychic sprees that purport to be moral crusades: 
liberate the people once and for all from the gold bugs, restore absolute popular 
democracy or completely honest competition in business, wipe out the saloon and 
liquor forever from the nation’s life, destroy the political machines and put an end 
to corruption, or achieve absolute, total, and final security against war, espionage, 
and the affairs of the external world. (Hofstadter, 1955) 

Education and the libraries were seen as the universal salve; the Great Panacea11; 

the remedy for all society’s ills. Bad behavior was seen as a personal failing more than a 

symptom of a larger problem. The Social Darwinism justification was implicit in their 

activities and blended well with their Protestant ethic. They would work to make 

opportunities available through the expansion of education and the support of public 

libraries, but ultimate success depended on the individual’s personal fortitude and 

willingness to make use of the opportunities. In a general sense, they recognized that 

money was the new basis of the new institutions and that it had replaced the initial moral 

intentions that established the new country, but they decided to treat the symptoms and 

ignore the causes. Perhaps because they thought that foundational reform was too 

difficult or that foundational change could not be achieved by grassroots educational 

                                                 
10 An idealized view of the role of the library which sought to educate to indoctrinate. 
11 Great Panacea: A term commonly used by reformers and muckrakers to describe the effect that 
education would have on society. 
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reform. Or maybe it was because the reformers were part of the system and occupied a 

comfortable position within it and were reluctant to jeopardize their status. 

A DARKER INTERPRETATION  

Another way to look at their actions is that they were engaging in social control of 

the masses through the formation of a coherent nationalist message that reinforced the 

existing class structure and its justifications. If there really was very little room for 

personal improvement and change from one class level to the next, then an educational 

system that ignored the root causes of capitalistic exploitation and promoted personal 

responsibility was tantamount to a propaganda machine. 

A peculiar aspect of capitalist systems is that the participants within them tend to 

support, justify, and perpetuate the system. And the system requires growth to exist, so it 

assimilates even people and governments who wish to abstain. It is similar to the cycle of 

abuse in interpersonal relationships where the abused party sanctions the actions of the 

abuser and grows into the role of abuser when the opportunity avails itself due to a shift 

in or establishment of a new power structure. The difference between individual abusers 

and institutional abusers is that the institutional abusers became so powerful that they 

could write the rules and stack the cards in their favor. This afforded them the ability to 

grow their power very rapidly to be greater than any person, social role, or institution in 

history.12 

 

                                                 
12 The comparison to individual psychological abuse is my interpretation, not DuMont’s. 
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Reform Movement of the Late 19th Century: Alternate Interpretations 

FAILINGS OF THE PROGRESSIVE INTERPRETATION  

Dee Garrison, in her book ‘Apostles of Culture’(Garrison, 1979), offers a more 

nuanced version of the early reform era. According to Garrison, the progressive 

interpretation as described by DuMont is too innocent and simplistic. It focuses too much 

on the altruistic nature of the reformers’ motives in Garrison’s opinion. To summarize 

Garrison, the progressive interpretation of the reform movement can be said to have the 

following characteristics: the development of the American public library is the result of 

American humanitarian and democratic ethos; it was established by liberal, idealistic, 

middle-class leaders; it is the counterpart to the public school in bringing educational and 

economic access to the common people; and it is one aspect of the general movement for 

social reform and moral uplift in the late nineteenth century. 

Garrison believes that this interpretation is inadequate to describe the situation. 

The political views of the people who developed and advocated for the public library 

were more complex than is implied by the designation of ‘progressive’ to the description 

of the movement. Classifications of liberal and conservative are more complex than 

previously assumed because affiliation has many overlapping aspects that cover a wide 

range of political, social and economic topics, and any of the constituent parts can be 

assembled and combined into surprising world views. Garrison’s main argument can be 

summed up with the following quote: 

A crucial contribution of early social control theorists was to situate the history of 
public library development within the history of modern industrial capitalism. But 
as scholars were beginning to recognize by the 1980s, critical social analysts had 
ignored the spatial dimension, both in terms of larger-scale geographical 
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constructs like “region” and “local” and also in terms of smaller scale work and 
domestic spaces. (Garrison, 1979)13 

By focusing on altruism, the progressive view neglects a wide range of social 

issues that had an effect on the development of the library. Issues such as sex roles and 

expectations, generational and class conflict were ignored. “It overemphasizes the 

support of the library system by the working class and deemphasizes or ignores the true 

middle-class source of the library’s activities.” (Garrison, 1979) The board of trustees of 

a library is typically composed of wealthy, white, Protestant, business and professional 

men. The administrators and power structure of the library system represented the gentry 

class. 

The fear factor is also downplayed. The progressive view does acknowledge a 

fear of revolution of the working class from below, but the situation was more serious 

than described. The wealthy industrialists were exploiting the lower classes and this 

situation was open and obvious. To a large degree, workers despised the rich, and for a 

while, before capitalism became firmly established and accepted, “there was a real 

interest among the working classes in communist and socialist forms of government.” 

(Garrison, 1979) 

Instead of mostly being about good will on the part of reformers, the development 

of the public library system was necessarily determined by social forces that threatened 

the new and developing capitalist power structure. It was defense against an attack on the 

class structure. 

                                                 
13 p. xxvii ‘Apostles of Culture’ quoting a study of American public libraries by a true “outsider”, the 
architecture historian Abigail Van Slyck, in her study: Free to All: Carnegie Libraries and American 
Culture, 1890-1920. 
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ALTERNATE INTERPRETATIONS  

Garrison organized the conflicting interpretations into three general arguments. 

The ‘Multiple Social Forces’14 argument states that the intellectual origins of the 

development of the American public library were dependent on a series of social forces: 

the growth of sufficient community resources, the growth of community population to an 

adequate density, the urge to preserve historical records, the rivalry among communities 

to establish themselves as cultural centers, the desire of workers for vocational 

instruction, and the influence of the Jacksonian period which created a widespread belief 

in universal education. 

The ‘Social Control by Institutions’15 argument asserts that all institutions practice 

social control, and that cultural elites perpetuate their power by disseminating their own 

cultural values. This was the real motivation of the reformers’ interest in reshaping the 

education system and indoctrinating immigrants. The progressive view acknowledges 

these motivations, but fails to recognize the more insidious aspects of the process. The 

power that wealth has to shape and inundate the populace with its cultural values and to 

shape history to its will is a serious problem and exists in every culture when there is a 

power imbalance. This happens even in political democracies. In a capitalist system, 

threat of revolution for the sake of egalitarianism is the great enemy because equality is a 

direct contradiction of the exploitation of labor and the building of capital which thrives 

on competition and manipulation. 

                                                 
14 The title ‘Multiple Social Forces’ is my designation, not Garrison’s, but was derived from Garrison’s 
descriptions of the failings of the traditional narrative of the origins of the early progressive movement. 
15 The title ‘Social Control by Institutions’ is my designation, not Garrison’s, but was derived from 
Garrison’s descriptions of the failings of the traditional narrative of the origins of the early progressive 
movement. 
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The ‘Class Distinctions are Independent of Political Ideology’16 argument 

describes the neutralizing effect of wealth on the political and social convictions of 

people. Regardless of how liberal or conservative people are, when they achieve the 

comfort of a higher class, they want to keep that status, and that desire causes them to be 

less critical of undermining the system that supports their status. For example, according 

to Garrison, a large segment of librarian leadership welcomed the dissolution of Victorian 

morality. They were liberal, sexual and religious radicals, yet they remained uncritical of 

the elitist economic order. In many ways, they accepted and affirmed the existing order. 

THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE PUBLIC L IBRARY SYSTEM WITHIN THIS CONTEXT  

The primary characteristic of the public library system at this time depends on 

which interpretation a critic gives the most credence to. The interpretations described in 

the previous discussion offer both sides of the spectrum, yet the parameters of the 

spectrum are rather narrow. The truth of the situation lies somewhere in between the two 

extremes. Regardless of which side a person is most inclined, whether the class 

distinctions have a primary or secondary role, the situation as a whole was more 

conservative than the present and focused on filtering information that was presented to 

the public for consumption. There may have been other factors involved, but from a 

viewpoint focused on control, access was restricted, albeit for arguably righteous 

motives. 

                                                 
16 The title ‘Class Distinctions are Independent of Political Ideology’ is my designation, not Garrison’s, but 
was derived from Garrison’s descriptions of the failings of the traditional narrative of the origins of the 
early progressive movement. 
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MARXIST INTERPRETATION OF THE UNDERLYING PROBLEM  

An Implicit Social Control Mechanism 

CAPITALISM  

Karl Marx was born in 1818 and died in 1883. He published ‘The Communist 

Manifesto’ in 1848 (Marx, The Commuist Manifesto, 1988), and ‘Das Kapital’ in 1867 

(Marx, Das Kapital, 2010). In these two books, he identified what he considered to be the 

source of social conflict in the world. To Marx, the whole problem was about class 

struggles, and the source of the vastly unequal social class system in the new industrial 

world was capitalism itself. (Wheen, 2006) 

Du Mont described the motivations of the early reformers as focusing on the 

lowest classes, the working class and the immigrants, and suggested that altruism was the 

reformers’ core motivation. They focused on education and libraries as dual 

complimentary tools to uplift the poor. Garrison described that characterization as 

inadequate, and expanded the notion to encompass the whole range of social institutions 

that supported the inequity. Du Mont minimized the larger negative institutional aspects 

of the problem including the fear of a ‘revolution from below’ which was the final worst 

case scenario for the reformers, and Garrison made the larger social issues the central 

focus. 

Both Du Mont and Garrison failed to deeply examine the core institutional 

problems, though. This was what Karl Marx set as his lifelong task. In an exhaustive and 

scathing analysis of capitalism and the entire fundamental inequity of the class system, 

Marx described the philosophical basis, the mechanisms by which it operated, and the 

implications of the process if it went unchecked. 
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THE MEANING OF L IFE: 3 CONFLICTING VIEWS OF THE DAY  

Marx frequently used many different words to describe similar concepts. At the 

base level his main problem was with Idealism. But primary to that, the issue comes 

down to three conflicting views of the meaning of an individual’s life in relation to the 

social structures the he lives. Terry Eagleton describes these views in his book 

‘Marx’(Eagleton, 1999). 

The three views can be seen as being reflective of the three-layer Western 

religious concept of the world and the afterlife. Christianity conceives of the common 

material life of common people to be in the middle of an ephemeral, good arena up 

above, and a coarse, evil realm down below. Philosophically, these layers correlate with 

three main world views of the day from the perspective of someone who is within the 

system, and therefore unaware of the more nuanced meanings of the lower levels. 

The top level is ‘The Absolute Idea’ (Eagleton, 1999). It describes a life situation 

that is metaphysical and therefore spiritual. There is an existence and a realm of activity 

beyond our perception. It is controlled by cognizant entities that direct and interact with 

the material world and its creatures. The main portal of access is death. After death, 

human activity is called to account before a higher tribunal and rewarded or punished 

accordingly. This view is characterized by duty, morality, and religion. 

The middle level is called ‘Instrumental Reason’ (Eagleton, 1999), and is 

represented by the concept of Utilitarianism. Individuals exist for some greater goal, but 

that goal is of this earth. The human’s worth is found through dedication and service to 

political and community organizations. Being a servant of the people; developing oneself 

toward personal excellence so as to be of the best service to society. 

The lowest level, from a conservative perspective, is any concept that questions or 

threatens the other two levels. World views in a populace can change very quickly. A 
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strong argument that persuades a large group of people can change or topple a system 

overnight. So propaganda is employed to take control of alternative narratives. So 

Marxism is at the lowest level of the layers of views of the world. From the conservative 

perspective, Marxism is the devil. It represents loss of life, loss of freedom, subservience 

of the individual to the state, and a leveling of the playing field so that all people are 

made equal even when they are not. It strips away all the things that move a society 

forward and replaces them with the opposite. It kills God and the moral imperative that 

conquered the earth and created America, the greatest free democracy the world has ever 

known. 

The problem with that characterization, though is that it runs counter to Marx’s 

actual intentions. For Marx, ‘The Brotherhood of Man’17 was the goal and life’s purpose 

of the individual, and it was the purpose of the political institutions to uplift its citizens 

and provide for this outcome. “Pleasant, invigorating interrelations between people that 

uplifted and invigorated them and brought forth their best inner being was the goal” 

(Wheen, 2006), and it was staunchly opposed to the Idealist model and the Utilitarian 

model which it saw as creating a justification for the destruction of the circumstances 

which made the brotherhood of man possible. It was this opposition to the foundations of 

the American story that caused it to be re-characterized as evil by the dictatorship of 

Idealism. 

IDEALIST DICTATORSHIP  

Dictatorship traditionally manifested as a concentration of absolute power by an 

individual who restricted or took away the freedom of the people that he ruled over. This 

                                                 
17 This is the same ‘Brotherhood of Man’ that John Lennon referred to in the song ‘Imagine’, which was a 
call for a socialist way of life that grew out of the social upheaval and rebellion against conservativism in 
the 1960’s. 
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was common with the Roman emperors and many systems of government prior to the 

Industrial Revolution. 

Idealism can also be seen as a form of dictatorship. Idealism gives people a 

consolation for the hardships of life by offering a more pleasant life after death. This 

causes them to minimize their worldly life in exchange for the afterlife, thus discouraging 

involvement in and development of their worldly capacities. When a mass of people hold 

this concept, it is a concentration of absolute power in a single world view that restricts or 

takes away the freedom of the people that it rules over. 

This form of dictatorship is what Marx advocated overthrowing. Capitalism was 

the culprit, Socialism was to be the intermediate “dictatorship of the proletariat” (Marx, 

The Commuist Manifesto, 1988) which led to the ultimate freedom of Communism, with 

the ‘proletariat’ referring to the working class. It is strange that Marx advocated replacing 

one form of dictatorship with another. The dictatorship of the proletariat was to be a 

revolutionary government, supported by the people, which would replace the capitalist 

system and the upper class ‘bourgeoisie’ who exercised their form of dictatorship through 

the mechanisms of the capitalist system.  

THE IDEALIST MODEL MANIFEST IN SOCIETY  

The idealist world view was manifest in the development of the societies which 

held that view. Idealism defines a rift between how a society conceives of the basic levels 

of thought and materiality and this leads to the establishment of a class society. 

When a society evolves to a point where it has attained control over its material 
needs, a minority can be released from productive labor and become the society’s 
academics, philosophers, priests, politicians, and social creators. (Wheen, 2006)  

This is what Marx calls the bourgeoisie. In a short period of time, a psychological 

shift occurs with the elite, and they begin to perceive their own thought as being 
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independent of materiality. Thought becomes a separate, higher function, and materiality 

is the coarse, lower level. Once detached from matter, thought engages in a process of 

sterile system-building. It occupies itself with delineation and classification, and these 

activities have no connection to a person’s core inner drives. This effect of idealism can 

cause the bourgeoisie to consider all phenomena to be able to be placed in one of the 

categories that it creates. It thinks that the categories of mind can encapsulate the whole 

world, and that the divisions can be exclusive and exhaustive, given enough time and 

effort. (Wheen, 2006) 

Marx’s philosophy is diametrically opposed to this view. He thought that the 

world could not be exhaustively categorized. Processes are dynamic and open-ended. 

Parameters of stories are artificial designations created by people, as are all of the 

classifications and subcategories in the Idealist categorized system. Categories impose 

separation and hierarchy necessarily, and “Marx saw phenomena as interactive”. (Wheen, 

2006) 

When Idealism has the upper hand in society, the labor base of the economy 

separates into mental and manual labor and this leads to the development of a class 

society that mimics its philosophical structure. It is inherently hierarchical and its 

constituent members are necessarily separate. 

CLASS SOCIETY  

When a class society is established, the main factor that keeps the system running 

is labor. Marx considers the idealist system of labor to be exploitation. The upper classes 

think, and then force the lower classes to enact their plans, the product of their thought. 

This process is inherently exploitative, and as such, must be hidden by the upper classes 

through the mechanisms of censorship and propaganda geared toward the activity of 
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redefining freedom. The upper classes engage in a cover-up to hide their exploitative 

motivations by suppressing the true nature of their power, exploiting labor, and recasting 

the history of Idealist origins. In the new story, the parents of culture are previous culture. 

What came before determines what is to come, and this process is inherently upwardly-

mobile and driven by “unfettered human imagination” (Wheen, 2006). To question the 

story is to place oneself in opposition to the good, human imagination, and the freedom 

that drives civilization to an inherently good and righteous level. 

COMPLEXITY , SPECIALIZATION AND COMPARTMENTALIZATION  

Division of mental and manual labor leads to the striation of society into classes. 

As societies mature, they become more complex. Complexity leads to specialization 

which increases the separation of the individual from other people and solidifies his place 

in the class structure. 

“Specialization” (Eagleton, 1999) is a natural outcome of class structure, and is 

exacerbated by the efficiency mechanism of the manufacturing industry as it evolved 

during the Industrial Revolution. Each person has a particular, exclusive sphere of 

activity. Specialization is forced upon him. He must remain in his sphere of activity to 

maintain a living. He cannot escape. People are reduced to single-function machines. 

This forced alienation is antithetical to Marx’s concept of the individual. Marx 

advocated for the development of the all-around individual. Multiple spheres of 

knowledge within a person lead to a variety of activities and interactions with other 

people on a deeper level that elevates all people and drives society forward from a place 

of truth and reality coming from within the individual and expressed through the 

functioning of the people in the creation, development and activity of a society. 

(Eagleton, 1999) 



 23 

CAPITALISM AS A MANIFESTATION OF IDEALISM  

According to Marx, capitalism is the source of the compartmentalization and 

alienation of the individual. It fits well with the concepts of idealism, and Marx 

considered capitalism to be based on idealist principles. The separation of mental and 

manual labor that idealism creates, and the subsequent separation of people into 

economic classes suits capitalism’s model of privately owned products and means of 

production. The creation of a bourgeoisie class based on the accumulation of wealth 

instead of by election or group planning is very attractive to the people in the class that 

have the money and power. Control of the labor that creates their wealth is the primary 

activity of the wealthy class. 

For Marx, this was a negative development. His idyllic view lamented the loss of 

a more humane system of government and the evolution of a new, inhuman version. The 

old ways before capitalism were stable, and patriarchal. “People engaged in relationships 

with other people based on circumstances of their own choosing.” (Eagleton, 1999) 

Ranking in society was established through those interactions based on an uncovering 

and development of one’s natural superiority18. Social interaction allowed people to come 

into their own true self, and from that stable basis they could express themselves through 

a life that was full of vigor and ecstasy but still sentimental and appreciative of the same 

life force in people and other living creatures.19 

Capitalism creates a society that is always in flux20. People are forced into 

compartments of the capitalist’s choosing based on his plans and priorities. Interactions 

                                                 
18 Natural Superiority: For Marx, this was a combination of inherent skills that a person is born with and 
the status that a person is able to acquire through competition with others based on the individual’s cunning 
and tenacity. 
19 This idea of uplifting the person and appreciating all life is very different from the way socialism is 
portrayed in the West. These motivations are almost never considered. 
20 Of course, this flux could also bee seen as just a natural part of life and seen as invigorating. Marx 
placed the blame on capitalism and saw it as bad, but it’s not necessarily so. 
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with other people are reduced to cold calculations that each party uses to defeat the other. 

(Eagleton, 1999) Because money is the basis of the interactions and the goal of the 

competitions, the reward is ultimately empty. 

THE MECHANISM OF CONTROL  

Capitalism redefines the narrative of its structure, operations and intentions. The 

redefinition of the narrative is accomplished by the perpetuation of religious and political 

illusions. The true nature of power of the capitalist lies in the exploitation of labor. To 

remain in existence, the bourgeoisie must “constantly revolutionize the instruments of 

production due to the constantly changing needs and demands of the free market.” 

(Eagleton, 1999) As the instruments of production change, so do the relations of the 

laborers who perform the production. As personal relations change, so do all of the 

relations between individuals and the character of the whole society. This situation is the 

direct result of the capitalist system and it led to a unique epoch in world history. 

THE BOURGEOISIE EPOCH 

As explained earlier in Du Mont’s account of the early reform movement, this 

shift to a free market class society occurred very rapidly. Within a single generation, 

everything changed. The nature of the change made this period of history different from 

all other historical periods. 

The characteristics of the bourgeoisie epoch that distinguished it from all others 

was that it had to constantly revolutionize production in order to survive. The workers 

were forced to change with it, and this led to an era of uninterrupted disturbance of social 

conditions characterized by unending uncertainty and feelings of being unsettled. People 

were marginalized to the demands of the industrial machine. The opinions of others and 

the wisdom of the ages were made subservient to the pronouncements of those in power. 
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ECONOMIC THEORY OF HISTORY 

All of the preceding discussion of Marx can be summarized by Marx’s ‘Economic 

Theory of History’. The relations of production of a society are driven by the ruling class. 

In their productive life, people enter into relations with other people that are independent 

of their will. These relations determine the stages of development of a society’s material 

productive forces. The relations of production constitute the “Economic Superstructure” 

(Eagleton, 1999) of society. This is the real foundation of society. The “Legal & Political 

Superstructure” (Eagleton, 1999) arise on the foundations of the economic superstructure. 

Because the basis of the economic superstructure is unjust, the power structure must 

ratify itself, promote itself, and conceal the injustice. This deceptive framework 

constitutes a covert secondary superstructure in which all forms of production are 

controlled. Labor is controlled necessarily, but so is mental labor. The ideas of the ruling 

class are the ruling ideas, and those ideas are shaped into stories that reaffirm their status. 

This also applies to the creation of the histories of the conflicts and the societies that 

create them. To the victor goes the spoils, and the spoils include the prize of defining the 

events. 

Another aspect of the theory is that the forms of human consciousness develop 

out of and correspond to the economic and political structures of a society. The material 

situation determines the mental state. This idea that the human mind grows out of its 

particular social and political environment is a challenge to the idealist model which 

inverts the situation. The Idealist model sees the mind as primary, and actions and 

societal development results from the conceptions of the mind. Marx flatly refutes this 

claim and the primacy of the ephemeral in any form. Marx’s Economic Theory of History 

had profound effects on the development of educational models in the years that 

followed. 
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Whichever interpretation of the early Progressive Era is most accurate is a matter 

of debate. But the overall character of progressives of the early era can be summarized in 

the following quotes by Julia L. Mickenberg21 where she describes the mental state of 

early reformers as being primarily against the genteel tradition. 22 (Santayana, 1969) The 

early reformers, much like the characters in the children’s book Funnybone Alley can be 

described as Lyrical Leftists and exhibited a tendency to live within “…an idealized 

fantasy of that playful, antiorthodox leftist generation of the 1910s and 1920s.” 

(Mickenberg, 2006): 

While they supported socialist principles, Lyrical Leftists’ critique was directed as 
much against the “genteel tradition” as against the economic order that supported 
this tradition. 

So, Marx’s theories were an influence on the early reform movement, but not the 

sole influence. Early reform ideals, social factors, and Marxism combined to form a 

springboard from which a ‘New Left’23 emerged. 

Like the New Left of the 1960s, which, at least initially, “saw itself as the first 
generation of existential radicals who could live without doctrinal illusions,” this 
earlier generation of Leftists “rose up in revolt against abstract doctrine, embraced 
a pragmatic socialism that was as open-ended as free verse, and proudly heralded 
itself as conqueror without a creed. (Mickenberg, 2006) 

 

                                                 
21 Julia Mickenberg is describing ‘Funnybone Alley’, which is a children’s book published in 1927 that 
represented what has been called the “lyrical Left”. 
22 The term ‘genteel tradition’ was coined by George Santayana in a work entitled The Genteel Tradition in 
American Philosophy. Commentators describe Santayana’s views as creating a distinction between 
“English liberty” and “fierce liberty”; the first is conservative, Calvinistic, feminine, “genteel”; the second 
is American, robust, masculine, preferred…(also patriarchal, chauvinistic, and a little misogynistic). 
23 New Left: This was a movement that began during the 1960’s that was comprised mostly of young 
progressives who had become disillusioned with communism due to its authoritarian nature. Less 
concerned with social class; more associated with campus protests and the hippie movement. 
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TIMELINE OF PROGRESSIVE EVENTS 

The development and advancement of progressive librarianship requires some 

context. The early reform movement evolved out of social conditions related to class 

struggles and the increase of the power of capitalism. Later progressive movements 

expanded the scope of reform to include other marginalized groups and became more 

reactionary against the structures and institutions responsible for the power imbalances. 

To help give the discussion more context, the following timeline of progressive events is 

offered (Smith, 2010): 

TIMELINE  24 

1911  First woman serves as ALA President. 

1939  ALA adopted a Library Bill of Rights. 

1940 ALA Committee on Intellectual Freedom established. 

1945 ALA Washington DC office established to influence policy. 

1953 ALA adopts Freedom to Read statement. 

1956 The passage of LSA [Library Services Act] in 1956 was a major milestone for 

libraries, as the first action by the federal government to invest in [public libraries] and to 

acknowledge the issue of equity of access to information. 

1961 Library Bill of Rights amended to include race, religion and politics. 

                                                 
24 Quoting A. Arro Smith: 
“The library chronology combines timelines found in the millennial issues of American Libraries and 
Library Journal, plus a 2009 Texas Library Journal article (Events of the century, 1999; Libraries: the long 
view, 1999; Meraz, 2009).” 
“Selected pre-1970 events found in the Library Journal article that a cursory study of the initial recordings 
in the project suggested as influential.” 
“Selected events found in Mary Ghikas‘ report to the ALA Executive Committee entitled ―ALA 
Milestones.” 
“All of the post-1970 events found in both the Library Journal and American Libraries articles.” 
“21st century issues noted in the Texas Library Journal article.”  
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1964 Desegregation within the American Library Association. 

1967 ALA establishes Office for Intellectual Freedom. 

1970 ALA Social Responsibilities Round Table established. 

1970 ALA Gay and Lesbian Task Force (later GLBT Round Table). 

1971 ALA adopts Policy on Confidentiality of Library Records. 

1976 Election of Clara Jones as ALA‘s first president of color. 

1980 ALA implements gender-neutral language in policies. 

1982 The first Banned Books Week is observed. 

1987 ALA leads efforts to end FBI ―Library Awareness Program. 

1990 Progressive Librarians Guild (PLG) 

1997 ALA Spectrum Initiative. 

1999 ALA Office for Diversity established. 

2004 Radical Reference (RR) 

 

FROM GATEKEEPER TO FACILITATOR: LIBRARIANS SHIFT 
TOWARD THE LEFT 

GATEKEEPER  

Librarians of the early reform movement operated within a framework of control 

and filtering of information. Their role was that of gatekeeper. The term “gatekeeper” 

was coined by social psychologist Kurt Lewin in 1947, and was “… developed as a 

means of understanding how to produce widespread social changes in 

communities.”(Barzilai-Nahon, 2005) 
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The gatekeeper model is a Sender-Receiver model based on the Shannon-Weaver 

Sender-Channel-Receiver model25. A unit of information proceeds from a sender source 

through a channel or medium and is received by a receiver. The emphasis is on the power 

relationships between the gatekeeper and the gated. It encourages awareness of forces 

that control and provide information to receivers of information. 

Key components of the model are gate, gatekeeping, gatekeeping mechanism, 

gatekeeper, channel, and gated. The following definitions are derived from Karine 

Barzilai-Nahon’s Network Gatekeeping model: (Barzilai-Nahon, 2005) 

• Gate: The entrance to, or the exit from, an information channel. 

• Gatekeeping: “The process of controlling information as it moves through a gate. 

Activities include selection, withholding, channeling, shaping, manipulation, and 

disregard and deletion of information.”  

• Gatekeeping Mechanism: Tool, technology or methodology used to carry out the 

process of gatekeeping. 

• Gatekeeper: “An entity (person, organization, or governing body) that has the 

discretion (usually bequeathed by an institution; in this case, the library 

administration) to exercise gatekeeping through a gatekeeping mechanism…26 

and can choose the extent to which to exercise it.” 

• Channel: The path through which information is transferred from sender to 

receiver. 

                                                 
25 The Shannon-Weaver model of communication was developed in 1948 by Claude Shannon and Warren 
Weaver at Bell Telephone Laboratories and describes a process by which a message originates with a 
sender, is encoded, passes through a channel, is decoded, and received by a receiver. It is a simple model 
that has been very influential and applied to a wide range of disciplines. 
26 This definition was edited from the original Network Gatekeeping model to remove the network 
connotations. 
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• Gated: An entity that is subject to a gatekeeping process, in this case, the library 

patron. 

• Mechanism (in the context of early reform libraries): This definition of 

mechanism focuses primarily on the methodology of the gatekeeping process 

rather than the tools or technology. Gatekeeping filters information through the 

materials selection process which is a form of censorship. Gatekeeping changes 

the context of the information resource (the library), and therefore shapes the 

meaning of the collection for a specific purpose. 

The power relationship between the gatekeeper and gated is important. 

Gatekeeping is an enterprise engaged in by those with power over those without power. 

In any given context, the number of gatekeepers is relatively few compared to the number 

of people that they serve. The power structure is hierarchical. 

Gatekeeping is unidirectional from those with power toward those without. 

Control is exerted because of a poverty of means. Those without power have very few 

alternate sources to turn to for information and so the gated are locked in and controlled. 

A power imbalance is established. 

This power imbalance can be overcome by creating meaning through the process 

of assembling new narratives from censored texts that have cleared the gatekeeper. By 

encouraging people to read material that has been banned by special interest communities 

from a critical perspective, the preferred or dominant narrative can be overcome. This 

process and other methods will be discussed in greater detail later in this paper in the 

section on critical literacy. 

The gatekeeper model is exemplified by a comment made by a former director of 

the New York State Library: “[librarians are] …peculiar people to whom has been given 



 31 

the final revelation.” (Garrison, 1979)27 The director also thought that the gatekeeper role 

of the librarian had ended early in the 20th century: “By 1920 the painful analysis of the 

library’s moral duty to its patrons had all but ended.” (Garrison, 1979) But, as will be 

evident later in this paper, the gatekeeper role didn’t end, it merely transformed into a 

more intrusive form. 

FACILITATOR  

If gatekeeping is based on a Sender-Receiver model, then the facilitator can be 

seen as being derivative of diffusion theory. Diffusion theory seeks to explain how and 

why new ideas emerge in and are spread through society (Rogers, 1962). 

The concept was first studied by Gabriel Tarde, a French sociologist, in 1890. 

German anthropologist Friedrich Ratzel and Austrian anthropologist Leo Frobenius also 

conducted research in this area. In 1962, Everett Rogers published a book called 

‘Diffusion of Innovations’ in which he “synthesized research from over 508 diffusion 

studies and produced a theory for the adoption of innovations among individuals and 

organization.” (Rogers, 1962) The book proposed the following: 

• Diffusion is the process by which an innovation is communicated through certain 

channels over time among the members of a social system. (Rogers, 1962) 

• There are 4 main elements that influence the spread of a new idea: 

o The innovation: "…an idea, practice, or object that is perceived as new by 

an individual or other unit of adoption". (Rogers, 1962) 

o Communication Channel: "…the means by which messages get from one 

individual to another". (Rogers, 1962) 

                                                 
27 In 1911 J. I. Wyer, director of the New York State Library in Albany made this statement and referred to 
this gatekeeping characterization of librarians as an “unfortunate twist” and “unhappy stigma”. 
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o Time: "The innovation-decision period is the length of time required to 

pass through the innovation-decision process". "Rate of adoption is the 

relative speed with which an innovation is adopted by members of a social 

system". (Rogers, 1962) 

o A Social System: "A social system is defined as a set of interrelated units 

that are engaged in joint problem solving to accomplish a common goal". 

(Rogers, 1962) 

Diffusion occurs through a series of communication channels over a period of 

time among the members of a similar social system. Diffusion of an innovation occurs 

through a five step process (Rogers, 1962). These five steps constitute the mechanism by 

which diffusion occurs. The mechanism is a form of decision-making that an individual 

or organization goes through. For our purposes, the term “innovation” can be substituted 

with the term “unit of information”. 

1. Knowledge: In this stage the individual is first exposed to an innovation but lacks 

information about the innovation. During this stage of the process the individual 

has not been inspired to find more information about the innovation. 

2. Persuasion: In this stage the individual is interested in the innovation and actively 

seeks information/detail about the innovation. 

3. Decision: In this stage the individual takes the concept of the innovation and 

weighs the advantages/disadvantages of using the innovation and decides whether 

to adopt or reject the innovation. Due to the individualistic nature of this stage 

Rogers notes that it is the most difficult stage to acquire empirical evidence. 

4. Implementation: In this stage the individual employs the innovation to a varying 

degree depending on the situation. During this stage the individual determines the 

usefulness of the innovation and may search for further information about it. 
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5. Confirmation: Although the name of this stage may be misleading, in this stage 

the individual finalizes their decision to continue using the innovation and may 

use the innovation to its fullest potential. 

 

Two factors determine what type a particular decision is (Rogers, 1962): 

1. Whether the decision is made freely and implemented voluntarily. 

2. Who makes the decision. 

 

This is the point at which the facilitator role diverges from the gatekeeper role. 

The gatekeeper model focuses on the power relationships between gatekeeper and gated. 

A gatekeeper controls access to information. The gatekeeper model encourages 

awareness of forces that control and provide information to receivers of information. The 

facilitator, based on diffusion theory, opens up new avenues and possibilities for the 

control/access power structure. Based on the two factors that determine what type a 

particular decision is, three types of innovation-decisions have been identified within 

diffusion of innovations (Rogers, 1962): 

1. Authority Innovation-Decision: This decision is made for the entire social system 

by few individuals in positions of influence or power. 

2. Optional Innovation-Decision: This decision is made by an individual who is in 

some way distinguished from others in a social system. 

3. Collective Innovation-Decision: This decision is made collectively by all 

individuals of a social system. 

 

The last two options provide possibilities for access to information that are not 

controlled by an outside hierarchical structure. The Optional Innovation-Decision is made 
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by an individual who acts autonomously, and the Collective Innovation-Decision is made 

by egalitarian collective action. 

The gatekeeper model utilizes a concept of the “gated”: “An entity that is subject 

to a gatekeeping process”. The facilitator subverts that position and enables innovation 

and proliferation of information. The gatekeeper filters information. The facilitator opens 

it up. 

The gatekeeper is engaged in an enterprise in which those with power exercise 

control over those without power. The facilitator offers options for decision-making that 

provide room for the individual and the innovator, but also for democratic and collective 

action. 

 

REACTION TO REFORM 

The Conservative Backlash: Mid 20th Century America 

TWO COMPETING VIEWS OF THE DICTATOR  

During the evolution of the country from a wild frontier to an agrarian society to a 

city-centered place, Americans became aware of the emerging power structures that 

controlled the character and direction of their lives. At the same time, scholars and 

Americans in general began to lose respect for the authority of political institutions.  

“Political scientists were losing their old veneration for the state as an abstract 
repository of something called sovereignty…” They began to conceive of “…the 
state as a concrete instrument that registered the social pressures brought to bear 
upon it by various interest groups.” (Hofstadter, 1955) 

Two dominant narratives about the nature of those power structures developed, 

and each dealt with the concept of an overarching dictator that held absolute power over 

the citizens of the new republic. 
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One group saw the government as the dictator. We are essentially a loose 

amalgamation of autonomous free people who live near each other, but don’t necessarily 

depend on each other. We are in competition with each other. The goal of society is to 

promote our own individual autonomy. The role of government is to get out of our way. 

The more that government tries to do, the more it impedes our freedom. Minimal rules; 

minimal support of the individual; every man for himself. If anyone needs anything more 

than he can provide for himself, then local community should oblige: family, community 

groups, churches. 

Another group saw the new capitalist as the dictator. We are essentially a group of 

captive workers bound to each other by the harsh parameters that shape our lives: making 

money to eat and provide shelter for ourselves and our families. We are locked into labor 

systems that exploit us and are controlled by the capitalists and the new economic power 

structure through which they operate. The goal of society is to provide each of us access 

to the programs and institutions that allow us a fair and equal chance at success. The role 

of government is to provide a check on the unelected dictator of capital that operates not 

for the people but for profit. Regulations of corporations to provide worker rights and 

prevent exploitation; programs agreed upon by the members of the community by way of 

a social contract to provide for the welfare of those who are marginalized: the sick, 

disabled, elderly, and all the groups who are ascribed an inferior status because of the 

prejudiced assumptions of those in power. 

Both of these views hold the common man as the victim. Both have human 

dignity and freedom as their goal. But both also exaggerate the evils of their own 

particular dictator and virtually ignore the power and threat level of the other. Each story 

has also overshadowed what this country and its people are supposed to be about: 

representative democracy. We are supposed to talk to each other and vote to make 
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decisions that are to the benefit of all citizens, but instead, the citizenry has split into 

factions based on what are essentially economic power structure narratives. Money is 

power in the new republic. Money has always been power, but now, here, in this time, it 

has achieved a new strength and self perpetuating character that threatens to dominate all 

people and consume the world’s natural resources. 

The two views are diametrically opposed. The actions necessary to control one 

dictator (the government) necessarily diminish the freedom of the people within that 

system. The actions taken to control the other dictator (the capitalist) necessarily diminish 

the freedom of the people within that system. Restricting government impedes the 

individual’s ability to resist exploitation; restricting the capitalist impedes the individual’s 

ability to grow to limitless heights. The solutions to restrictions on freedom are inversely 

proportional and cannot be resolved without an awareness of the power and ability to 

control of each dictator of the two views. 

The dictator narratives evolved out of the structure of society when people come 

together in community and also from the unique revolutionary status of America. We 

rejected our British parents and ran away from home to face the unknown. This history 

developed within us a skeptical, nonconformist, and revolutionary mindset that drove an 

era of vigorous exploration and discovery and elevated the optimistic, vivifying life force 

within us. By separating our stories into two competing camps, we are no longer unified 

by this vigorous concept of freedom. Each side sees the other as the killer of this life 

spirit. 
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THE MCCARTHY ERA 

From the ‘government as dictator’ view, the greatest threat to freedom is the 

framework of thought developed and exemplified by Karl Marx. Communal action 

threatens individual freedom. 

In the 1940’s and 50’s, reaction to the emerging communist threat was expounded 

upon and spearheaded by U.S. Senator Joe McCarthy. The fight against communism was 

made into a national security issue by conservative politicians and citizens. J. Edgar 

Hoover, the first director of the FBI described the threat of communism to the American 

people on March 26, 1947 in testimony before the House Un-American Activities 

Committee (HUAC)28: 

[Marxism-Leninism]…stands for the destruction of our American form of 
government; it stands for the destruction of free enterprise; and it stands for the 
creation of a “Soviet Union of the United States” and ultimate world revolution. 
(Schrecker, 2002) 

By declaring Marxism to be a threat to democracy, the conservative argument 

diverts attention away from the true threat that Marxism poses: a threat to capitalism. The 

goal of Marxism was to provide freedom to people. It saw in capitalism a powerful 

dictator that took that freedom from people and constantly covered its tracks with 

propaganda. By casting the argument in terms of Marxism versus freedom, Hoover 

embodied the propaganda machine. 

 Capitalism’s built-in requirement for growth and expansion necessitates 

imperialism and exploitation of people and resources. This ‘capitalist as imperialist 

dictator’ viewpoint is the primary target of capitalist propaganda. The view that Marxism 

threatens freedom was espoused by the U.S. government and this gave credence to the 
                                                 
28 The HUAC was a committee of the U.S. House of Representatives and was active between 1938-1975. 
Senator McCarthy was the chairman of the Subcommittee on Investigations of the Government Operations 
Committee of the U.S. Senate, and had no direct involvement with the House committee, though they had 
very similar interests in eradicating communism from the U.S. 



 38 

position and elevated it to an unquestioned accepted status in the minds of many 

Americans. 

CONSERVATIVE COOPTATION  

The conservative tactic can be seen as a process of cooptation.29 As Ellen 

Schrecker explains in her book ‘The Age of McCarthyism: A Brief History with 

Documents’: “The failure of leading liberals and the organizations associated with them 

to offer more than rhetorical opposition was particularly damaging. To a certain extent it 

was caused by a failure of nerve.” (Schrecker, 2002) Progressive minded people began to 

self-censor. “… the best way to protect the nation from the evils of right-wing 

McCarthyism was to carry out the anti-Communist purges themselves.” (Schrecker, 

2002) 

Before the demonization of communist principles, liberalism and 

socialism/communism had shared many social reform tendencies. “…there was 

considerable overlap between the causes that the Communist party supported and the 

domestic reforms that organizations like the ADA espoused.” (Schrecker, 2002) But as 

anti-Communist stigma grew. the costs to the individual for honestly stating the social 

benefits of Communism grew, and progressives began to self-censor. “Unfortunately, in 

their eagerness to distance themselves from anything that might be remotely connected 

with communism, many of the cold war liberals abandoned their original concern with 

social reform.” (Schrecker, 2002) By the 1950s “… it was clear that their anticommunism 

had displaced most of their other political concerns.” (Schrecker, 2002)30 

                                                 
29 co-opt: “To neutralize or win over (an independent minority, for example) through assimilation into an 
established group or culture.” http://www.thefreedictionary.com/co-opt  
30 This sentiment was expressed in a 1950 article by Sydney Hook called ‘Document 21’. 
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This trend directed away from Socialist and Communist roots also took place in 

the realm of childrens’ literature: 

The move to create a far-reaching children’s literature with progressive influence 
entailed a move away from the sectarian character of much of the early socialist 
and Communist-authored children’s literature and toward the creation of a 
commercially viable literature that was still “socially constructive”, if not 
revolutionary. (Mickenberg, 2006)31 

The final victory and fruition of the cooptation process is evident in a quote by a 

member of the “New Left” in the 1960s during the Vietnam War era: “The peace 

movement is open-minded enough to be behind Senator McCarthy AND support draft 

resistance AND claim that the North Vietnamese are human beings who may want to talk 

about peace with us.” (Kennan, 1968)32 

FOUNDATIONS OF THE MCCARTHY POSITION  

When the State comes off its leash, it does not care about fine distinctions. It aims 
to oversimplify, to deform and destroy… Their interest is not in encouraging 
coherent political thinking, but in smothering any real challenge to the established 
order. That is why civil libertarians must stay vigilant against the chill. (Rips, 
1981)33 

The groundwork for the ‘Marxism threatens freedom’ position was laid down in 

the decade prior to the McCarthy hearings. During World War II, the U.S. had allied with 

Great Britain to stand against the Nazi invasion of Europe, and many Americans were 

uncomfortable with America’s increasingly interventionist policies, favoring a more 

isolationist approach. 
                                                 
31 During the period of 1935 – 1945, progressives began to focus on children’s literature as a medium for 
their message. 
32 This quote is from Nicholas MacDonald, a “New Left” student at Harvard in 1967. The comment was 
part of a letter to the editor of the New York Times, January 30, 1968 in response to an article published in 
The New York Times Magazine, 1-21-68, p.23 entitled “Rebels Without a Program” by Professor George 
Kennan. 
33 This quote is from Todd Gitlin, who writes from a somewhat radical 1960s perspective. This quote is 
from the essay ‘The Underground Press and its Cave-In’ in the ‘Unamerican Activities’ book by Geoffrey 
Rips. 
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The isolationist tendency came from both the right and the left, and as a result, 
President Roosevelt began to characterize communism as a threat to national 
security. At the same time, the American Communist party began to turn away 
from anti-Nazi and anti-fascist platform and began to focus on the U.S. 
government. (Schrecker, 2002)  

Liberals who had been sympathetic to the communist message began to turn 

against the American Communist party. Universities began to terminate the employment 

of communist-leaning professors. The American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU) expelled 

one of the members of their board of directors. Some labor unions fired leftist members 

in leadership positions. And some unions passed resolutions condemning Nazism, 

fascism, and communism. Communism and fascism were treated as equal facets of the 

same repressive, authoritarian force that was responsible for the Nazi atrocities. This was 

the beginning of the U.S. government’s campaign against communism and marked the 

beginning of the subsequent McCarthy era HUAC hearings. This was the beginning of a 

period when anti-communist tendencies were codified into law. 

ANTI -COMMUNIST TENDENCIES CODIFIED INTO LAW 

A series of government actions pushed forward the anti-Communist agenda and 

essentially made Communism illegal in the U.S.: 

• Imprisonment of the American Communist party’s leader Earl Browder 

for a passport violation. (Schrecker, 2002) 

• Hatch Act 1939: Barred Communists, Nazis and totalitarians from 

government employment. (Schrecker, 2002) 

• Voorhis Act 1940: Stipulated that groups with foreign affiliations register 

with the government. This was designed to force the American 

Communist party to sever its ties with Moscow. (Schrecker, 2002) 
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• Smith Act 1940: The first peacetime sedition act in American history. 

Allowed the government to expand its investigative and punitive authority 

by making speech as well as action punishable. Made it illegal to “teach or 

advocate” the overthrow of the government or to join any organization 

that did. This was used to go after the communists who were advocating 

revolution. (Schrecker, 2002) 

• Trial of Eugene Dennis: This was the first Smith Act trial. Eugene Dennis, 

chairman of the Communist Party USA 1945-1959 and 10 others were 

tried and convicted for violations of the Smith Act. The case was sent on 

to the Supreme Court. (Schrecker, 2002) 

• Supreme Court upholds the Smith Act, June 4, 1951 (Schrecker, 2002) 

o Dennis et al. v. United States (Schrecker, 2002) 

o Majority opinion: Chief Justice Fred Vinson (Schrecker, 2002) 

o Dissenting opinion: Justice Hugo Black (Schrecker, 2002) 

� the decision affirms censorship. 

� is an attack on freedom of speech. 

� only allows for the protection of safe or orthodox views 

that seldom need its protection. (Schrecker, 2002) 

THE LEGACY OF MCCARTHYISM  

• Created a reaction to McCarthyism that represented an expansion of 

liberalism that was tied to the concept of freedom of speech and free 

access to information. 
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• Freedom of information became a critical issue because the dialogue and 

subsequent government actions to squelch dissenting opinions confirmed 

the fears that liberals had of the capitalist dictator: 

o It restructures the narrative through the mechanism of propaganda. 

o It aligns with political forces and structures to accomplish its goals. 

o This alignment creates a powerful threat to individual freedom. 

THE PROGRESSIVE L IBRARIANS COUNCIL  

The threat to individual freedom that results from the concomitance of power with 

the desire to control is exemplified by the following quote by Aryeh Neier: 

The late 1940s and the 1950s were also the era of government and industry 
sponsored “loyalty” programs in which tens of thousands of suspected 
subversives were denied jobs. A report in an FBI dossier that an applicant for a 
government job (however remote from security matters) had attended a meeting 
of a group the FBI regarded as a Communist front was often sufficient to insure a 
rejection. (Rips, 1981) 

The mechanism of control is evident in the story of Mary Keeney. Mary Jane 

Keeney (1898-1969) was a librarian who worked for the U.S. Board of Economic 

Warfare during World War II. This dubious sounding entity was tasked with 

strengthening U.S. international economic positions through the development of 

government policies and programs. The concept of ‘economic warfare’ fits well with the 

Marxist concept of capitalist dictator. Mary’s husband Philip Keeney had been working 

at the Library of Congress at the time. 

Mary and Philip were charter members of the Progressive Librarians Council, an 

organization that operated under the auspices of the liberal politically active group called 
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the ‘Popular Front’. 34 The goal of this group was to promote, within public libraries, 

collective action to engage social inequities. 

In 1950, Senator McCarthy focused on Mary and Phillip Keeney, accusing them 

of being members of the Communist Party. Mary Keeney lost her job at the United 

Nations where she had been since the end of the war because of the McCarthy’s 

allegations. 

In addition to the direct targeting of people whom the government thought of as 

subversive, the government also incorporated help from the private sector. 

In addition to getting information from the FBI, many industrial employers relied 
on dossiers by private loyalty investigation groups that did a thriving business 
selling such services. (Rips, 1981) 

This environment of fear and suspicion eventually found its way into the library 

system. McCarthy’s exploits had caused the ALA to issue several statements that cast 

librarians in the role of defenders of intellectual freedom. But a study conducted by 

Marjorie Fisk between 1956 and 1958 showed that this was not necessarily the case with 

many librarians. (Collier, 2010) 

Many librarians in the 1950s were the product of WWI and WWII nationalism 

and may have engaged in censoring books written in German and other forms of 

discrimination and censorship. Many Americans in the early 1950s also didn’t have a 

problem with McCarthy initially. Only when he began to carry things too far did he fall 

out of favor with many Americans around the year 1954. 

The legacy of conservative political activism was brought to bear on public 

libraries and helped to usher in the era of modern progressive librarianship. 

                                                 
34 The ‘Popular Front’ was a loose coalition of working-class leftist, socialist, and communist political 
groups that had broad public sympathies and maintained many socialist and communist leanings without 
necessarily maintaining the socialist and communist designations. 
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THE CASE OF RUTH BROWN 

The McCarthy era produced an environment of fear and discrimination against 

progressive-minded people. The story of Ruth Brown is an example of this discrimination 

in a library context and shows how the campaign against communists was expanded to 

encapsulate other progressive activities such as the fight against racism and censorship. 

Ruth Brown was the library director of the Carnegie Library in Bartlesville in 

Oklahoma beginning in 1919 when she was 38 years old. She was very active in trying to 

desegregate the libraries in her town. (Robbins, 2009) In 1946, she helped form the 

Committee on the Practice of Democracy (COPD). The committee was an affiliate of the 

Congress of Racial Equality (CORE). It was the only CORE affiliate in the South and 

composed of black and white members. (Robbins, 2009) 

 She also took her fight against segregation into the larger community. In 1950, 

she and two teacher friends participated in a sit-in at Hull’s Drug Store to protest 

segregation and help force businesses to end discrimination. 

A few days after the sit-in, Ruth Brown was charged with being a Communist, 

circulating subversive materials from the library, and “…indoctrinating children against 

the principles of America” (Robbins L. S., 2000). The charge came from a citizens’ 

committee in the community. Within 5 months, she was fired in spite of the fact that she 

had support from the Oklahoma and American Library Associations. 

The stated reason for her dismissal was circulating subversive materials, a 

censorship issue, but the actual reason was her fight against racism in the South (Robbins 

L. , 2009).  Ruth fought her censorship case all the way up to the Oklahoma Supreme 

Court, but lost her case. 
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Louise Robbins, in her book ‘The Dismissal of Ruth Brown: Civil Rights, 

Censorship, and the American Library’ describes the significance of Miss Brown’s 

actions and the environment in which she operated: 

[Ruth Brown’s story is] …the story of the political, social, economic, and cultural 
threads that became interwoven in a particular time and place, creating a strong 
web of opposition. (Robbins L. S., 2000) 

[The situation evolved out of] …the matrix of personal, community, state, and 
national forces that can lead to censorship, intolerance, and the suppression of 
individual rights... (Robbins L. S., 2000) 

A sampling of quotes from critiques of the Louise Robbins book further 

elaborates Miss Brown’s significance: 

[The campaign against Ruth Brown is] …an example of the communities that 
were willing to deny or ignore public racist practices and to concentrate on 
censorship and use it as a tool to destroy any person perceived to believe in racial 
equity. Hannah Atkins 

…what Robbins calls “skirmishes”, whether won or lost, are necessary preludes 
to significant social change." Howard Zinn 

This last quote is the main lesson of this event. Progress never comes about 

without resistance to the established powers. Social equity is often resisted, and this 

resistance must be challenged wherever it shows itself. 

Later in life, after retiring from the public library in Sterling, Colorado, Miss 

Brown criticized the ALA for not getting involved enough in the process of integrating 

the public libraries. (Robbins L. S., 2000) In the year 2000, on the 50th anniversary of 

Miss Brown’s dismissal, the Oklahoma Library Association’s Social Responsibilities 

Roundtable (SRRT) established the Ruth Brown Memorial Award (Robbins L. , 2009) 

“to recognize and support programming that addresses issues of social concern as they 

affect libraries, library collections, and the communities served by these libraries.” 

(Webb, 2011) 
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Current Trends in Progressive Librarianship 

Government intrusion into the private lives of individuals got worse during the 

period of the 1950s-1960s. Personal affiliations of authors were the determining factor of 

whether a book was censored or not. A 1952 study by the FBI involved agents making 

inquires of public library workers. The New York Times reported on the inquiry: 

…the line of questioning had remarkably little to do with the content of those 
books and far more to do with their authors’ political inclinations and affiliations. 
It does not matter whether books are on chess or on the care of goldfish. If the 
author of a chess book or goldfish study has a Communist record, his book goes 
out (of the libraries). (Mickenberg, 2006) 

As the threat of Communism diminished, the methods of government surveillance 

shifted focus and became covert: 

During the 1960s, American preoccupation with the threat of subversion by 
domestic Communists diminished. Nevertheless, the FBI maintained its 
surveillance over them and other adherents of “Old Left” groups. To these it 
added surveillance of the “New Left” and of the millions of Americans who 
became active in protests against the war in Vietnam. (Rips, 1981) 

From 1973 until the late 1980s, the FBI conducted a secret surveillance program 

within America's unclassified scientific libraries, including both public and university 

libraries. That program, known as the Library Awareness Program was also known as 

Development of Counterintelligence Among Librarians (DECAL), had two goals: 

DECAL’ S GOALS 

• To restrict access by foreign nationals, particularly Soviet and East 

Europeans, to unclassified scientific information. (Foerstel H. N., 1991) 

• To recruit librarians to report on any "foreigners" using America's 

unclassified scientific libraries. (Foerstel H. N., 1991) 
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HERBERT FOERSTEL COMMENTS ON THE L IBRARY AWARENESS PROGRAM  

Herbert Foerstel is the former head of the branch libraries at the University of 

Maryland. In a speech delivered at MIT in 1999, he described some of the nefarious 

workings of the FBI in the process of enacting the Library Awareness Program (Foerstel, 

1999)35. 

Tactics used by the FBI included using agents to deceive and apply pressure to 

library personnel to gain information about patron reading habits. Agents would approach 

library staff and ask them to aid in “…preventing the spread of ‘sensitive but 

unclassified’ information to potential enemies.” (Foerstel, 1999) Agents also told library 

workers that “…a presidential executive order prohibited any Soviet citizen or any East 

European citizen from reading any NTIS (National Technical Information Service) 

reports.” (Foerstel, 1999) Since Foerstel’s library had about a million and a half of those 

unclassified reports, this executive order represented a huge barrier to the free exchange 

of information and put library workers in the uncomfortable position of checking on the 

national status and motivations of patrons. Their role would have to have beeen similar to 

a border patrol agent, asking probing questions; trying to interpret nervousness and other 

behaviors as indicators of deception. 

Fortunately, the library workers didn’t have to assume this suspicious role for 

very long. As Foerstel explains, “It turned out that the executive order story was 

completely bogus, but it may have led some librarians to deny scientific information to 

foreign nationals.” (Foerstel, 1999) 

The FBI also attempted to get personal information about library patrons and their 

reading habits: 

                                                 
35 Herbert Foerstel, former Head of Branch Libraries at University of Maryland and board member of the 
National Security Archive. delivered these remarks at MIT, Cambridge, MA, March 29, 1999 at a 
symposium called “Secrecy in Science: Exploring University, Industry, and Government Relationships.” 
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Even more disturbing than the attempt to prevent access to materials was the 
attempt to get librarians to reveal the names and reading habits of foreigners using 
the libraries, what books they checked out, what database searches they requested, 
even their questions to reference librarians. (Foerstel, 1999) 

And the criteria by which the agents sought to differentiate various people by type 

had more than a tinge of racial profiling about it: 

At my university, the agents told librarians that they should report to the FBI 
anyone with a "foreign sounding name or foreign sounding accent." I don't know 
what the makeup of your campus [MIT] is, but at the University of Maryland that 
would cover about two-thirds of the students and faculty, all of whom were 
supposed to be reported to the FBI, along with their scientific interests. (Foerstel, 
1999) 

The Library Awareness Program was a secret program that target lower-level 

library workers. It attempted to bypass library supervisors and administrators, and it 

involved blatant deception by the FBI in an attempt to control free access to materials by 

groups of people based on arbitrary discriminatory characterizations of their character 

and motivations. 

Eventually, librarians and administrators at all levels of the library system became 

aware of the program and spread the word amongst themselves. As a result, a strong 

resistance emerged, and the program was no longer capable of fulfilling its objectives. 

TWO PRIVACY ISSUES: OPENNESS AND CONFIDENTIALITY  

Herbert Foerstel described the government’s intrusion into the privacy of the 

individual library patrons as a situation in which openness and confidentiality of the 

library patron must be defended. The two issues are not necessarily mutually exclusive. 

Unclassified materials are open and available to anyone, regardless of their 

nationality or motivations for wanting the material. There is no litmus test for the release 

of materials to the public. 

Confidentiality involves: 
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…the longstanding professional ethics of the library profession that says that any 
interaction between a library user and the library staff is confidential. Their 
reading habits, their questions, their scientific interests are not the business of the 
FBI or of anyone else for that matter. (Foerstel, 1999) 

The confluence of these two principles forms a basis for the resistance to outside 

intrusion into the personal liberties of library patrons. 

PLG – PROGRESSIVE L IBRARIANS GUILD  

The Progressive Librarians Guild evolved out of the progressive path that 

American libraries had taken. In the past, some progressive actions and declarations by 

the ALA had been driven by pressure from groups and events outside of the ALA instead 

of by the ALA itself. Racial integration, for instance, evolved for many decades into a 

movement that could not be stopped. Events such as the Brown v. Board of Education 

decision of 195436, and the Greensboro sit-ins in 1960 shaped the debate about racial 

integration and equality, and the ALA developed racial integration policies as a reaction 

to the cultural shift that was already underway. 

Activism evolved out of an understanding by librarians that it was not enough to 

have ideas about equality and to support progressive causes after the fact. Being in 

agreement with the concepts of freedom that developed from the struggles and battles 

fought by others and then responding in a reactionary way betrayed a lack of leadership 

and courage in the librarian community.  

The Progressive Librarians Guild was established in 1990 to fill this leadership 

gap. Their stated goals reflect a new interest in social activism as is evident from their 

stated goals37: 

Progressive Librarians Guild is committed to:  

                                                 
36 The Brown v. Board of Education case declared segregation in public schools to be unconstitutional. 
37 The PRG statement of commitments is from the PRG web site: http://www.libr.org/plg/statement.php  
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• providing a forum for the open exchange of radical views on library issues.  

• conducting campaigns to support progressive and democratic library activities 

locally, nationally and internationally.  

• supporting activist librarians as they work to effect changes in their own libraries 

and communities.  

• bridging the artificial and destructive gaps between school, public, academic and 

special libraries, and between public and technical services.  

• encouraging debate about prevailing management strategies adopted directly from 

the business world, to propose democratic forms of library administration, and to 

foster unity between librarians and other library workers.  

• critically considering the impact of technological change in the library workplace, 

on the provision of library services, and on the character of public discourse.  

• monitoring the professional ethics of librarianship from a perspective of social 

responsibility.  

• facilitating contacts between progressive librarians and other professional and 

scholarly groups dealing with communications and all the political, social, 

economic and cultural trends which impact upon it worldwide, in a global context.  

RADICAL REFERENCE 

The move toward progressive activism increased in the year 2000 with the 

election of George W. Bush to the U.S. presidency. In response to the attacks of 

September 11, 2001 and a perceived terrorist threat to the United States, President Bush 

enacted the USA PATRIOT Act38 on October 26, 2001 which expanded the powers of 

                                                 
38 USA PATRIOT Act: The Uniting and Strengthening America by Providing Appropriate Tools Required 
to Intercept and Obstruct Terrorism Act dramatically  increased the government’s ability to engage in 
surveillance by reducing restrictions on intelligence gathering at home and abroad. 
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the FBI and law enforcement agencies by giving them, among other things, access to 

library records and stored electronic data and communication. 

The ALA strongly rejected the intrusive expansion of governmental power and 

issued the ‘Resolution on the USA PATRIOT Act and Related Measures that Infringe on 

the Rights of Library Users’39. The resolution includes the following description of the 

ALA’s position on the matter: 

The American Library Association (ALA) opposes any use of governmental 
power to suppress the free and open exchange of knowledge and information or to 
intimidate individuals exercising free inquiry…ALA considers that sections of the 
USA PATRIOT Act are a present danger to the constitutional rights and privacy 
rights of library users. 

A group called Radical Reference (RR) evolved out of this context. The following 

quotes describe the group’s description of their origin and goals: 

Radical reference originated as a service provided by volunteer library workers 
from all over the United States to assist demonstrators and activists at the 
convergence surrounding the Republican National Convention in New York City 
August 29-September 2, 2004. 

Mission Statement: Radical Reference is a collective of volunteer library workers 
who believe in social justice and equality. We support activist communities, 
progressive organizations, and independent journalists by providing professional 
research support, education and access to information. We work in a collaborative 
virtual setting and are dedicated to information activism to foster a more 
egalitarian society. 

Declaration of purpose: We face a society where citizens are less and less 
informed due to consolidation and corporatization of media. I think it is our core 
code of ethics to help to inform citizens so that they can participate fully in the 
democratic process. In this way, we are forwarding the profession by reaching out 
to the community. Every librarian should go out to his/her own community and 
use his/her information skills to affect positive change. If this is radical, then by 

                                                 
39 ALA Resolution on the USA PATRIOT Act: 
http://www.ala.org/template.cfm?section=ifresolutions&template=/contentmanagement/contentdisplay.cfm
&contentid=11891  
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all means I am radical. (Discordia, 2004)  
--Discordia, August 25, 2004 

The RR’s stated goals and purposes clearly reflect the Marxist conception of the 

capitalist dictator. The corporate media, driven by the system’s requirement for unbridled 

expansion, shapes the message and forms the description of what it means to be an 

American. With this understanding, librarian activism has developed into an overtly 

political endeavor. As Carla Hayden said in an article in Ms. Magazine online, 

“…librarians are more freedom fighters than shushers.” (Hayden, 2004) 

 

CONSEQUENCES OF THE SHIFT TOWARD THE LEFT 

Marxist Influence on Teaching and Learning Theories 

The American education system and the public and school library systems have 

been affected by the new political activism that grew out of the progressive educational 

theories and societal developments.  

Ideas such as Karl Marx’s class distinctions, idealist dictator and the exploitation 

of the working class began to make their way into mainstream discourse. This transition 

and assimilation of doctrine began to influence American culture and affect the course of 

education and library development. Some academics began to call for the public library 

to become more variable as an institution that is more education-focused. (White, 1983) 

MARX ’S MATERIALISM  

Marx’s critique of capitalism had a great impact on most societies of the 18th and 

19th centuries, including the U.S., but in countries where capitalism had its strongest 

hold, Marxist ideas were repressed and demonized by propaganda and censorship.  
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Marx was considered to be a materialist philosopher. Counter to the idealist view, 

Marx said that social and material forces preceded consciousness. Mental states were 

derived from and dependent on material factors. He staunchly opposed any type of appeal 

to an invisible, ephemeral world and any type of abstraction. For Marx, abstraction was a 

falsehood and was at the root of a great deal of social problems. 

This view of the world was an inversion of idealism and the capitalist system that 

evolved from it. Capitalism saw the thought as primary, then came action and progress. 

This fit the bourgeoisie justification of striation of society into a class structure. Only 

when society reaches a certain level of development, when material needs are accounted 

for, can society achieve the mental labor classes needed to drive society forward. With 

capitalism providing the leaders, it all just fit into place.  

VYGOTSKY ’S THEORETICAL APPROACH 

Marx’s materialist model had an impact on cognitive learning models and on 

educational models by extension. Lev Vygotsky was a Russian psychologist who lived 

from 1896 – 1934 and developed a cultural-historical psychology that was based on 

Marx’s views. 

He developed a theory that correlated stages of consciousness with genetic 

domains. “The genetic domains are material-based, and so the material realm precedes 

the states of consciousness which are dependent on them” (Vygotsky, 1978). He claimed 

that higher mental processes in the individual have their origin in social processes. 

Another point that closely mirrored Marx’s views was Vygotsky’s idea that 

“…mental processes can only be understood through the tools and signs that mediate 

them” (Vygotsky, 1978). This is indicative of Marx’s idea that the ruling classes control 
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the messages that are issued to the masses and that cover up the core injustices of their 

own class operations. 

THE GENETIC METHOD  

Vygotsky’s theoretical model was the basis for his Genetic Theory of Mind, 

which had five main components: 

4. Mind is genetic: Mental processes are genetic. Their origins must be analyzed 

from a genetic/material framework perspective. (Vygotsky, 1978) (Materialism 

precedes cognition). 

5. Mind evolves: The genesis of human mental processes are revolutionary and 

evolutionary. They are qualitative. (Vygotsky, 1978)  

6. Signs are the mediators: Genetic progression and transition are defined in terms 

of mediational means (tools & signs). (Vygotsky, 1978) (Emphasis on social 

messages). 

7. Mind processes exist in domains: Human mental process are based on genetic 

domains (Vygotsky, 1978): 

Phylogenesis 

Sociocultural history 

Ontogenesis 

Microgenesis 

8. Developmental forces correspond to mind processes: Different forces of 

development, each with their own principles, operate in different genetic domains. 

(The application of Marx’s matter-first philosophy to a psychological and 

educational model). 
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THE GENETIC DOMAINS  

Phylogenesis: The base material level grounded in organic evolution. Evolution 

was based on the Darwinian natural selection model in its original sense. Capitalism 

justified its existence with a Social Darwinism model, but Vygotsky used Darwinism in 

its original sense as a process of genetic development as a precursor to cognitive 

development. This matter-first stage is necessary but not sufficient for human 

development. The other stages of development are also necessary. Other researchers later 

challenged his theory to say that evolution was occurring concurrent with sociocultural 

development. Vygotsky implied a sharp distinction. (Vygotsky, 1978) 

Sociocultural History: This is the stage of mediational means. Tools and signs 

make possible the transmission of culture. The decontextualization of mediational means 

(primarily signs) provides the possibility of sociocultural change. This leads to higher 

mental functions. This is a combination of Marx’s view that matter precedes 

consciousness and that the bourgeoisie control the messages. Other researchers later 

challenged Vygotsky’s view by saying that literacy is not a single, undifferentiated 

phenomenon with a uniform impact on higher mental functioning, but rather that there 

are different types of literacy with different cognitive consequences. (Vygotsky, 1978) 

Ontogenesis: The first 2 domains each have a single developmental force. 

Phylogenesis depended on Darwinian evolution; Sociocultural History depended on 

mediational tools and signs. Ontogenesis has two intersecting developmental forces. It 

involves the simultaneous operation of biological and social forces in human 

development instead of separating these two factors into separate domains as was done 

with Phylogenesis and Sociocultural History. Critics of Vygotsky’s domains say that 

ontogenesis and microgenesis were underdeveloped and that was due to Vygotsky’s true 

belief that thinking was actually the result of social factors alone. James S. Wertsch 
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describes one such criticism: “For example, S.L. Rubenstein (1946) asserted that 

Vygotzky’s account of word meaning elevated the social processes involved in speech to 

the role of sole creator of thinking.”(Wertsch, 1985) 

Microgenesis: This is the other domain that Rubenstein criticizes Vygotsky for 

leaving underdeveloped. Microgenesis is a more research-specific level that has two 

parts. The first part deals with the training of subjects to criteria before the ‘real’ 

observations of the experiment are made. The second part involves the unfolding of a 

person’s perceptual and conceptual act in the process of transforming a thought to a 

speech utterance. (Vygotsky, 1978) 

Again, the lack of development and relevance of the last two domains, betrays a 

bias on Vygotsky’s part toward a primarily Marxist viewpoint that matter-based social 

forces are the sole basis for conceptual development. 

SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT THEORY 

Vygotsky’s domains were derived from Marx’s matter-first philosophy and 

became one of the foundations of Constructivism which says that people create meaning 

and knowledge through an interaction with their personal social experiences. This 

interpretation is the basis for Vygotsky’s ‘Social Development Theory’ (Vygotsky, 

1978). This theory was in direct contradiction with the dominant interpretations of the 

time. The dominant theories were best exemplified by Jean Piaget who lived from 1896-

1980. Piaget claimed that human development precedes learning, and Vygotsky said that 

social learning precedes development (Vygotsky, 1978). This is basically the same 

argument that Marx had with idealism about whether matter precedes thought or thought 

precedes matter. Vygotsky reflected Marx’s view that human development is based on 

material and social forces. 
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THE EFFECT OF GENETIC DOMAINS ON TEACHING MODELS 

Vygotsky’s theories claim that social interaction precedes development. 

Consciousness and cognition are the end product of socialization and social behavior. 

These ideas are firmly based on Marx’s model which says that the material (social) 

precedes the mental. This model affected the development of the Constructivist view that 

learning is an interactive process; it is not simply a passive receiving of information. The 

traditional view of teaching was transmissionist and instructionist. A teacher transmits 

information to the student, and the student receives the information and adds it to his 

body of knowledge. 

Vygotsky’s social development theory placed stages of development into genetic 

domains. The biological domains form the context through which individual personal 

development occurs. This same concept translates to learning models. Instead of being a 

unidirectional process of instruction from teacher to student, learning occurs within 

learning contexts. The students don’t simply receive knowledge, they play an active role 

in the learning process. It is an interactive process in which collaboration facilitates 

meaning construction. Learning is a reciprocal event in which the teacher and student 

work together to construct meaning. (Vygotsky, 1978) 

This has implications on the concept of knowledge itself. Knowledge is not 

something that just exists in the world. It’s not a static entity that can be poured into a 

person’s head or rest statically in a book waiting to be discovered. Knowledge acquisition 

and meaning creation are an interactive process between the person and the material 

being learned. 

These concepts form the foundation for the concept and development of critical 

literacy. Critical literacy is a teaching model that exists at the intersection of a materialist 
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interactive learning model and a social activism framework based largely on a Marxist 

view of a power structure that imposes control on people. 

THE INFLUENCE OF VYGOTSKY ON THE DEVELOPMENT OF TEACHING MODELS 

Vygotsky’s theories fall into a category of pragmatic philosophy called 

‘Constructivism’. Constructivism is based on 3 main propositions (Wilson, 1996): 

1. Understanding is in our interactions with the environment. (Wilson, 1996) 

2. Cognitive conflict or puzzlement is the stimulus for learning and determines the 

organization and nature of what is learned. (Dewey, 1938) 

3. Knowledge evolves through social negotiation and through the evaluation of the 

viability of individual understandings. (vonGlaserfeld, 1989) 

The Contructivist propositions listed above suggest instructional principles that 

can guide the practice of teaching and the design of learning environments. These 

principles are summed up in the following quote: 

… traditional educational technology values of replicability, reliability, 
communication and control contrast sharply with the seven primary constructivist 
values of collaboration, personal autonomy, generativity, reflectivity, active 
engagement, personal relevance and pluralism. (Lebow, 1993) 

The instructional principles derived from the constructivist propositions are (John 

R. Savery, 1996): 
 

1. Anchor all learning activities to a larger task or problem. (T. M. Duffy, 1991) 

2. Support the learner in developing ownership for the overall problem or task. 

(Blumenfeld, 1991) 

3. Design an authentic task. (vonGlaserfeld, 1989) 
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4. Design the task and learning environment to reflect the complexity of the 

environment they should be able to function in at the end of the learning. (A. 

Collins, 1989) 

5. Give the learner ownership of the process used to develop a solution. (John R. 

Savery, 1996) 

6. Design the learning environment to support and challenge the learner’s thinking. 

(Vygotsky, 1978) 

7. Encourage testing ideas against alternative contexts. (T. M. Duffy, 1991) 

8. Provide opportunity for and support reflection on both the content learned and the 

learning process. (R. Clift, 1990) 

The instructional principles that are based on constructivist propositions lead to a 

learning environment governed by a “spiral curriculum” (P. Cowan, 1998). Cowan 

describes the spiral curriculum as a process whereby “…students are “scaffolded” to 

higher and higher levels of generalization by revisiting a problem on multiple occasions, 

each time with an increased understanding of the task at hand.” He goes on to say 

“Clearly this is impossible using current classroom techniques.” (P. Cowan, 1998) 

In addition to scaffolding, “reciprocation” (Driscoll, 1994) is also used. 

“Reciprocal teaching allows for the creation of a dialogue between students and teachers. 

This two way communication becomes an instructional strategy by encouraging students 

to go beyond answering questions and engage in the discourse.”  (Hausfather, 1996) 

The spiral curriculum grew out of Vygotsky’s constructivist philosophy, which in 

turn was heavily influenced by Marx’s materialism. The concepts of scaffolding and 

reciprocation are very different from the traditional transmissionist teaching model 

whereby a teacher transmits knowledge to the student who is then supposed to receive the 

information and assimilate it. This shift in the teacher-student relationship is an important 
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contribution by Vygotsky toward the development of new teaching models that have the 

potential to help students become aware of societal power structures, especially when 

combined with the techniques of a process called ‘Critical Literacy’. 

CRITICAL L ITERACY  

Heather Coffey is an academic and educator who has an interest in the theory, 

history and implementation of critical literacy teaching models in educational contexts. 

She defines critical literacy as “the ability to read texts in an active, reflective manner in 

order to better understand power, inequality, and injustice in human relationships.” 

(Coffey, 2010) 

Coffey identifies the major characteristics of the critical literacy philosophy40: 

9. Unequal Power Relationships41: 

• Unequal power relationships are prevalent in all aspects of society. 

• Those in power are the ones who generally choose what truths are to be 

privileged. 

• Through institutions like schooling and government, these ideologies are 

supported, thereby perpetuating the status quo. 

• Within schools, only particular knowledge is legitimized, thus excluding 

groups who are unable to contribute to the process of the authentication of that 

knowledge. 

10. Creation and Privileging of Dominant Discourses42: 

                                                 
40 The 5 general categories of critical literacy are not part of  Coffey’s model, but rather are derived from 
her prescribed practical methodologies with a consideration of Marx’s economic theories and Vygotsky’s 
social development models.  
41 This topic heading was derived from Marx’s critique of Capitalism as described in his ‘Economic 
Theory of History’. 
42 This topic heading comes from Coffey’s own model and statements regarding critical literacy. 
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• Students must learn to acknowledge the unfair privileging of certain 

dominant discourses. 

• Educators must critique the traditional models of education, which 

typically place the teacher at the front of the classroom possessing and 

transmitting the knowledge to students who sit idly “learning” or receiving 

the information. 

• Students become more socially aware through critique of multiple forms 

of injustice. 

• This awareness cannot be achieved if students are not given the 

opportunity to explore and construct knowledge. 

11. Learning Domains43: 

• Teachers create spaces where they can be learners and students can be 

teachers. 

• Thus providing a context for everyone to construct and interrogate theories 

of knowledge. 

• The development of critical literacy encourages students to question issues 

of power — explicitly disparities within social contexts like socio-

economic status, race, class, gender, sexual orientation, etc. 

12. Interpretation of Signs & Symbols in Dominant Language44: 

• Becoming critically literate means that students have mastered the ability 

to read and critique messages in texts in order to better understand whose 

knowledge is being privileged.  

                                                 
43 This topic heading is derived from Vygotsky’s genetic domains model. 
44 This topic heading comes from Coffey’s critical literacy model and represents a postmodern influence in 
its concern with language, signs and symbols and their influence on human perception and the effect on 
assimilation of dominant discourses. 
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• Teachers using critical pedagogy demonstrate how to evaluate the function 

language plays in the social construction of the self. 

13. Social Reform of the Dominant Institutions45: 

• Facilitating the development of critical literacy promotes the examination 

and reform of social situations and exposes students to the biases and 

hidden agendas within texts.  

• The teacher serves as the facilitator of social change. 

• When students learn to use the tools of critical literacy, they can expose, 

discuss, and attempt to solve social injustices within their own lives.  

These principles and teaching techniques are based on a view of children as being 

intelligent and independent and encourages them to question what they are being told, 

regardless of who is telling them. This runs counter to the conservative approach which 

encourages children not to question and to bow to the authority of dominant power 

structures, whether manifest in the form of a parent or a political institution. Artist Wanda 

Gag summarizes it this way: 

“…every child should be given freedom and responsibility in their studies.” and 
she believed that “children were blessed with forthrightness and innate good sense 
and need not be shielded from reality.”46 (Winnan, 1999) 

The influence of Marx’s conceptions of dominant power structures and their 

control of the messages that reinforce and perpetuate the dominant institutions is obvious 

in the critical literacy model and in the quote above. Also the idea of social reform as a 

type of revolution is Marxist. Vygotsky also shows through in the critical literacy model. 

                                                 
45 This topic heading comes from Marx’s concern with active social change and revolution. 
46 Wanda Gag was an artist who shifted from producing socially conscious art to producing picture books 
for children. Her success as a writer and illustrator of children’s books was due primarily to her 
associations with progressive causes and groups. 
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Learning contexts are closely related to genetic domains, and the emphasis on 

interpreting the signs and symbols through which dominant narratives are transmitted and 

the subsequent distrust of the transmissionist teaching model is based almost entirely on 

Vygotsky and Marx. These core concepts are implemented in specific teaching methods 

as described by Edward Behrman. 

EDWARD BEHRMAN ’S CRITICAL LITERACY TEACHING METHODS 

Edward Behrman is an academic and educator who has an interest in the theory, 

history and implementation of critical literacy teaching models in educational contexts. 

According to Behrman, “…critical literacy theory focuses on the relationships between 

language, power, social practice, and access to social goods and services.” (Coffey, 2010) 

These lessons are codified into specific teaching practices that encourage students to: 

1. Look at texts, like novels, magazine articles, short stories, films, etc., through a 

lens that challenges societal norms. 

2. Evaluate whose knowledge is being privileged in texts and de-construct the 

message of those meanings. 

3. Question the factors that may have influenced the author to create the text in a 

specific manner. 

4. Look at texts from other perspectives. 

5. Re-create them from the standpoint of marginalized groups in order to analyze the 

power relations and social inequities promoted by the texts. 

6. Examine power relationships that are found in language and literature. These 

practices show students that language is never neutral. 

Behrman’s identified the most-used critical literacy teaching methods as: 

1. Reading supplementary texts 
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2. Reading multiple texts 

3. Reading from a resistant perspective 

4. Producing counter-texts 

5. Having students conduct research about topics of personal interest 

6. Challenging students to take social action 

 

The Impact of Learning Models on Educators and the Public Library 

Progressive ideas and methodologies became transformed into techniques and 

approaches to teaching and the development of learning models. The drive to disrupt the 

dominant social narratives was based on a desire to increase freedom and fairness of 

access to the information that would allow marginalized groups the same opportunities 

for success and development as the dominant groups. 

As progressive methodologies became commonplace in education research, ideas 

such as Lev Vygotsky’s ‘zone of proximal development’ began to influence researchers 

involved with how children learn and how they seek out and find information in libraries. 

To explain the interaction between learning and development, Vygotsky used the 
theoretical construct of a 'zone of proximal development': he held that new 
congnitive skills are first practised by children in social interaction with a more 
experienced person until the skill is mastered, internalized and finally exercised. 
(McKechnie, 1997) 

The ‘zone of proximal development’ is essentially an integration of social theory 

and information seeking theory into a model that is of interest to both educators and 

librarians. The two fields, education and library science, were brought together and both 

benefitted from the conjunction. As one researcher noted, “…the use of library services 
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and collections provided many learning opportunities, particularly for learning how 

libraries work and for acquiring emergent literacy skills.” (McKechnie, 1997) 

Vygotsky became an important figure in a new field of research. The importance 

of social interaction in the process of learning and negotiating information environments 

was a major contribution of Vygotsky and became an important tool in the research of the 

experience of information negotiation: “…Vygotsky's theory provides an important tool 

in the analysis of children's interaction with libraries and library materials and the role of 

parents and library staff in this process.” (McKechnie, 1997) 

A large and diverse research literature began to develop in this area and continues 

to evolve and influence education models toward more socially oriented learning 

frameworks. (Cortazzi & Hall, 1998) New journal articles, research papers and books 

have also emerged to fill this gap in the research landscape that keep library staff 

informed of current publications in the field of socially conscious education models and 

information seeking in libraries. Vygotsky’s models and books about Vygotsky form a 

significant part of this emerging literature and also have begun to be expressed in the 

roles of educators and librarians. 

EDUCATORS BECOME MORE SOCIALLY ACTIVE  

Progressive views became the norm within the American educational system 

primarily due to the emerging socially conscious learning models, but also because of the 

self-identification of teachers with the working class, and this transformation translated 

into a new social action among educators.47 

Encouraged to discard the educational philosophy of neutrality, many teachers 
began to identify with the working class and its struggles. (Mickenberg, 2006) 

                                                 
47 This transformation of the mindset of many educators was also due to the influence of ‘The Popular 
Front’. 
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 A growing number of educators came to agree with the idea that “in economic 
status the teacher’s position is much closer to the ditch digger than to the college 
trustee.” (Mickenberg, 2006) 

As the director of the New York Teachers Union asserted in 1935, “We must of 
necessity take a stand on current social problems, especially educational 
problems, which are fundamentally social in origin.” (Mickenberg, 2006) 

SOCIAL ACTIVISIM AND FREEDOM OF INFORMATION IN THE ALA 

The American Library Association (ALA) was founded in 1876 with the goal of 

enhancing learning and providing access to information for everyone without 

discrimination. The ALA identifies the main goals of a library to be the providing of 

access to materials without exclusion, making available a variety of viewpoints, 

challenge to censorship, and challenge to restriction of free expression. These principles 

are codified in the Library Bill of Rights (ALA, 2011). 

L IBRARY BILL OF RIGHTS  

According to the ALA, “The American Library Association affirms that all 

libraries are forums for information and ideas, and that the following basic policies 

should guide their services” (ALA, 2011): 

1. Books and other library resources should be provided for the interest, information, 

and enlightenment of all people of the community the library serves. Materials 

should not be excluded because of the origin, background, or views of those 

contributing to their creation. 

2. Libraries should provide materials and information presenting all points of view 

on current and historical issues. Materials should not be proscribed or removed 

because of partisan or doctrinal disapproval. 

3. Libraries should challenge censorship in the fulfillment of their responsibility to 

provide information and enlightenment. 
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4. Libraries should cooperate with all persons and groups concerned with resisting 

abridgment of free expression and free access to ideas. 

5. A person’s right to use a library should not be denied or abridged because of 

origin, age, background, or views. 

6. Libraries which make exhibit spaces and meeting rooms available to the public 

they serve should make such facilities available on an equitable basis, regardless 

of the beliefs or affiliations of individuals or groups requesting their use. 

 

These principles were adopted in 1948 and amended in 1961, 1967, 1980, and 

1996 (ALA, 2011) and show a strong reformist tendency. The emphasis on inclusion of 

all people and views reflects an awareness of the ability of a dominant power structure to 

create a dominant narrative of the history and purpose of a society. The desire to provide 

for a variety of viewpoints is indicative of the critical literacy movement which was 

founded on Vygotsky’s cognitive learning models which in turn were based on Marxist 

criticism of capitalist power structures. The challenge to censorship reinforces the 

awareness of those power structures, but also includes a precaution against the ruling 

classes’ history and willingness to use specific tools to restrict the freedoms of its 

citizenry. 

The future of the American public library will surely maintain these principles, 

but will likely build on them to provide a new expanded framework for progressive 

reform. 
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PERSPECTIVE FROM NATIONAL LIBRARY LEADERSHIP 

Interview with Dr. Loriene Roy, ALA President 2007-2008 

On March 25, 2011, I conducted an interview with Dr. Loriene Roy, the president 

of the American Library Association from 2007-2008. My questions were structured so 

as to derive a view of the issues of censorship, privacy, and social responsibility from a 

national, institutional perspective. Roy, as ALA president, is uniquely positioned to offer 

perspectives of both her own personal views and also the perspective of the library and 

information sciences industry as a whole. Below is the result of that interview. 

CENSORSHIP 

Controlling access to information is a form of censorship. When librarians make 

resource selections, they are essentially controlling the range of experience that patrons 

have available to encounter. The internet opens up this range of experience considerably, 

and the library has some level of responsibility in setting parameters that will enhance the 

lives and minds of its patrons. 

But there are other sources of censorship in the populace itself, outside of the 

library organizational structure. Some citizens and citizen groups want to censor 

materials that they find inappropriate. Their arguments for censorship typically use the 

protection of children as an excuse and focus almost entirely on works and causes that 

promote progressive social issues. 

Whether the pressures of censorship come from within the library or within the 

populace, the position of Roy and the ALA has been to resist censorship in its many 

forms in order to confer upon the individual the rights and privileges of deciding for 

themselves what materials they deem to be appropriate. At all levels, the hierarchy of the 
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library organization is determined to set the parameters of the access to information to 

favor individual choice and freedom as opposed to censorship and control. In order to get 

a more direct perspective on the subject of censorship as it relates to progressive social 

issues, I asked Roy what were some of the censorship issues that she and her colleagues 

had to deal with when she was president of the ALA. She discussed several issues that 

reflect current struggles involving older themes and progressive causes. 

During her tenure as ALA president, Roy had anticipated many challenges to the 

ALA’s positions on privacy and censorship, but didn’t receive many challenges. The 

issues that she did face were generally associated with social issues that ran counter to 

conservative religious views. Typically, Roy had from between 0 minutes to 2 days to 

prepare for an interview. The ALA would usually give her talking points. They were 

pretty generic and vague, and she preferred to prepare her own responses. If she had time 

to prepare, she would ask other librarians for their personal experiences about the topic 

and incorporate their stories into her responses. 

Within her first month on the job, she gave 4 interviews about Harry Potter. Each 

reporter wanted to approach it from a different perspective. There had been a controversy 

whereby some religious groups wanted to restrict access to the Harry Potter books 

because they felt that the material was a violation of their religious views.  

Another censorship issue involved the subject of homosexuality. There was a 

forum in Chicago which she attended where authors read from their censored books. One 

of the authors read from his book “And Tango Makes Three”, a true story about two male 

penguins in New York City’s Central Park Zoo who are “a little bit different”. The two 

penguins nest together and start caring for a rock as if it were an egg, and so a zookeeper 

decided to give them a real baby penguin to care for, and they become a family. The 
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audience for the book is pre-school to third grade, and so some religious groups had 

banned the book. 

She also received questions about why the library supports gaming. The questions 

were about how gaming does not supporting traditional reading role of library, and 

whether or not the position of the ALA should be to restrict access to these materials 

based on a more narrow interpretation of the role of the library. 

This issue about the role of the library is an old one. Dee Garrison identifies the 

conflict back as early as the beginning of the 20th century: 

By 1915 the president of the ALA warned that extension activities might be in 
danger of overpowering the library’s more traditional function of providing books 
to the citizenry. (Garrison, 1979) 

Rosemary DuMont also comments on this issue. She describes how libraries have 

had to deal with emerging technologies that provide direct competition to their traditional 

role: 

All of these developments are producing major changes in the ways information is 
generated, disseminated, processed, stored, transformed, and retrieved. (Du Mont, 
1977) 

Because of these changes, some librarians have begun to abandon the concept of 
the library as a collection of books and to think of it instead as “one part of the 
process of information transfer, as one segment of the conveyor belt which moves 
the product of intellectual activity… from the mind of the creator to the mind of 
the receiver. (Du Mont, 1977)48 

Another censorship issue that she faced involved ethnicity. Roy is Native 

American. She often received questions about Native American culture. One situation 

involved questions from the Associated Press (AP) about Oprah Winfrey’s inclusion of 

                                                 
48 This comment evokes the previous discussion about the Gatekeeper role of the librarian which early 
Progressive reformers were opposed to. Information goes from source to receiver without a moral authority 
placing itself in between. 
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the book “The Education of Little Tree” on her book club list. The questions were about 

the historical controversy about the book. 

When it was first published in 1976, people thought it was an autobiography. The 

author is Asa Earl Carter; but he published the book under the pseudonym Forrest Carter. 

The controversy centered around the author’s history as staunch racist. He had been a 

member of several racist organizations including the Ku Klux Klan and the White 

Citizens’ Council. As a speech writer for Alabama Governor George Wallace, he had 

written Wallace’s famous line “Segregation today, segregation tomorrow, segregation 

forever.” which consistently received thunderous cheers and applause from the audiences 

to whom he delivered it. 

When questioned by the AP, Roy said that the book was an odd choice for 

Oprah’s list. The characters were stereotypical, and there is some implicit racism in it. 

Oprah and Roy were interviewed about the controversy. As a result, Oprah said that the 

inclusion of the book on her list was a mistake and she took it off the list. She said that it 

was added without her knowledge and that neither she nor her staff had been aware of the 

controversy surrounding it. 

Afterward, a citizen found out about this incident and began an angry email 

campaign saying that Roy was not qualified to censor books. This person sent emails all 

over the place including to people in high places in the academic community. The ALA 

asked Roy if she wanted to comment, but she declined. She said that she had too many 

other important issues to attend to. Roy told the ALA that she had been misquoted by the 

woman and that her position was not indicative of censorship. 

This incident highlights an important aspect about censorship that Roy had to 

contend with as a national leader involved with the issue. Roy says that whenever you’re 

critical of a title (a book), people assume you’re censoring. But there’s a difference 
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between selecting for a collection and selecting for an awards or best books list. By 

selecting out materials from a library collection, you are potentially restricting patrons’ 

access to information. This is a form of censorship. This does not mean that you have to 

nominate those materials for awards or recognition. This would imply acceptance of the 

views contained in the material. Access, when opened up, puts choice in the hands of the 

individual, yet makes no judgment either for or against the validity or the value of the 

material. 

At this point in the interview, I told Roy that I regularly collect and read materials 

that represent views that are contrary to my own beliefs because that is the only way to 

gain an accurate and well-balanced view of things. I like to constantly challenge my own 

views. Roy agreed with this and said that she was not censoring the book. She owns the 

book. There’s a picture of her in an August 2007 Austin paper that clearly shows a copy 

of “The Education of Little Tree” on her bookshelf in the background. 

As a matter of policy, the ALA fights against censorship and offers opinions 

about such issues as they arise. Since the Library Bill of Rights was issued on Jun 19, 

1939, the ALA has issued interpretations to explain nuances of their positions as 

challenges arise. 

Recently, the ALA has begun to address new types of situations. ‘Traditional 

Cultural Expression’ (TCE) is a new censorship issue that the ALA is becoming involved 

with. In January of 2011, a report was issued by ALA counsel. Librarians and archivists 

are dealing with this issue now. The issue involves collections containing materials that 

people in an indigenous or traditional culture find sensitive and therefore restrict access 

to them. 

For example, tribal communities have criteria for a person to access their cultural 

materials. Age is one of the criteria. The pueblo Santa Clara tribe wants to control when 
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young people have access to materials based on their views of levels of maturity and 

appropriateness for different age levels. These age levels are based on tribal customs and 

traditions. 

The issue becomes complicated because The ALA resists restriction of content in 

any form and TCE involves a certain level of restriction of content. There is little 

consensus on the issue, but some people involved with the matter feel that the cultures 

that are impacted should negotiate access rules to these materials. 

It’s a complicated issue. Roy is just now getting into the topic. She has written 3 

book chapters on the subject. Librarians will be involved with this in the near term. In  

November, 2008, the ALA  had a meeting about it. It’s a new current issue. They want to 

issue a policy statement but haven’t done it yet. The ALA is proceeding cautiously. 

Another example of censorship that Roy encountered involved the restriction of 

information from a website. In April 2008, Roy received an email notice from a librarian 

that MEDLINE had removed the word “abortion” from their web page. According to the 

MEDLINE web page, “MEDLINE is the National Library of Medicine's premier 

bibliographic database covering the fields of medicine, nursing, dentistry, veterinary 

medicine, the health care system, and the preclinical sciences.” (MEDLINE, 2011) They 

are a trusted resource, and as such, have responsibilities to the public that they serve. The 

librarian that contacted Roy about MEDLINE had searched for abortion and got no hits 

because the term had been removed. 

Roy was on her way to Tucson when she received the email. Her response was to 

call the ALA public information office. The public information office asked her if she 

wanted to issue a press release. She asked them to prepare some drafts, but that she 

wanted to review each one before it was released. The office reviewed the issue. 

MEDLINE became aware of the brewing controversy and reinstated the word ‘abortion’ 
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before the ALA could issue a press release. The public information office asked her if she 

still wanted to issue the release and she said yes because it was the people’s right to 

know. 

This type of subtle censorship is often employed. Removal or redesignation of 

terms from information repositories restricts access to the information designated by the 

terms. Sometimes this is done with innocent motives, but sometimes it is not. 

The OIF (Office of Intellectual Freedom) is the department within the ALA that 

fights censorship. Issues are referred to them by librarians and the issues are addressed in 

accordance with the principles of free access to information. 

Another definition of censorship put forth by Aryeh Neier frames the in a 

historical context and brings together the concepts of censorship and privacy: 

Censorship was a crucial issue to the framers of the United States Constitution 
and in 1791 they forbade it in the First Amendment. Political surveillance, on the 
other hand, as it is practiced in the twentieth century was unknown until a decade 
or so after the First Amendment was incorporated in the American Constitution. 
(Rips, 1981)49 

PRIVACY  

Censorship is an important issue for anyone involved in the endeavor of handling 

information. I have drawn a distinction between what I consider to be a conservative 

approach to the control of information and a progressive approach. The conservative 

approach is to control or censor information, albeit for reportedly noble reasons; the 

progressive approach is to put that control into the hands of the individual. 

With the issue of privacy, the same distinctions between a conservative approach 

and a progressive approach can be made. Progressives respect the rights of the individual. 

                                                 
49 Aryeh Neier again writes from a position of  fear and distrust of government. The 1960s zeitgeist was 
dominated by a feeling of government control and oppression. This quote is from the essay ‘Surveillance as 
Censorship’ in the ‘Unamerican Activities’ book by Geoffrey Rips. 
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Each person is their own final arbiter. Every individual has the right to follow their own 

intellectual pursuits without any outside entity looking in on their explorations and 

making assumptions about what the data on that path means. Any intellectual journey of 

value will contain waypoints that confirm and reject the journeyers own personal 

assumptions. And the purpose of the journey in the first place is to challenge personal 

assumptions and expand the breadth and depth of a person’s narrative of the world 

around him. 

The conservative attitude, in contrast, is one of subversion of personal privacy for 

the greater good of security. “If you have nothing to hide, you have nothing to worry 

about.” is a common conservative dictum. The idea is that only bad people who are doing 

something wrong would want to hide what they are looking at. If the government can root 

out bad people who threaten our nation’s security, and all it takes is a government 

violation of individual privacy, then that is an acceptable price to pay. This attitude has 

been played out by conservative government administrations that conducted witch hunts 

for communists in the 1940’s and 1950’s, and more recently in the search for Islamists in 

the post-911 era. I hope that I have made the case that the progressive approach is more 

viable. 

Over the past century, the U.S. government has challenged the privacy of library 

patrons several times. The FBI’s ‘Library Awareness Program’ or DECAL ‘Development 

of Counterintelligence Among Librarians’ was a counterintelligence program launched in 

the 1980s to provide information to the FBI including library patrons’ names and reading 

habits. The USA PATRIOT Act, enacted after 9/11, had many of the same purposes. 

During my interview with Roy, I asked her about some of the privacy issues that 

she and her colleagues had to deal with when she served as president of the ALA. She 

said that she had not experienced much controversy during her term. Out of 
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approximately 150 interviews that she gave, she was often asked questions about privacy, 

but she only encountered one controversy regarding privacy during her term as ALA 

president. 

When Roy was ALA president, one of her colleagues encountered some legal 

trouble regarding the privacy of her patrons. Dr. Carol Brey-Casiano was a librarian in El 

Paso and is a former president of the ALA. Brey-Casiano had received a request for 

information about patrons from the government which she refused to oblige. She refused 

to give the documents to the government agency and told her staff not to comply. As a 

result, she encountered legal problems with the government. This caused her to need 

legal counsel which was provided by the Leroy C. Merritt Humanitarian Fund. 

The fund has existed for 41 years to support librarians who have faced 

discrimination based primarily on intellectual freedom. The fund is separate from the 

ALA, but Roy is involved with it. The fund is rather small. It receives funds from a 

variety of sources including donations from people who have used it which the fund 

managers request after services have been rendered. 

 At the 40th anniversary of the Leroy C. Merritt Humanitarian Fund in June 2010, 

there was a gala dinner in which Brey-Casiano spoke publicly about her time at the El 

Paso public library and the privacy controversy which she endured. Typically, the 

recipients and business of this fund are all handled secretly, but she wanted to make her 

story public as a way to increase vigilance regarding privacy amongst information 

professionals. 

SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY  

Every public library has some level of underprivileged patron population. 

Homeless people seek shelter from the rain, heat or cold. Other patrons suffer from 
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poverty or hunger. Higher ideals such as providing knowledge and inspiration cannot be 

accepted by them until their more base needs of food, shelter, and security are met. Also, 

many underprivileged people in the population who could benefit from the library’s 

resources don’t go to the library. I asked Roy how the ALA deals with these and other 

issues related to social responsibility and community outreach. 

Roy said that the ALA sponsors the Social Responsibility Roundtable (SRRT) to 

address these issues. The SRRT’s stated mission is to: 

…make the ALA more democratic and to establish progressive priorities not only 
for the Association, but also for the entire profession. Concern for human and 
economic rights was an important element in the founding of SRRT and remains 
an urgent concern today. SRRT believes that libraries and librarians must 
recognize and help solve social problems and inequities in order to carry out their 
mandate to work for the common good and bolster democracy. (ALA, 2011) 

Specifically related to hunger, homelessness and poverty, the SRRT: 

Fosters-through programs, lobbying, and publications--a greater awareness of the 
dimensions, causes, and ways to end hunger, homelessness, and poverty, as well 
as a better recognition of the library/poverty nexus. Also monitors and encourages 
implementation of ALA's Policy on Library Services to Poor People. (ALA, 
2011) 

Regarding the ALA’s role in community outreach, Roy said that in the 1950s and 

1960s, librarians were encouraged to knock on doors and introduce themselves to the 

community. The fact that many people in the community don’t go to the library is awful 

to most librarians. Many librarians have a big egalitarian push and want to help the 

underprivileged, but this can be difficult to achieve if the community is unaware of the 

depth and scope of the valuable resources that a library has to offer. 

This issue also has some overlap with the censorship issue in Roy’s experience. 

At one library, the search term referring to “homeless people” was changed to “problem 

persons”, so a search wouldn’t return information about the homeless problem. This issue 
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is related to the censorship issue in which MEDLINE removed the word “abortion” from 

their database. 

As a nexus of information, a library is often the primary authoritative resource for 

a community’s expanse of knowledge. As such it is a target of those who would trade 

freedom for any number of threats, whether legitimate or not. In this role, the library has 

an obligation to operate through the principles of freedom of access to information and 

intellectual freedom that are so clearly described in the official policy statements of the 

ALA. These principles are decidedly and expressly progressive and as a result encourage 

freedom and democracy and work to thwart the negative push toward censorship. 

 

CONCLUSION 

The Future of the American Public Library 

INCREASING INFLUENCE OF PROGRESSIVE REFORM IN SCHOOLS AND L IBRARIES  

The ideas of Marx have had a great impact on the development of social reform 

movements in the U.S. and the world. This fact is constantly suppressed and bombarded 

with negativity and suppressed by the use of censorship and restructuring of the narrative 

by the dominant classes through the mass media. Marx’s main contribution was to show 

that capitalism is a societal force that takes advantage of the people that it employs and 

then intentionally and systematically covers its tracks and reconfigures its own history, 

methods, and motives. This knowledge has influenced progressive educational and 

psychological models and is becoming mainstream through the critical literacy methods 

and increasingly as themes in books for children and adolescents. By selecting these 

materials for a collection and recommending them to library users, librarians can be part 

of this progression. 
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CULTURAL SYMBOLS AND MASS MEDIA  

All language is symbolic. People transmit knowledge to each other by way of 

words and combinations of words that act as representations of ideas. The receiving 

person recreates an image of the idea, thus interacting with it and creating meaning 

within his own mind. Political institutions manipulate messages and symbols that are sent 

out to the people in a society that transmit an interpretation of the privileged class’s point 

of view. 

These messages can serve whichever type of power structure that exists in a 

particular society. A critical literacy curriculum can bring this situation to light in an 

educational context, but this awareness can also be brought out in libraries. Librarians 

can select materials for the library that represent all sides of issues, and use critical 

literacy teaching techniques and programming when interacting with library users to 

influence them to consider different perspectives. This power that educators and 

librarians have to broaden people’s horizons is increasingly important as the messages of 

the dominant classes become more ingrained through entertaining media and endless 

repetition of the messages.  

Vygotsky had a theory of this process of mass acceptance of the dominant 

symbols that he called “the decontextualization of mediational means” (Vygotsky, 1978). 

This is “the process whereby the meaning of signs become less and less dependent on the 

unique spatiotemporal context in which they are used.” (Vygotsky, 1978) When people 

first learn how to count, they count something. They count 1, 2, 3 dogs or cats, or sticks. 

But at a certain point of entrainment, the counting becomes an abstract notion. It is just 1, 

2, 3, and the ‘what’ is no longer considered. 

The same process can happen with any sign or symbol. When a message is 

repeated over and over from every angle through every media, the message becomes 
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unquestioned accepted fact with an established history and the power of the consensus of 

the majority of citizens behind it. Librarians who have an awareness of this situation can 

be influential in subverting it. 

THE ROLE OF THE L IBRARIAN IN SHAPING THE AGENDA OF REFORM  

In conclusion, it’s not a matter of whether a librarian’s role is to support the 

growth of American capitalism, or conversely, to support a Marxist revolution of the 

working class. Any system that has a power structure that installs a privileged minority 

above the underprivileged masses is at risk of becoming a propaganda machine that 

shapes the story of its creation to its will for the purpose of controlling the masses and 

coercing them to give their labor and their lives to the system that they created so that the 

people at the top can benefit in gross disproportion to the labor that created the value. 

Capitalism is just the system that currently dominates the world and suppresses alternate 

views. 

Also, power differentials exist at all levels of human interaction, not just between 

classes. By focusing on inequities between classes, Marx may have missed the idea that 

power struggles are possibly based on a more structural foundation of human relations. 

The real culprit may be the hierarchies themselves. 

The point of reform through education and providing access to materials by 

librarians is to bring the reality of power imbalances to the forefront and make people 

aware of the structure of the inequity and the mechanism by which it operates. If that is 

accomplished, people will see that the messages are everywhere and that they only 

missed them because of their ubiquitous nature. A fish doesn’t notice the water that it 

lives in because the water is the medium that pervades its entire experience and existence. 
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