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Abstract:

Free access to information and freedom of expression are twin pillars of democracy, and libraries are often said to have a mission to uphold them. But how is this to be done in practice in the bewildering world of information overload and proliferating niche loyalties? The professional responsibility is explored of librarians as agents of a common civic awareness and promoters of peaceful democratic pluralism. Three profiles of democracy are distinguished and it is shown that libraries must tailor their strategies of civic engagement to the particular body politic and democratic profile with which they are dealing. Like the ancient library of Alexandria, libraries must become beacons and agents for the universal commonwealth of knowledge, which subverts tyranny, defeats ignorance and terror, builds a common culture, and underlies all free civil societies.
“You will know the truth, and the truth will make you free.” (John 8:32)
Jesus of Nazareth said this to his disciples just under two thousand years ago and changed the world. It was not that this teaching brought any immediate worldly advantage to his followers, most of whom ended up martyred like him or driven underground as slaves in a mistrustful Roman Empire. But the message stuck, and when Christianity issued forth from the catacombs to supersede the Caesars the downtrodden of the world were infected with the idea that everyone has an equal right to liberty and self-government, based upon knowledge of the truth rather than upon riches or power. Democracy, until then a fleeting Greek experiment in city government, would become married to philosophy and radical religion, and those who were keepers of such ideas would become custodians of revolution.
I have argued elsewhere that librarians, as keepers of unpopular as well as accepted ideas, are under a professional obligation to subvert the established order by making both kinds available to citizens. This is especially true in the case of government information and information about governments, since restriction of public information to what favours the state and its rulers is inherently inimical to democracy. The converse is also true: free access to information and its natural corollary, freedom of expression, are essential to any mature system of democratic politics. It would therefore seem obvious that librarians have a professional obligation, and libraries a mission, to uphold free access to information and free expression.
The problem is, how do we accomplish this in practice? Librarians in many modern states labour under an excess, not a deficit, of information on public issues:  from government sources and their media surrogates, from citizen interest groups, political parties and Internet weblogs. The information overload can be bewildering to reference professionals, let alone to ordinary citizens who seek their guidance or ask them for the straight facts. Television sound bites from politicians taken out of context, and fatuous or puerile commentary by instant media pundits, only add to the confusion by being so simplistic as to cause many issues to fail minimal criteria of intelligibility and disappear entirely below the public’s radar horizon. And then there is the endemic media deception practised by governments which employ weapons of mass distraction in their political wars and propaganda campaigns, open or subtle. All too often the individual librarian who tries to give a client a balanced picture of a public issue based on such uneven sources ends as either a bore or a confusion.
Special libraries serving a more specific or professional clientele may have the alternative of selective dissemination of information to individual  customers on current political issues. But because of information overload and spin doctoring many clients with specialized professional credentials are increasingly turned off by politics, mistrust all political pronouncements, and in effect retreat from a general citizen alertness on broad political issues into individual niche markets where only a few “hot-button” issues or particular candidates arouse any interest from them. Worse, the customary adversarial climate of political discourse fostered in the mass media leads to such a proliferation and blurring of public issues, petty or large, that there are in effect too many niches to disseminate to. Over-specialization of interests makes it hard even to identify and document the particular target issues that our clients actually want news about, while the information packets generated by broader political interest profiles largely sit in overloaded in-baskets, unread.
Facing such difficulties, librarians striving to promote democracy, free access to information, freedom of expression find themselves on the threshold of the 21st century in the classic dilemma of not seeing the forest for the trees. And indeed, if we are to discern how libraries can contribute effectively to the creation of an informed body politic in the future information society, we need to step back from wrestling with the devil in the details. We must move from the level of reactive response to individual client questions or interest profiles, to the level of proactive, prior provision and promotion of carefully balanced, stimulating, even controversial community information resources and activities on all matters political. 
Engaged librarians have a unique role to play in the body politic of the information age: without partisan interest we must be committed to building the democratic process itself every day, as politically savvy information gateways and managers.  We must train ourselves in our library schools and on the job to become agents of a common civic awareness and promoters of peaceful democratic pluralism. We must see every client, every day as a citizen, with a citizen’s potential, right and duty to be informed on the multiple political agendas he lives. 
Here I come to the main theme of my paper. It is this. Librarians cannot serve the political information needs of this generation without analyzing the multiple agendas and modes of action of democratic citizenship today. Not one but three distinct profiles of democracy characterize modern societies. Each has its own distinct information needs and modes of citizen action. Each accordingly demands different types of information provision and community programming from libraries.
The first profile of democracy is that of local self-government. Characteristically this is not unified under a single political entity, although the government of the local municipality, town or city often plays a leading role in citizen involvement in local matters. Nonetheless diversity of local interests and needs breeds a diversity of governing agencies. Citizen responsibility for fire and disaster, for law enforcement, for health care provision, for cultural matters or for education may rest with distinctive boards or councils, for example, each with its own geography and pool of active citizen representatives and volunteers. 
Faced with such a multiplicity of local democratic institutions and with diverse citizen involvement in them, the library, whether public or special, needs to serve the political needs of its citizen clientele by comprehensive local collection policies that emphasize the paper or electronic provision of all records of municipal business, agendas of public meetings, reports of planning studies, budget documents and bylaw drafts. Several libraries in the same municipal region may pool collections and services in this regard but duplication of collections for ease of public access, or common provision on a regional library website, is preferable to the cost-cutting alternative of having only one set of records at each board or council’s own library. Hidden local documentation hinders local democracy. 
Reference staff need special training in local issues and time to familiarize themselves with local political news. Local clipping files which emphasize local public issues are a must, and local collections and staff who know them must be available to the public throughout the full range of opening hours of the library, including evening hours, and not just in a local history room on alternate Thursday afternoons. More than this, since the heart and soul of local politics is volunteer interest and participation, the library seeking to promote local democracy must involve itself in the provision of space and the organization of activities which attract such public political interest. Boards and councils should be encouraged to meet the public under library auspices; different community governance structures should be highlighted in library programs for students from the local schools; public issue fairs on the library premises should pit opposing local viewpoints against each other. 
A second and entirely different profile of democracy is that of representative, parliamentary government at the national or regional level. Whether in the province, state or Land in a federation, or in a federal or unitary national Parliament, or in a supranational representative democratic alliance of states like the European Union, the leading characteristic of this model of democracy is that elected representatives and governments are more or less remote from the people most of the time, and must constantly strive to get in contact with the voters of their diverse constituencies and justify, or gain citizen support for, their actions. Indeed, the leading problem of all representative, parliamentary democracies is legitimacy: convincing enough citizens that political decisions on broader issues, usually taken on party lines, are actually in the broad public interest, even when they conflict with local or special interests. Democracy in this perspective becomes a balancing act between pressure groups, a media circus in which conflicting doctrines and interpretations of public issues compete for audience attention and electoral support. Citizen involvement consists primarily of knowing the enemy, that is the political establishment, parsing its messages, criticizing its excesses, and periodically throwing the bums out of office in favour of a political grouping with a marginally more acceptable public agenda. 
Where libraries go wrong in meeting the needs of the body politic under this second, representative profile of democracy is to treat national public issues as if they were subjects of academic study and currently active politicians as if they were lepers. In consequence collections policy tends to emphasize the reliable old parties rather than the ephemeral new, the last election rather than the next one, and political scandals rather than political substance. Worse yet, the dead hand of objectivity rests upon reference librarians when it comes to questions about parliamentary politics. Controversy is often confused with partisanship and shunned in the provision of materials for clients to evaluate. What the citizen needs from libraries in the sphere of national or regional representative democracy is cutting-edge, often controversial materials on current public issues, assembled with a view to balance and clarity and put out with explanatory comment by respected national or regional library consortia on the Internet. The citizen also needs access to the same statistics and obscure government documents or committee hearing reports as have shaped the minds of legislators, highlighted by librarians to show the real issues and presented in public meetings or electronic political chatrooms under library auspices. The citizen in a representative democracy needs a representative library.
It is the wonder of modern representative democracies, especially those with winner-take-all electoral systems, that they so often do work, with fiercely contested campaigns still leading by an act of collective faith in the electoral process to a peaceful change of government. When such faith fails, however, the political upheaval, even if peaceful, can be massive, as in the Orange Revolution in Kiev in December 2004. Various methods of moderating the threat to public order of unbridled contention between political factions have been tried: proportional representation, for example, which gives greater support to less successful political parties and builds compromise into the political system by favouring minority governments. This is paradoxically a stabilizing element that adds legitimacy to many parliamentary democracies, while miring others in ineffectiveness and inviting the coups d’état of strong men with weak democratic credentials. Another option, limiting the franchise, at least for an upper house representing the more elite, and presumably stable, elements of society, has also been employed, though often the mass of citizens ends up scorning the chosen elites, whether Lords or oligarchs or appointed senators, and demanding their public election. 
The political conflict between elite and mass democracy within representative institutions was fought out in classic form in 19th-century America. The federalist statesman Alexander Hamilton mistrusted popular democracy; for him the people were the great beast, restrained by the judgment of the educated and cultured few. The populist Thomas Jefferson, on the other hand, understood that culture and civilization were for the many, and the collective wisdom of an informed and engaged body politic was the last best guarantee against tyranny. A great civil war was fought not least between these two visions of the American polity, and though the government of the people, by the people and for the people prevailed in principle in the United States in 1865, the battle for the democracy of the informed many rather than the elite few continues ceaselessly in every country and every medium of mass information, in every school and every library, until this day. 

To put it bluntly: educators and librarians meeting the needs of the people under representative democracy have not alone to cater to the already well-informed, elite citizen, but to reach out to the politically illiterate and make them well informed. In representative parliamentary democracies libraries ought to be engaged, not just in the optional provision upon demand of civic information, but in mass civic education. This requires a radical recasting of the library’s role from a passive respondent to an activist public mentor, a kind of legislative watchdog service and non-partisan political conscience. To this end national and regional resource partnerships and public programs related to parliamentary politics are needed between public, national and parliamentary libraries. Programming should include such library-based  activities, often in conjunction with the local media, as debates on  public issues between parliamentary candidates, panels of political experts moderated by librarians, reading clubs featuring political best-sellers, and accountability sessions in which local parliamentarians face the public. 
A third profile of democracy, differing from the first two but related to the triumph of the masses in 20th-century politics, also exists and has to be nourished increasingly by libraries in this age of the Internet: the direct public decision of issues put to the popular vote in referenda. 
Direct democracy by balloting on a proposition goes back to ancient Athens, where it was used to ostracize a politician from office or exile him from the state; California has added the wrinkle of the recall election, to replace the ousted Alcibiades at once by a Schwarzenegger. But the most usual form of direct democracy in the United States is the tax proposition, whereby public officials are mandated or restrained in the raising and spending of public moneys for particular purposes. Instances of direct democracy in other countries are an interesting contrast in national political psychology; for example, the Australians tend towards national votes on constitutional amendments, which they invariably defeat; the British, obsessed with the sovereignty of Parliament, will consult electronically on anything but vote on nothing at all, unless perhaps it involves adhesion to Europe; and my own people, the Canadians, have voted inconclusively on muddled propositions about whether to ban strong drink, change the government’s mind over wartime conscription, or break up the country. One thing though is sure: in an age where television and the Internet conspire to allow the public to vote for the greatest living sex symbol or the greatest beer, the technology exists to allow for mass consultation on any conceivable subject of public policy, and the temptation for governments to use it is on the rise. 

In the democracy of ballot propositions libraries face an entirely different challenge of political education than in strengthening local government institutions or representative national leadership. City issues are immediate and involve the library encouraging citizens’ participation in concrete local solutions. National or regional representative politics involve the library in the flux that pollsters measure: the constant clarification and balancing by citizens of a multitude of divergent policies and courses of action on different issues, to enable the emergence of a kind of stochastic truth that periodically determines which party, which leader and what collective platform ought to manage public affairs. Despite endorsements by politicians or appeals to local interest, the issues of ballot propositions are by contrast stark and clear, yes or no; what voters need to understand is the referendum question itself and its implications on a state-wide or national scale. What the library needs to make available to the public at the time of a referendum, therefore, is topical, relevant expertise, around which hopefully a public consensus can be built. 

In this exercise there can be no substitute in the 21st century for a judicious library presence on the Internet, as a presenter of public issues and facilitator of public argument. Libraries will best foster direct democracy in the information society by becoming intelligent webmasters of political issue debate. Statement and interpretation of the issues involved in a given proposition and provision of opposing points of view, but freed from political rhetoric, together with academic commentary, news reports, moderated chat room debates, and bibliography of related materials from the library, will all be grist for the library’s Internet mill. Objective and non-partisan coverage of the issues and links to differing websites will be essential. And even more than in the case of parliamentary issues, libraries will want to collaborate regionally and nationally in mounting website content on direct democracy topics. 

Here I must admit the paradox that studies by parliamentary libraries on public issues, meant to help shape the public agenda by informing politicians, are often hidden from the public as private political advice instead of being broadcast on the Internet. Sooner or later they are leaked to the public if relevant to a hot political topic, however, and become part of the public debate. I would hope that in the new age of immediate information and disinformation parliamentary and national libraries would become more willing to put their prestige and their acumen on the line as arbiters of public debate, especially where the institutions of direct democracy are in play. 
I conclude that libraries must tailor their strategies of civic engagement to the particular body politic and democratic profile with which they are dealing. Programming and collections to meet the needs of undereducated voters and of elites will differ; so too will programming and collections to sustain direct democracy, parliamentary democracy and local democracy. But the underlying strategy must be constant. Gone are the days of the passive collection and the waiting reference librarian. Democracy building in the future world information society requires active engagement of the library in the non-partisan political education of every community and nation, so that citizens shall come increasingly to know the truth behind the noise of politics, and that truth will make them free.
For it is the underlying acceptance that truth in all its variety is the proper pursuit of humankind, rather than power or war or wealth or all the other greeds, that both justifies an educated, popular democracy as the least evil form of government, and informs the heart of librarianship as the custodian of civilization and its liberties. This was the spirit of the great library of ancient Alexandria, and it must be the spirit of libraries worldwide as they become crucibles of democracy in the information age.
Democrats, librarians, citizens, we all carry the torch for objective, organized, accessible knowledge, the beacon of the commonwealth of free speakers whom that knowledge empowers. We are all Alexandria’s children, venturing under her great light into the darkling plain of the new world information order and the new Leviathan. Faced with the omnicompetent state, faced with its manipulation of ideas and ideals, faced with the imposition of false virtual realities, be brave, people of the book. Be true. Be free.
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