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Introduction

Intellectual freedom begins with access. Without access, people cannot ex-
plore the topics and ideas that matter to them. Access means more than phys-
ically reaching a resource, it also means being able to understand it. If you 
walk into a library to find information on a topic, but every book is written in 
a language you don’t speak, do you truly have access? Do you have intellectual 
freedom?

As library workers, we are responsible for providing access to the widest 
possible range of materials, so every member of the community can find the 
information they need in a way they can understand. Our own professional 
documents should follow the same principle.

Since 1974, the Intellectual Freedom Manual has been the essential reference 
for library workers seeking guidance on intellectual freedom topics. Past editions 
have served the profession well, especially those in library school or academia. 
This edition builds on that strong foundation while expanding its reach. It is 
written to be accessible to everyone, from the library volunteer to the director.

This edition applies the principles of plain language, making policies clear 
and easy to understand. The entire manual is written at or below a 12th grade 
reading level, making it a practical guide for real-world use. When a library 
worker faces a challenging intellectual freedom issue, they won’t need to wade 
through dense language to get the answers they need.

To most people, policies feel dry and stiff. They’re something libraries need, 
but often dread enforcing or explaining. Yet policy is the foundation of our work. 
It shapes culture, protects staff and users, and impacts real people. That’s why 
this manual includes stories from individuals whose lives have been shaped 
by intellectual freedom. The policies your library adopts and enforces have 
real-world effects on your staff and your community.

This edition also brings in a wider range of voices. With twenty-three contrib-
utors, it reflects a broad spectrum of experiences. We made a deliberate effort 
to center and uplift the voices of BIPOC and LGBTQIA+ people, who are often 
the targets of censorship efforts. You’ll find contributions from people working 
in libraries directly and indirectly, as well as passionate library advocates. The 
authors come from red states, blue states, tribal communities, rural towns, 
and major cities. Intellectual freedom isn’t a partisan value—it’s a cornerstone 
of democracy.

Inclusion matters. That’s why this manual uses the term “library worker” 
rather than “librarian.” Library workers include everyone who helps make the 
library run; from the facilities driver moving materials, to the finance officer 
balancing the budget, to the trustee voting on policy.
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What follows is a brief guide to the contents of this manual and how you can 
use it to support intellectual freedom in libraries. It offers practical information 
to help you build the skills to lead from any role and ensure that everyone in 
your community has the right to access information.

YOUR GUIDE TO WHAT’S INSIDE
This manual is divided into three parts. The table of contents and index can 
help you quickly find the information you need to address a specific topic or 
concern in your library.

Throughout the manual, you’ll find short personal stories that bring policy 
issues to life, as well as essays from legal professionals sharing their insights 
on how the law impacts intellectual freedom. Each chapter begins with an 
overview that explains the big ideas and offers reflection questions.

Part I: Intellectual Freedom and Libraries

This section introduces what intellectual freedom is and why it matters. It also 
includes the core intellectual freedom documents of the American Library 
Association (ALA). Following those documents are policy worksheets that li-
braries can use to draft or revise their own intellectual freedom policies.

Part II: Intellectual Freedom Topics and Best Practices

This section includes nine chapters focused on key intellectual freedom top-
ics:

•	 Access
•	 Censorship
•	 Children and youth
•	 Collection development
•	 Copyright
•	 Meeting rooms, exhibit spaces, and programming
•	 Politics, religion, and free expression
•	 Privacy
•	 Requests from law enforcement

A note on terminology: This manual acknowledges that the legal term “child por-
nography” appears in U.S. federal law. However, the term “child sexual abuse 
material” (CSAM) is more accurate, as it focuses on the abuse and exploitation 
involved and centers the harm done to the child. Many organizations, including 
the U.S. Department of Justice, have called for a shift to CSAM. This manual uses 
that term whenever possible.
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Part III: Advocacy and Assistance

This final section offers practical guidance on advocating for intellectual free-
dom, getting help, lobbying, and working with your elected officials.

Appendixes
There are also two appendixes:

1.	 Glossary of Terms: Definitions of key terms used in the manual
2.	 For Further Reading: A selected bibliography for those who want to explore 

intellectual freedom topics more deeply

How to Use the Manual

	• Refer to the manual when writing library policies.
	‒ Use “Creating Intellectual Freedom Policies for Your Library” (part 
I, chapter 3) to guide you in creating solid intellectual freedom 
policies.

	• Turn to it for guidance when a question or problem emerges.
	‒ Consult the relevant chapter in “Intellectual Freedom Topics and 
Best Practices” (part II).

	‒ Review the tips in “Advocating and Lobbying for Intellectual Free-
dom” (part III, chapter 13).

	‒ Use the resources found in “Where to Get Help and Get Involved” 
(part III, chapter 14) for additional help.

	• Use it to orient new employees, volunteers, and trustees.
	‒ Ask them to read “Why Intellectual Freedom Matters” (Prologue) 
and “What Is Intellectual Freedom?” (part I, chapter 1) and “Core 
Intellectual Freedom Documents of the American Library Associa-
tion” (part I, chapter 2).

	• Use it for professional development.
	‒ Have library staff, volunteers, and trustees read chapters in “Intel-
lectual Freedom Topics and Best Practices” (part II). Then, sched-
ule times to discuss the “Reflection Questions” at the beginning of 
each chapter.

	• Use it as a textbook in library and information science courses.
	‒ Use the “Reflection Questions” at the beginning of each chapter in 
“Intellectual Freedom Topics and Best Practices” (part II) as writing 
prompts or to start class discussions

	• Connect with other library workers and promote intellectual freedom.
	‒ Read “Where to Get Help and Get Involved” (part III, chapter 14) to 
learn about organizations, committees, programs, and awards that 
focus on intellectual freedom.
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This edition of the Intellectual Freedom Manual is built on the idea of access. It 
uses clear, inclusive language so every library worker can understand the is-
sues and take action. We all have a role in protecting intellectual freedom and 
making sure everyone in our community can find the information they need. 
Use this manual to learn how you can help keep libraries a trusted source of 
information and a key part of a strong democracy.

Note: We acknowledge the use of ChatGPT for grammar checks and plain language suggestions. 
All recommendations were carefully reviewed, with final decisions made by human editors.
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Prologue
Why Intellectual Freedom Matters

Becky Calzada

Ideas can be fragile. They need our support, our encouragement, and our pro-
tection. And maybe even more importantly, they need our belief and attention.

—Kobi Yamada, author of What Do You Do with an Idea?

WHY MAKE TIME TO READ THIS BOOK?
To all library workers—front-line stewards of truth, curiosity, and access—this 
is a call to action. At a time when books are being pulled from shelves, when 
marginalized voices are being silenced, and when democratic institutions 
face mounting pressure, your role has never been more critical. You are more 
than information providers. You are defenders of one of the most powerful 
ideals in any free society: intellectual freedom.

This is not just a lofty principle. Intellectual freedom is the foundation upon 
which libraries—and our democracy—stand. When we protect the right to seek, 
receive, and share ideas without restriction, we are protecting the core values 
of democratic participation, free expression, and human dignity.

INTELLECTUAL FREEDOM: A CORE LIBRARY VALUE
From the first lending library established back in 1731 in Philadelphia by 
Benjamin Franklin to the digital repositories of today, libraries have always 
stood for the freedom to access information. Intellectual freedom is not 
simply one of the American Library Association’s core values—it is the one 
that makes all the others possible. It asserts that every person has the right 
to seek information, explore ideas, form opinions, and share these without 
fear of suppression.

When library workers champion intellectual freedom, we affirm our belief 
that every individual has the right to seek, read, think, and question on their 
own terms. We affirm that the library is a sanctuary for voluntary inquiry, a 
space where ideas—no matter how new, radical, or uncomfortable—can live 
and breathe.



PROLOGUE

xxii

INTELLECTUAL FREEDOM AND DEMOCRACY
A democracy is only as strong as its citizens’ ability to think independently, to 
challenge long held beliefs, and to participate in the shaping of society. Intel-
lectual freedom is the beating heart of this process. It empowers people with 
access to the full spectrum of thought—from classic texts to emerging voices, 
from long-standing debates to radical reimaginings.

Without it, civic engagement becomes hollow. Discourse narrows. Creativity 
wanes. In its absence, democracy withers.

INTELLECTUAL FREEDOM AND THE PURPOSE OF 
LIBRARIES
Libraries are not neutral spaces—they are purposeful ones. Their purpose is 
to cultivate a culture of lifelong learning and free inquiry. They are sanctu-
aries for independent thought, designed to uplift every voice and invite ev-
ery question. To protect intellectual freedom is to uphold this mission. It is to 
guarantee that anyone who walks through our doors can explore information 
without gatekeeping, coercion, or censorship.

WHY THIS MANUAL, AND WHY NOW?
Since 2021, libraries have found themselves on the front lines of a renewed 
and relentless culture war. There is an orchestrated drive to restrict access 
to information, to erase diverse perspectives, and to narrow the lens of ac-
ceptable thought. Books are challenged. Programs are scrutinized. Staff are 
threatened. What is under attack is not just content, but the principle of free 
access to information itself.

This manual exists because we must respond. We must become not only 
keepers of collections but also advocates—skilled, informed, and unflinching. 
Intellectual freedom requires us to rise as its guardians, to ensure that the 
library remains a place where ideas are not feared but fostered.

INVESTING IN OURSELVES, INVESTING IN FREEDOM
Why spend the time reading this book? Why learn and apply its lessons and 
advice? Because we are the last line of defense. Because every reader who 
finds themselves in a book, every student who discovers an idea that changes 
their world, and every voice that dares to speak truth to power depends on us 
to hold the line.
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To protect intellectual freedom is to:

•	 Promote a well-informed citizenry capable of critical thinking and respon-
sible action.

•	 Uphold the freedom to think and express, even when ideas are unpopular 
or controversial.

•	 Support democratic processes through the open exchange of knowledge.
•	 Encourage innovation and creativity by ensuring that ideas can be explored 

without limits.
•	 Defend human rights by advocating for the voices and stories of all people, 

especially those historically marginalized.

PREPARING WITH PURPOSE: THE POWER OF 
COMMUNICATION AND PROACTIVE LEARNING
Defending intellectual freedom is not just about holding the right beliefs—it’s 
about being able to articulate, explain, and stand up for those beliefs with clar-
ity and conviction. In an era when the very nature of libraries is being ques-
tioned, communication becomes one of our most essential tools.

Honing your communication skills is not optional—it is strategic. Whether you 
are speaking at a school board meeting, answering a concerned parent, writing 
a program rationale, or training new staff, your ability to calmly and confidently 
advocate for intellectual freedom makes a tangible difference.

That’s why investing time in this manual matters.
Reading the Intellectual Freedom Manual is more than an academic exer-

cise—it is preparation for the real-world challenges that library workers face 
daily. This manual offers legal grounding, historical context, policy guidance, 
and the practical tools needed to respond effectively and responsibly. But it is 
not enough to read it passively. It must be internalized, discussed, practiced, and 
applied.

Ask yourself:

•	 Can I clearly explain why a diverse collection is essential to intellectual 
freedom?

•	 Am I prepared to respond to a materials challenge or public criticism 
with facts, empathy, and authority?

•	 Do I know our policies and procedures—and how to implement them 
fairly and consistently?

Proactive preparation is a form of continuous improvement. It ensures that when 
the moment comes—and it will come—you are not scrambling to react. You 
are already ready.

This manual is your training ground. Your toolkit. Your guide. And by invest-
ing time to sharpen your communication and deepen your understanding, 
you become not just a supporter of intellectual freedom—but a formidable 
defender of it.
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WHAT INTELLECTUAL FREEDOM NEEDS NOW
This moment calls for more than quiet agreement. It calls for bold, persistent, 
principled action. Intellectual freedom needs:

•	 A cadre of informed and skilled advocates who understand the policies, the 
principles, and the power of access.

•	 Tireless champions willing to speak out, take action, and educate others.
•	 A lasting commitment to resisting censorship and standing firm in defense 

of open, informed decision-making.

We must step into this work with clear eyes and steady resolve. Because ideas—
fragile, powerful, transformative—depend on us. Because libraries are more 
than buildings. They are battlegrounds for truth and access to information. 
And because intellectual freedom, once lost, is not easily regained.

Let this be our rallying cry: We are the defenders of access, the protectors 
of inquiry, the champions of thought. We are library workers. And we choose 
to fight for intellectual freedom.
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