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What would you do? Reflecting on the Importance of Ethical Values in Librarianship 


David McMenemy
‘There is no moral precept that does not have something inconvenient about it.’ -- Denis Diderot
Ethics and values in librarianship encompass not just service to the public and our social responsibility for delivering that service; they also encompass the need to ensure we consistently believe in those values not just when in the formative years of our career but, more importantly in many ways, throughout the middle and latter stages of our careers. This is the point where our decisions may have significant impact on our organisations, our profession, and as a consequence society.
Yet we do not always have the time we should to reflect properly on librarianship and its inherent ethical values. Pressures from our managers, our colleagues, and our public and even wider society can have us working against the values that have underpinned our profession for over a century. In this article I will discuss why I think we are in danger of side-lining our ethical values, and the threat that this will represent to us.
Why are professional values and ethics important?

There is a sizeable literature on values and ethics in librarianship, much of it by Robert Hauptman, most recently his wide-ranging work Ethics and Librarianship (Hauptman, 2002). Professions need core values to support their work. We all, as CILIP members, are required to adhere to the ethical code of our association; yet how many of us actually know what it states? (CILIP, 2005) A set of values can act like a mission statement for our practise, but it does not necessarily make it a practical tool for day to day library work. Yet it is important to have these principles; they are the building blocks of our profession. Our values could be encapsulated in simple terms as championing the rights of every human being to: 
* freedom of access to information
* freedom of speech
* unbiased service
* excellence in organisation of materials
* protection of intellectual property
Equally we need to understand that our ethical values may not be received favourably by others if we follow their service goals to their logical conclusion. In a landmark experiment on professional ethics in librarianship Hauptman conducted a small test that involved requesting instructions from 13 reference librarians on how to create a bomb capable of destroying a family home. In all 13 of the requests the information was supplied by the librarians (Hauptman, 1976). Notwithstanding the fact that Hauptman conducted his small experiment in 1975, reading about this case in 2006 may instil a sense of moral outrage when one considers the world situation. Yet all that the 13 librarians in the experiment did was supply information that was in the public domain, on request. Does our justifiable moral outrage and fear mean we should second guess the service we give our users? 

Michael Gorman has espoused a fine set of principles in his wonderful Our Enduring Values, in which he argued for eight core values to be our raison d’etre. It is unlikely any of the values Gorman argues for would be a surprise to any practising librarians, but his text is a wonderful rallying call for librarians to constantly reinforce in themselves and society what our profession and our institutions strive to be.
Yet despite the passionate efforts of commentators to encapsulate a core set of values for the profession, how much emphasis do we really place on our ethical values? Is knowledge of values as important, for instance, as knowledge of management skills?

The Dangers - Professional Manager or Managing Professional?

I would hope that all of us have some aspiration to rise as high as we can in our careers, developing our professional skills to the point where we can have an opportunity to make decisions that impact positively on the quality of our services and their potential impact on users. Yet we also live in an era that is obsessed with the professional as manager. This is not something that should automatically be a cause for concern, since part of one’s professional values should be the desire to manage an organisation to the highest possible standard. Yet what is the danger of being manager first and member of a profession second? It can be easy to shelf the values that underpin the philosophy of your profession when you are worrying if you have enough staff to keep a service point open. If in your career you are to become one of the many librarians throughout Britain who is to be charged with cutting costs to the extent of closing a service point, then you have my deepest sympathy. Hard decisions have to be made every single day, but they must be done so not merely with the blinkered spectacles of the bean counter, but with the philosophical underpinnings of a professional vision that recognises the damage that can be done by the act. Foskett put it well in his infamous 1962 speech, The Creed of a Librarian, where he suggested that the lack of philosophical values in our practice could mean running the risk that we ‘live only a day-to-day existence, lurching from crisis to crisis, and lacking the driving force of an inner conviction of the value of our work’ (Foskett, 1962). The professional values that get you there should not be discarded easily. The future of an organisation may well rest on the ability of a senior manager who knows how to argue about the philosophical underpinnings of why libraries exist in the first place. Never assume someone else will make that case, or that by some symbiosis society will protect library services because it inherently knows their true value.
Ultimately the demise of the scholar librarian is a serious cause for concern, since it is only with real, honest reflection on our practise that we really move forward. The Fosketts of this world were the norm in their era; we have so few librarians now in the UK who really want to examine librarianship and its role within society in the professional press. It is far more likely that you will see articles discussing the minutiae of how new services are delivered, rather than a deep treatise on the philosophical rationale for the service in the first place. I am not for one moment suggesting that the former is unwelcome, just that the latter is as important. The conclusion it leads to is that philosophical reflection on matters library are of less concern in the 21st century than they were in the early 20th. We must surely ask why this should be the case.

The Dangers - Deprofessionalisation

The increasing deprofessionalisation of library work in certain sectors should be a major cause for concern for anyone who cares about the quality of professional practice. I could beat around the bush on this issue, but instead I will come out and say it; the library profession itself is potentially the biggest threat currently to the future of the profession. Let me qualify that by simply saying that across the country, librarians have been complicit in the deprofessionalisation of front-line services, especially in public libraries. The arguments posited that we do not need librarians to staff public counters, hold keys for buildings and the like may well be valid on paper, but they threaten the long-term viability of the profession. Moving professional posts into areas of policy looks good again on paper. Allowing librarians to develop initiatives and have them delivered in service points is a good use of the librarian’s time. Yet at any point across the country library users are interacting with front-line staff, blissfully ignorant of the position of that member of staff in the hierarchy. You may think big deal! Yet it is a big deal if the user assumes that the member of staff is a qualified librarian and is offering advice and service on that level. Even the best members of paraprofessional staff are unlikely to have been educated in the values that underpin the profession; therefore we cannot expect them to deliver a service knowing what libraries mean to society, even if we are semi-confident that they do. Of course good staff will, but the expectation that all will is a dangerous one. Furthermore, the increasing drive to remove the librarian from the most important part of the job, the interaction with the library user, threatens to create a service where librarians risk not knowing, ‘anything of the ways in which the need for knowledge arises, nor how their libraries fail to meet the need once arisen’ (Foskett, 1962). 
Of course, this is all in addition to the growing mantra that you do not even need a librarian to lead a library service. The arguments that, ‘we need different skills from the past’ or that ‘librarians sometimes have limited skills for modern service provision’ are all the more disappointing when spoken from the mouths of librarians.

Ethical Values and Philosophy as Strength

The solution is for us to embrace once more the writings and ways of working of a bygone era. We must revisit Ranganathan, Foskett, and the scholar librarians who thought just as much about librarianship as they practised it; and we must take ownership back of our professional values. 
Study and absorb CILIP’s ethical code, have it in your mind every time you provide a service to a user, regardless of the sector you are part of. Fight for the rights of the user to have their access to information championed. Consistently argue the benefits of libraries and librarians; even in the face of the ignorant and the prejudiced, and doubly so if the ignorant and prejudiced are part of our profession and the services we work in. We urgently need to reinvent and revalue the notion of the scholar librarian – the librarian as thinker, not merely the librarian as management consultant and bean counter.
We should never feel the need to apologise for our values, no matter how politically inconvenient it may be to champion them. We compromise on those values at the expense of our professional souls. Perhaps more importantly, society will lose much as a consequence of our complicity.
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