“Librarians and Social Movements”

JCLC-PLG talk - Isabel Espinal:  Testimonio of Librarian Social Activism

In the Latin American tradition of ‘testimonio’ I write in the first person, using the word “I” a lot, to help shed understating about some broad issues in librarianship today, as well as historically. (And as I wrote this I also drew on the current international blog tradition that also emphasizes the first person account.)  I find myself now, in 2006, straddling two interesting “tangents” in contemporary librarianship, which to me are essential, but which often seem only the on edge of mainstream library activity: “people of color “ librarianship and ”progressive librarianship.” I don’t think of these things as tangents – they are what attracted me to librarianship in the first place and what often keeps me here.  But I notice, at the conferences of ALA and of regional library associations, and in the various libraries I have worked in, that groups like Reforma, the Black Caucus, the Progressive librarians guild, the Chinese American Library Association, the American Indian Library Association, the Asian Pacific American Librarian Association, and the Social Responsibilities Round Table are just not that well known or understood by the majority of librarians. Part of what I want to explore is how these two tangents have seemed tangential to each other when they “shouldn’t” be.

I have to admit that when I first became a librarian I didn’t rush to become member of PLG or SRRT, and yet I did rush to join Reforma. This was in 1991 and I think that might have been the year that PLG got started. I do remember in library school seeing flyers for PLG and frankly I think I found them a turn-off because I sensed that they were too “white.” Years later, I heard the expression “the white supremacy of the left” in a talk by Chicano anthropologist Renato Rosaldo. It struck a chord and seemed to encapsulate my resistance to PLG and SRRT.  How do I talk about this? How do I articulate this impression? After I gave an oral version of this paper at the joint Conference of Librarians of Color, some white librarians, including a fellow panelist took offence to my use of the term “white supremacy of the left” thinking that I was somehow comparing the PLG and the SRRT to Nazis, which was not what I meant. It seemed, from my perspective, in 1991, that PLG defined progressive in a narrow way, one that did not see issues of Latinos or of people of color at all. The first Bush Iraq War maybe was an issue for this group, but what about other progressive issues? Weren’t issues of services to Latinos in the United States a progressive issue? Weren’t services to African Americans a progressive issue? I just didn’t see these issues at the forefront of the literature of Progressive Librarians Guild. And I also did not see many people of color in the PLG and SRRT. Perhaps it was different at some other point in time, but not when I came of age in librarianship. 

I have to say something about my own upbringing here. I think it’s important sometimes to look at the personal – it helps us understand where we are all coming from, how are we defining issues. What does progressive mean and so forth? In my own background there was very little formal politics, but there were always discussions of power. I didn’t come from a background of political involvement. And I sometimes ask myself about this, about why there was this lack of involvement in politics in my family and also skepticism of formal politics. One thing that was probably a big influence is that my parents grew up under the dictator Trujillo, who squelched democratic participation and dissent in the Dominican Republic and who was totally backed by the United States for most of his reign of power and terror. So in my family circle they talked about politics, there were fascinating and frequent discussions of power, but there was little formal involvement. In particular I want to also point out that there were many sympathetic discussions about the politics of Cuba. Fresh in the minds of Dominican immigrants I grew up with in the 1960s and 1970s was the poverty of our country of heritage, the economic and social injustices, and there was a lot of admiration for Castro for attempting to address those injustices – even among the staunchest Catholics who were fearful of communism’s anti-religious stance at that time. I mention Cuba in part because it is an obsession of progressive librarians and of right wing librarians alike. It is not an obsession for associations for librarianship of color. And yet many of us also have “something to say about Cuba”. I chuckle thinking about this – one time after joining PLG something was going around the library listservs about Cuba. Tongue in cheek, troublemaker that I am, I wrote to the lists saying that I was feeling nationalistic jealousy as a Dominican and why can’t we talk about library issues of the Dominican Republic (or Puerto Rico or other Latin American countries) for a change? I think in part what I wanted to do was challenge the progressive groups to not be so narrow. Now you have to know that the progressive groups are always being spied on by right wing librarians – yes there are librarians who make their right wing politics public in case you didn’t know. When I made my comment about wanted to discuss library issues in the Dominican Republic, one of these right wing librarians kind of sarcastically said something like “oh, and what would those issues be?” I responded: 

Since it was asked, I'll address the issues as I know about them, but part of my frustration is that I don't know as much about them as I would like.

Regarding the Dominican Republic, the first issue is probably availability and access to libraries and books and computers. Although one can say that the first problem is that many people don't have their basic needs taken care of (e.g. food, shelter). This becomes a library issue because it affects every aspect of life in the country. A similar broad issue that affects libraries is the constant "apagones" when the electricity goes out for extended periods of time.

The living and working conditions of many Dominicans (including Haitian Dominicans) and Haitians living in the Dominican Republic are horrible. The situation of Haitian Dominicans is especially problematic as they are often denied many basic rights such as the right to an education. Many people in the DR work very hard and long, both in terms of hours in the day and years of their lives, within the economic system as it is set up and get nothing or next to nothing. There's a great photo essay on the web about bateyes. Go to http://www.aldomartinez.com/site6.html  and click on photo essays and choose Struggling to Survive. There's also an organization called Batey Relief Alliance: http://www.bateyrelief.org/mt/  

A few years back, when I was president of the Northeast Chapter of Reforma, a library association to promote library services! to Latinos and the Spanish speaking, I received a letter from someone in the Dominican Republic who wanted to us to help her obtain books for a library in a rural area of the country. She mentioned that public or school libraries in places like where she was working were non existent. Likewise I sometimes see projects that address this lack of libraries as part of some bigger self-help program. I don't often see librarians involved in these efforts, though. I personally would like to get more involved in these types of efforts, and I think that there can be a role for the library associations that I belong to to also get involved. For example, the Melassa foundation ( http://www.melassa.org/ ) has a library project: http://www.melassa.org/tallerbiblioteca.htm  The Dominican DREAM project (http://www.dominicandream.org /) similarly states  In its mission statement: "We fulfill our Mission by: * Building classrooms, computer labs, libraries, science labs, and sport recreation areas; * Providing Dominican and international volunteers to teach in classrooms, libraries, and laboratories..."

The cost of books is very high. That's a big issue for Dominican librarianship and readership.

Another issue is the lack of library education. There is no Master program, although I heard that the University of Puerto Rico library school is going to start some kind of satellite program or is going to somehow train some Dominican librarians.

Another is the level of reading and readership. When I was in the Dominican Republic last year, quite a few people told me that compared to Cuba, Dominicans just don't read as much. I found that really interesting. This came from Dominicans who had been in Cuba (there aren't as many restrictions to traveling to Cuba from the Dominican Republic as there are from the United States, although the cost itself is prohibitive for many Dominicans). These Dominicans seemed almost embarrassed that there was so little reading happening in the Dominican Republic compared to Cuba.

Another issue for Dominicans is access and cost of the Internet. The current president is something of a technocrat and has made this an issue of his governance, but just his week there was an article that stated that the cost of internet access in the DR is the highest in Latin America: " República Dominicana paga la Internet más cara entre países de América Latina" http://www.perspectivaciudadana.com/article.aspx?id=10072&tabId=36&mid=207 

As for the issue of censorship and repression of intellectual freedom, I don't hear as much about this now, but in the seventies there were huge problems that did not get any media attention in the US. A lot of things happened that I only heard about 20 years later because I was born and grew up in the US even though both my parents are Dominican and I did not have access to information about what was going on in the DR. For example, it was in the 1990s that I learned about journalists like Orlando Martinez, who was assassinated in 1975 by the government of the DR. Now that the Dominican community is large in NY for example, the name Orlando Martínez is being heard and taught, but outside of the Dominican community, you don't hear about this even though it's an important part of all of our history, even of US history because of the role that the US had in the country. Now the thing about Orlando Martínez is that he was a communist who was killed by a non-communist US supported government.

Ok, I guess you could write a book or two about these issues. And I didn't

even get to Puerto Rico!

Yet even as I was critical of the “narrowness” of what I perceived was the vision the vision of PLG and SRRT
, I saw over the years that these groups took on issues that I was interested in and that were not being addressed by the mainstream ALA. So these groups were in my radar. When the second Bush Gulf War seemed imminent and there were huge protests not only across the United States but also across the world to show people’s opposition to a war, PLG and SRRT were at the forefront of American librarianship’s resistance to the war. Reforma members were also vocal about the war, but I have to admit we were not organized on this issue. As an organization we have never articulated how this issue is an issue for “the national association to promote library and information services to Latinos and the Spanish speaking.” We in Reforma haven’t articulated the connection. And yet I know that many of us know there is a connection. We have shared with each other for example, the issue of Latino youth being targeted for recruitment by the military. At the heart of this recruitment effort are issues of information and misinformation – the misinformation that the military promulgates when they seduce our young people. So Reforma, as an organization concerned with “information services to Latinos and the Spanish speaking” could certainly make a connection. But to this date we have not made a public statement or resolution on this matter. Maybe it’s time for us to do that. 

PLG and SRRT on the other hand not only were able pass statements within their organizations, but were also able to get their ALA councilors to move ALA to adopt statements on the Iraq War. In 2005 ALA – the American Library Association! - actually passed these resolutions: I was impressed. I think this was one of the reasons I finally decided to join both PLG and SRRT in 2005. 

I’m a bit uncomfortable being a spokesperson on the topic of social movements and librarians and of progressive librarianship as embodied in PLG and SRRT. On the one hand, I’ve only been a member of PLG and SRRT for one year, and that I would be invited to be the spokesperson for PLG at the joint Conference of Librarians of Color having been a member for so short a time says something to me about the depth or lack of inclusion of librarians of color in PLG and SRRT. However, I’m thrilled that PLG is making an appearance here through the work of Elaine Harger.  And in the spirit of activism and collaboration and alliance building I heeded Elaine’s call. 

On the other hand, I’m also no the most activist librarian in Reforma either, nor the most knowledgeable Reformsitas when it comes to social movements. In fact, I sometimes feel that Reforma, in addition to PLG, is a place where I go to learn about politics from other Reformistas. Add to this my own background coming from a non-political family, to underscore how uncomfortable I feel as a speaker at this table. But maybe where I can be of use is to show that even with my background, if I can do it, anybody can: any librarian can be an activist librarian. 

And it can start in library school. The first social movement I became involved in within librarianship was an effort to institute multiculturalism into the library school curriculum at UC Berkeley. The students did some politicking – petitions, meetings, and so forth – to get an ethnic studies class within the library school – and we were successful. I was really impressed by this union of people of color issues and librarianship and activism. 

A few years later, in 1995 or so, when Reforma was considering hosting our first national conference in Orange County in southern California, there was a lot of discussion about how the anti-Latino and anti-immigrant policies coming out of that area were anathema to the Reforma mission and values. It was decided not to have the conference in Orange county. As this debate was going on, I was living and working in Connecticut, far away from the specific politics that were being discussed – Prop 187 in particular. But a lot of us in the Northeast chapter of Reforma were impressed with the political awareness and commitment of the California Reformistas. One of my east coast colleagues attended his first Reforma meeting when these political discussions sere happening and he told me that he know right away he wanted to join – this was a very different type of library organization form what he was accustomed to. (He was a white librarian by the way – Reform is welcoming and inclusive of all librarians, individuals and organizations who are committed to serving Latino communities.)

A few years later, in 2002, another issue came up, this time in the Northeast. The English only movement came to the sate of Massachusetts and waged a campaign to outlaw public bilingual education in the form of a statewide referendum. In the Northeast chapter of Reforma, we passed a resolution opposed to this legislation and at the national level, Reforma passed a position paper in favor of language rights. (In the course of this work we found out that Reforma had passed a resolution in 1985 opposing English only but the resolution text has been lost.)

This year, a nationwide and often vicious debate has been going on concerning immigration. Anti-immigrant legislation was being considered in the Senate – and had actually passed in the US House of Representatives! As a result, it has been an amazing year it has been for Latino activism and Latino social movements! It was just heartwarming and inspiring to see the huge protests going on around the county. As a response to posts that one of our more politically aware members was putting out, I asked on the Reform listserv if perhaps Reform should take a position. Well, by this time, I was a member of PLG. Kathleen de la Peña McCook suggested that I draft a resolution for Reforma, and when I did, she shared it with the PLG coordinating committee. It was very interesting to see that PLG passed the resolution even before Reforma did. Of course, Reforma was not far behind and in April Reforma also passed a resolution. It really made me proud to be a member of both these organizations. I must add that the Black Caucus of the ALA was also immediately in support of the immigrant issues. Yay for cross-cultural aliances! ¡Que vivan las alianzas!
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� I want to make clear that these were perceptions I had from outside of the organizations. They are not based on experience or deep knowledge of the organizations. 
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