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11.  Intolerance - Ally of Ignorance

The young Asian-American page enjoyed walking in the stacks, with her truck full of books. The diminutive girl always knew where the rubber padded foot stands were. She’d use them to quietly lift herself up to place a book just in the right spot. 

An elderly man walked up to her, dropping an urban book loudly on her truck (how rude!)  and saying how this wasn’t what he and his buddies fought World War II for. She remembered her training and respectfully just looked for a second, then said “Yes, sir” and continued on with her job. She felt a little sad for the guy. She knew his age was affecting him, activating old centers of prejudicial energy. Theirs was a multi-racial community, and her training supervisor had warned her and all the other pages about possible friction. She’d been told, "Hey, does this book care what color skin turns its pages? No. A book doesn't care what color skin turns its pages, as long as they get turned." 

Outside there were things going on that had their own prejudicial energy. A Nazi Party group had won permission for a short march to demonstrate against recent black gang activity in the neighborhood. At the last hour, the six members decided against it, thinking they’d made their points effectively with all the publicity. Still, hundreds of anti-nazi protesters had gathered who hadn’t heard of, or didn’t believe the cancellation. A row of a dozen police was between the main group of protesters and the community area where the library was, near where the cancelled march was supposed to be. 

One thing led to another, and soon, rocks and tear gas were being exchanged, and some fires were lit. The police were caught off guard by the blind rage ignorance had produced. They fell back, down the street towards the library. The director watched the slowly unfolding riot from her office. She lifted her phone and punched in the intercom code. “Attention please… staff, please begin the orange drill, to the rear of the building.” The orange drill directed the staff to quietly, without inducing panic, evacuate patrons towards the rear of the building, staying away from the front or sides.  She was concerned the rioters would storm her building, setting fire to books on Germany or just tearing things up. She went to the rear parking lot after speaking to her security guards to not be heroes, but to keep their eyes open. 

11.  Intolerance - Ally of Ignorance cont’d

The young page went to her station near the stairs, and went through the lines they’d drilled. “Stay calm please, only one though the door, please, does anyone need help?” The old man was in the back of the line, and she repeated her lines again, looking at him with genuine concern beaming out from her sharp brown eyes. He looked sheepish, and then a flaming bottle came through one of the windows, an orange light bathing both their faces in shock. The flame of ignorance actually gave them the same color for a few seconds. Then immediately, the automatic sprinklers came on, spreading rancid water on the flames,  the collection, and the last two remaining people on the floor. They held each other’s arms, then went down the stairs pressed together.

The director looked up at the broken window, and she could see the sprinklers going to work. She had to go to the front street now to see exactly how bad the civil disorder was becoming, instructing the staff to inform the patrons about what was going on, and that they should stay in the back for a while. Out of the 60 or so patrons out there, that seemed like good advice for most. But a handful, mostly ex-student athletes who were mad that someone was messing with their library, and a feisty grandma, walked up with the director. They started talking to those they recognized in the crowd, telling them to chill out. They were much more effective than the police. No more bottles were thrown, and soon the crowd dispersed, the wave of ignorance breaking up on the shoals of the community’s library. 

Continued…
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***

Zero tolerance towards intolerance is the order of the day. Intolerance is an ally of ignorance. Libraries contain many materials giving first hand points of view from people of diverse backgrounds. These books are like bridges that connect minds to minds. Over these bridges, diverse people unite to gain strength from their unity. Intolerance of religion or race restricts that effort. Censorship crumbles the work of bridges, taking the people that were meant to be saved by the censors down into steep valleys of darkness, box canyons that trap awareness. 

Libraries defend against intolerance three ways: with their collection, their programs, and their staff. The calibration of these three must be aimed towards benefiting everyone with access to knowledge. The books and media selected, people invited to talk and perform, the extra training and language accommodations: all have the goal of a liberated library, a strong, nurturing educational environment.

The ALA has excellent resources available for a library coping with challenges to its collection. 1 They suggest focusing on three points:  

Libraries provide ideas and information across the spectrum of social and political views.

Libraries are one of our great democratic institutions. They provide freedom of choice for all people.

Parents are responsible for supervising their own children's library use.

Waves of censorship will wash the monster of intolerance ashore as sure as night follows day. The three points above from ALA form a conceptual trident befitting Neptune, which can be used to repulse the monster of ignorance, together with the other two ways mentioned above: Programming that can be both popular and eclectic, enlightening audiences to different cultures or mind sets; and staff trained on sensitivity issues, access tools using a multilingual approach. 

The stacks in a library are like docks on the port of the mind. The programs, the lighthouses shedding guiding light. The staff, stevedores who tether ships safely home. These tools, used not only with the firmness of conviction but with the enlistment of an aware public, will turn aside the beast of intolerance from your shores, protecting the community, its children, and even its economy, from the ravages of intolerance and ignorance. 

Exercise:

Review the collection development policy and request for re-consideration methods established in a local library system. Inquire about any recent re-consideration requests or complaints, and how they were resolved.

Continued
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Notes and Selected Resources Of Interest:

1. ALA/Coping with Challenges: Strategies and Tips for Dealing with Challenges to Library Materials. 2006. American Library Association. Access date 02 Feb. 06. 

<http://www.ala.org/Template.cfm?Section=dealing&Template=/ContentManagement/ContentDisplay.cfm&ContentID=77096> or ala.org search keywords Coping with Challenges: Strategies and Tips for Dealing with Challenges

Of Interest:

ALA/Diversity. American Library Association. 2006. Access date 02 Feb. 06. 

<http://www.ala.org/Template.cfm?Section=diversitytools>

The official ALA resource page for Diversity. Contains, articles, guidelines, programs and other resources.

Gorman, Michael. "Presidents Message - Dispelling Fear of "The Other."

American Libraries 37 (April 2006): 3

Discusses the annual Martin Luther King Jr. Sunrise Celebration held during every ALA Mid-Winter meeting. It also attacks the problems caused by seeing people who are different as "the others" and helps define the library's role in helping society overcome this intolerance.

Journalism and Intolerance: Setting Standards for Media Action Against Racism. 31 May 01. United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organizations. Access date 25 Jan. 06.  <http://www.unesco.org/webworld/points_of_views/310501_white.shtml>

A review of an ethical problem that also faces librarians. How to present extremists views.

Office for Intellectual Freedom. Intellectual Freedom Manual. 7th ed. Chicago, IL: American Library Association, 2005.

Another go-to book. The last word on the professions’ stands on all the various first amendment issues affecting it.

Reichman, Henry. Censorship and Selection: Issues and Answers for Schools. 3rd ed. Chicago, IL: American Library Association, 2001.

Problems that are often in Public Libraries are reviewed in this industry go-to book.

Teaching Tolerance. 23 Jan. 06. Tolerance.org, a web project of the Southern Poverty Law Center. Access date 25 Jan. 06.  <http://www.tolerance.org/teach/>

An excellent, current, resource that can be useful in developing library programs that combat intolerance, as well as sensitizing staff about issues such as “cyber bullying”. 

