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THE “RIGHT TO READ” V. CHILDREN’S SAFETY
Does unfettered access to all materials in our public libraries

trump our children’s right to be safe in public libraries?

Public libraries have always been the source of controversy
because of the materials contained in them.  Libraries maintain the
“right to read”, and to access all sorts of information is a
fundamental right.  In fact, according to the American Library
Association and the Collection Development Policy Draft of the
Johnson County libraries, “Library policies and procedures which
effectively deny minors equal access to all (Emphasis Added) library
resources available to other users violate the Library Bill of Rights.
The American Library Association opposes all attempts to restrict
access to library services, materials, and facilities based on the
age of library users.”  The American Library Association (ALA)
feels that libraries are “charged with the mission of developing
resources to meet the diverse information needs and interests of
the communities they serve.”  The duty of protecting minors from
information and resources that could adversely affect minors falls
upon the parents and legal guardians.  In fact, if one looks at the
ALA’s Web site materials and links, the word “censorship”; book
banning and suppression of materials trumps any objection to
material that might be found in the library.  In view of the increased
Internet access to pornographic materials, it appears that no
parent should feel safe in allowing their child to go to the library at
all for fear of their being exposed to pornography or pedophiles
viewing pornography.  In fact, women should have cause for
concern; this past summer a young woman doing research for us
at the Johnson County Resource Library was seated across a man
accessing pornography.  His leering looks at her made her very
uncomfortable; not to mention nervous about encountering him
outside the library.  To be fair, one of the librarians asked the man
to leave and he was escorted out, but what prevented him from
waiting outside for any unsuspecting victim?  The ALA and
libraries in general expect parents and legal guardians to guide
their children into “appropriate” reading and viewing in the library.
In fact, the policy declaration from the ALA and the Johnson
County libraries allude to “the responsibility of publishers and
librarians as “guardians of the people’s freedom to read”, to
contest any “encroachments” on that freedom by individuals or
groups seeking to impose their own standards or tastes upon the
community at large.”

The Censor described
Interestingly, the ALA provides a tutorial on “The Censor” with a
description of possible motivations for the individual’s attempt to
“censor” library materials.  Nowhere does it mention the “right to
be safe.”  Any objection to anything in the library is then compiled
in a database (which includes any reference to a publication in a
newspaper article or editorial) either as a “challenge” or an attempt
to “ban,” giving rise to the libraries’ “Banned Books Week.”

Safety for library patrons?
Libraries often become the conduits for distribution of child
pornography.  Pedophiles access pornography and then often act
out on their desires.  Often pedophiles have been known to run
child pornography businesses out of public libraries, relying on the

anonymity afforded there.  Children have been lured by pedophiles
in public libraries.  In a study by Dr. Victor Cline of the University of
Utah, there are four stages of viewing pornography following the
initial exposure:

Addiction – The desire and need to keep coming back for
pornographic images

Escalation – The need for more explicit, rougher, and more deviant
images for the same sexual effect

Desensitization – Material once viewed as shocking or taboo is
seen as acceptable or commonplace.

Acting Out - The tendency to perform the behaviors viewed,
including exhibitionism, sadistic/masochistic sex, rape, or sex with
minor children.

Dr. Gene Abel, a researcher in child molestation, rape, and sexual
offenses, writes that more than 50% of sex offenders used
pornography and that offenders who used it were less able to
control their behavior than those who did not, contradicting the
“catharsis” or “safety-valve” of pornography theorized earlier in the
century. [Work of John H Court, described in Marshall, W.I., and Barrett, S.
(1990) Criminal Neglect: Why Sex Offenders Go Free. Toronto; Doubleday, p.
129] Studies based on the cognitive development of children show
that a child does not have the life experiences or the knowledge of
consequences to temper their decisions.  When a child
experiences reality beyond their readiness to place it in context,
they have no means of cataloguing that experience properly,
possibly leading to inappropriate behavior or lifelong psychological
problems.

What is the government’s (libraries’) role in protecting
children?
Obscenity is not protected by the Constitution.  By definition it is a
patently offensive appeal to a prurient interest in sex and has no
serious literary, artistic, political or scientific value.  The Supreme
Court recognized the harm to minors from pornography and the
need for government to assist parents to protect their minor
children from exposure to pornography.  The Court called
protecting children from exposure to pornography a “transcendent
interest” of government because it concerns “the health, safety,
welfare and morals of its community by barring the distribution to
children of books recognized to be suitable for adults.” [Testimony of
Janet M. LaRue, Esq. before the Subcommittee on Crime of the Committee on
the Judiciary of the House of Representative, May 11, 2000: Hearing on H.R.
4147: ”Stop Material Unsuitable for Teens Act”]

Action:  Monitor your own library and report people
viewing pornography to the librarian and insist politely
that action be taken.  Make sure your children are aware of
the danger lurking in the public library and role play with
them about what they should do if approached
inappropriately.  Attend your local library board meetings.
Get to know your local librarians/ let them know you want
to help them keep kids safe.  For more information on a
recent Kaiser study on the effect of filtering on the access
to information, go to CWA’s web site, www.cwfa.org, and
enter the keywords “Kaiser study” in the search box.   
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