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Freedom of expression may be as difficult and complex as it is essential
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Freedom of expression is a
fundamental human right in itself, but
also a Kkey precondition for the
achievement of so many other rights -
to democratic participation in science
and to culture - and indeed for
progress and development of mankind
itself. Libraries are a key vector of this,
both in providing the materials and
reliable information that help people to
firstly form and then express their own
opinions as well as for a and platforms
for speech to reach audiences.

The discussions about freedom of
expression and about the execution of
this right are not always comfortable. A
successful discourse depends on the
acceptance of the ability to disagree, to
tolerate hearing, seeing or reading _
things that don’t match our own ideas, Ry : LI
wherever we place ourselves on the \ s AR
political spectrum. This ability, in so
many parts of the world today, seems to
be in short supply, be it on the side of
governments, civil society groups or
beyond.
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From attacks on content
addressing issues around race and
sexuality, to those on books that offer a
different interpretation of the past to
that promoted by the authorities, too
many are more focused on attacking
ideas that are not in line with their
worldview than actually trying to make
the real world better.

Nonetheless, freedom of
expression is not absolute. When it
comes at the risk of costing other
people their rights, there needs to be a
balance. This in turn requires
judgement and maturity, in order to
find a proportionate and reasonable
way forwards.

However, debates around free
speech must not be reduced to
questions of how we regulate the
internet platforms that channel so
much of our communication today.
Clearly, there is a strong case for
ensuring that these do not work in
ways that accelerate the spread of
misinformation and hate speech, or
normalise intolerance of other people’s
views. Still, we shouldn’t ignore that
these internet platforms are
commercial companies accountable to
their shareholders’ benefit, relying on
and using technological tools which are
quite far away from being perfect. With
their commercial background and
goals, they have little primary incentive
to uphold freedom of speech.
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There is also a need to be careful
in maintaining a broad focus on
freedom of expression for all. We
should of course uphold principles
such as journalistic and academic
freedom, but not forget that this is a
right that belongs to everyone. We
should also be responsible (as should
any sector with a privileged role in
enabling access to information) - and
ready to state our values and live by
them, as well as thoughtfully explain
our decisions.

In this, we can perhaps define
three major roles, noting that there may
be more.

First of all, we should be
champions of intellectual freedom
ourselves. We are neither a publishers’
marketing department nor a branch of
government communication, but our
purpose is to enable people to make up
their own minds and express them. In
this purpose and the respectives goals
we can find allies among many in civil
society.

Second, librarians can provide a
model of how to make decisions around
the balance between freedom of
expression and other human rights, in
particular as regards collections and

programming. There are fantastic
resources from many library
associations providing ideas and

guidance on how to do this, and
demonstrating what it means to build
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wide and diverse collections that
respond to communities’ needs. This
fundamental right of librarians needs
to be defended against attacks from
public and private actors alike; it comes
with the responsibility to stay true to
our missions.

Finally, through our work to build
media and information literacy, as well
as to foster wider development
education, we can be key players in
developing the sense of curiosity,
openness to the unknown, and
readiness to live with (inevitable)
uncertainty that is necessary for
freedom of speech to thrive. In this, we
will find allies, for example, amongst
those promoting public understanding
of science, and in educators more
broadly.

The support for the freedom of
speech is a global mission, and one
where acting together not only makes
us stronger, but can also make us
smarter. I encourage you to engage
with IFLA - and in particular with our
Advisory Committee on Freedom of
Access to Information and Freedom of
Expression - to be part of this global
challenge.
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