Controversial stock in public libraries – response by The Network
Introduction
The Network is a network of organisations, including local authorities (public libraries, archives and museums) in England, Wales and Scotland, and a range of other organisations, that are committed to tackling social exclusion. Its mission is “To assist the cultural sector, including libraries, museums, archives and galleries, heritage and other organisations, to work towards social justice”.
We are pleased to have been invited to respond to this key consultation document.
Background
The consultation document notes the extract from the Prime Minister’s National Security statement (footnote 1), but does not mention that part of the background to this was the flurry of media coverage in the summer of 2007, following the publication of the report, Hate on the state [Brandon and Murray, 2007]. 

This report was published by the Centre for Social Cohesion which has been set up by the right-of-centre (according to The Telegraph website) think-tank, Civitas, and argued that “a number of public libraries in the UK stock substantial quantities of literature preaching violent jihad in the most heavily Muslim areas of the country.” [p3]
The report goes on to say:

“Although this problem exists in numerous public libraries, in Waltham Forest, Birmingham and Blackburn, the following report mainly focuses on one such library service – that of Tower Hamlets in east London which has the largest Muslim population of any London borough. Tower Hamlets’ eight lending libraries contain several hundred books and audiotapes by radical Islamists, stocking the works and words of the leaders of the Muslim Brotherhood and Jamaat-e-Islami, many senior Wahhabi clerics and even preachers who have been convicted in the UK of incitement to murder.” [p3]
However, therein lays the fundamental issue: until now, libraries have been able to provide any material that falls within the law. So, provided none of these titles has been banned by law, then, whatever our own personal opinions, libraries have a right to stock and display them.

That is, however, not to say that libraries – especially public libraries – do not also have a responsibility to their communities to provide material that both reflects local needs and ‘stretches’ what local people may be aware of (the argument for providing materials reflecting Black lives in the UK, even in isolated rural areas, for example)
. 
What is “extremist”?

Where, it seems to me, this consultation document (and the Annex on legislation) is particularly unclear is in using the term “extremist”. It uses interchangeably the terms “extremism”, “radical”, and “terrorism”, and, whilst going some way to defining “terrorist publications”, it does not describe what is meant by “radical”. 

These are not just semantic differences. For example, the consultation appears to argue that, in areas where there is “a high proportion of residents with radical beliefs” [p9 – my emphasis], this could well have an effect on the “comprehensive” nature of the library’s stock. But what does this mean? In some respects, I would define myself as “radical” – does that imply that my requests for library materials (on, say, radical LGBT theory in the US) pose some sort of risk?
The effects of new legislation
The consultation document draws together a significant number of legislative developments. 

Presumably, the Annex A (“Relevant Legislation”) has been drafted by lawyers (although this does not seem to have been made clear anywhere), but therefore may well take a particularly cautious and conservative view of libraries’ position
. 

However, whether this is the case or not, nevertheless, we are presented with a raft of legislative conundrums which need to be extremely carefully interpreted and implemented, otherwise libraries’ position is going to be undermined and untenable.

The issue has been clearly dissected by John Pateman [Pateman, 2008], particularly in relation to the effects (and after-effects) of “Clause 28”. In addition, there are, in my opinion, real dangers for libraries in being told to pursue these legislative ‘requirements’ without mounting some challenges.
What is the real issue here?
Most fundamentally, I think there needs to be a re-consideration of what has led the UK to be in this position. We have been taken into wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, which huge numbers of people – including serving military personnel – consider to be wrong. We are also committed to the “War on Terror” which – as some of the legislation quoted here shows – is dramatically shifting and possibly violating our basic human rights.

The country was horrified and shocked by the bombings in London in 2005. Yet, we do not seem to have learned from this – instead of looking for “extremists” and “radicals”, and moving to banning all sorts of publications via the law, should we not be examining the issues that have led us into all this?

For example, levels of racism and Islamaphobia (and the resulting racist violence and murder) are growing [see, for example, IRR website]; the gap between the wealthy and the poor (and between the north and south of Britain) is increasing [see, for example, BBC News website]; and the number of young people who are NEET (not in education, employment or training) has remained broadly level over the last decade [Every Child Matters website]. Might these issues not have something to do with all this?
To focus on library materials seems to me to be the wrong target; and, indeed, if I understand the National Security Statement correctly, this goes beyond the original intention of dealing with material “that some seek to distribute through public libraries” [p4, footnote] – why has this been extended to the selection and management of purchased stock?
In addition, although the guidance talks about “the management of controversial – inflammatory and extremist – material” [p4], it is made clear that the guidance is not looking at anything but religious material. This seems to equate “extremism” with Islam (eg “… a high proportion of residents with radical beliefs” [p9]), when there seem to me to be equal ‘threats’ from Christian conservatives or anti-abortionists or the BNP. Are they intended to be covered by this guidance? The legislative examples quoted appear to suggest not.

Consultation questions
Q1. Does the guidance meet the needs of library managers and staff in the selection, presentation and promotion of material in the context of a wider stock policy? 

No.
The consultation document states that “… discussion with library managers and sector bodies has demonstrated a desire for guidance …” [p4]. I wasn’t aware of any discussions, and, had I been asked, would have expressed misgivings about the need for guidance, especially in this form.

Although the guidance begins by setting out the current context (“Britain is a diverse, multi-faith, and increasingly secular society …” [p4] and reasserting the role of libraries in providing “free access to information, ideas and freedom of expression” [p4], it does not really address the fundamental questions posed by the Annex. 

How is this going to be presented to library staff? Presumably, they won’t be presented with the legislation in detail, so how will this be covered? What interpretations will there be?

Q2. Does the guidance help libraries to fulfil their role as access points to publicly available information? 

No.

The guidance fails to address the legislative issues raised in the Annex, and having paraded these for all to see, singularly fails to reassure library staff that, by stocking and lending a particular piece of material, they are not going to be outside the law. 

For example, on p11, the Annex says that “… historical accounts that could be interpreted as glorifying terrorism may be stocked if there is little or no possibility that a current reader would try and emulate the acts described.” What about, say, a novel that describes in grim detail the beheading of a prisoner? Or a book about Che Guevara’s struggle? Or a book with detailed descriptions of torture? Where would these fall in this legal quagmire?

The guidance also raises the hoary old argument about libraries’ needing to aim to have “balanced stock” [p5]. I must say I thought this debate had closed years ago! There is no such thing as a balanced stock!! Without spending long on this, it is worth re-emphasising that every item that is published comes with ‘baggage’, be it the writer’s views; the publisher’s decision to edit and publish certain kinds of material, but not others; the bookseller’s need to make a profit – all of which determines whether a book ever sees the light of day, and what it contains. So, in this context, what does “balanced” mean? That for every book on Islam purchased, there also needs to be some anti-Islamic text? Surely not – but that seems to me to be the danger in using this term in this context.
Q3. Does the guidance help to promote community cohesion through the provision of a balanced range of information, learning and cultural resources? 

No.

The guidance fundamentally fails to address any of the legal challenges, and fudges issues by, for example, suggesting that there can be “’managed access’” [p6]. 

What is the role of the library in promoting community cohesion? This document does not help us to get any further along this road …
Q4. Do you feel that further guidance or clarification is needed? 

No.
We are at the wrong starting point. Rather than try to draft guidance as a knee-jerk (fearful?) response to legislative changes, surely there need to be some fundamental challenges to the legislation.

Q5. If you have worked with other groups in creating your response please describe who has been involved in the process.

I have consulted Network members in drafting this response.
John Vincent

March 2008 

______________________________________________________________
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� I think that libraries also have a duty to ensure that material they stock does not promote racism, sexism, homophobia, etc.


� I was a senior officer in Lambeth Council at the time of the News International and Peter Wright disputes, and, getting any sort of legal opinion, especially one that allowed the Library Service to make some decisions, was a time-consuming business.


� In parallel, in response to media panics about migrant workers and asylum-seekers, we are to have the first identity cards imposed later this year. Where are the challenges to that?
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