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ABSTRACT

LIBRARY SERVICES FOR THE PEOPLE

There is a long history of librarians fighting at the forefront for the rights of individuals to have access to information—from Essae Culver working to create a statewide library system for the people of Louisiana to Eleanor Ledbetter walking door to door in immigrant neighborhoods in Cleveland to discover their information needs and introduce them to the library to Clara Jones and Robert Croneberger creating “The Information Place,” an information and referral service at the Detroit Public Library. In times of war or social unrest the services that librarians provide take on greater urgency. Our current era of extreme government secrecy and corporate domination of the media presents such urgency. Library workers have a professional duty to inform the public and to support the information needs of activists working toward social change. There is a real need for information activism in the midst of the current Bush administration's policies that undermine civil liberties, silence dissent at home, and create military aggression abroad. 

In response to growing social unrest apprehensive about the US military aggression and lack of critical information from the mainstream corporatized media, Radical Reference (RR) (http://www.radicalreference.info) launched its services in July 2004. RR supported the information needs of the many activists converging on New York City to protest the administration’s policies during the 2004 Republican National Convention. In addition to fielding legal, journalistic, bibliographic, and other types of queries on their website, members of the group fact-checked the very popular Peoples' Guide to the Republican National Convention (http://rncguide.com), and, with tailor-made “ready reference kits” in hand, provided street reference during the week of demonstrations. More in-depth questions were communicated by telephone to home support colleagues who quickly found quality answers and reported back. What began as a handful of librarians is today a collective of over 150 library workers (librarians, support staff, and LIS students) across the United States with representation in a few other countries as well. RR participants offer a variety of professional backgrounds, skills, and resources, and have the ability to deliver free reference services in 10 languages. 

In this paper RR will be situated within the history of library activism, arguing that especially in times of social unrest there is a greater need for librarians to reach out to communities that have particular information needs that are not being met. Librarians no longer can exist only within static physical buildings. They must be active participants within their physical and virtual communities in order to understand those populations’ specific needs. This is one of RR's strengths. RR reached out to communities not only as professionals but as conscious participants. By using their specialized skills and innovative technologies, they were able to collaborate with other activist organizations and be dynamic partners in social change. RR's unique services meet specific needs of activist communities and the public in this historic juncture. Because of their information activism, Radical Reference has created a new image of the librarian and brought the library to the people.
