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Shaping a Collaborative Information
Future

EDITOR’S NOTE
ALLISON JENNINGS-ROCHE

The latest issue of our journal brings together a wide range of perspectives and expe-
riences that share creative and coalition-building frameworks and projects that will serve all
librarians, information professionals, and memory workers as we navigate a season of pro-
found transformation By seeking articles to deeper alignment in practices, process, and ideo-
logical underpinnings, our call for papers was an attempt to meet the moment and provide
hope (and strategy!) for all memory workers trying to meet the moment. We are thrilled to
share the work of the authors in this issue who exceeded all expectations for the kind of work
that will be inspiring and generative for all those facing multifaceted and complex challenges
now and in the future.

The issue opens with the conversation between Paul Jaeger, Jason Baron, and Diana
Marsh, Beyond Schools and Libraries: Trump Administration Iry%rmation Policies in Archives, Museums,
and Galleries which outlines the shared pressures libraries, archives, galleries, and museums are
right now as well as suggestions for shared strategies. As if responding to Jason Baron’s deep
concern over the preservation of federal data, Tanya Torres and Zackary Baquet document
the heroic data rescue and preservation efforts undertaken by wrongfully terminated USAID
cmployccs. Their article, Where is 60 years of data, information, and knowledge one year after USAID
was fed “into the wood chipper”? comprehensively explains the theory, expertise, and human
labor behind the quiet but coordinated efforts to protect vital data. Wendy Chmielewski’s
examination of the work and legacy of Ellen Starr Brinton reminds us of the importance of
each heritage worker in times of crisis and times of peace. It can be hard to maintain

The white paper about Library Patron Privacy by Catherine Ferri, Lucie Daignault,
and Samuel Lim provides an overview of existing law and policy in terms of library patron
privacy and artificial intelligence. In order for libraries to maintain the trust of their com-
munities, privacy protection is more important and more complex than ever in the age of Al
This piece is a nod to our future issue where we will dive in-depth into political and ethical
concerns of emerging technology and libraries and heritage institutions.

In John Mack Freeman’s The Politicization Antibody Effect, he discusses the importance
of relationships, institutional knowledge and community connections, his research reaffirms
the critical role that “deep community embeddedness" plays in smaller towns and libraries.

In Paul T. ]aeger’s article Not Defeated, or Attacks on Literacy are Attacks on Liberty:
]dentiﬁ/ing and Confronting the Political, Legal, and Technological Changes Promoting and Sustaining
the Censorship Movement, he provides a stirring call to action. He identifies the aims of the larger
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political forces shaping and how those engaged in active censorship will not discriminate
between types of education, knowledge, and memory institutions and as such makes a stirring
case for increased collaboration across professional domains.

The Political Threats of Vanishing Culture and The Need to Protect Future Memory by Michael
Menna and Lila Bailey offers all memory workers and our institutions the kind of practical
but values-driven framework that will allow our shared work to not only meet the moment,
but to evolve and thrive well into the future. In closing the issue with this piece, we hope that
our readers will be inspired and heartened by organizations like The Internet Archive that are
working tirelessly to protect and empower memory and information professionals.

Each article and whitepaper within this issue offers the reader an opportunity to envi-
sion what a collaborative information future might look like in reality. The tools, projects,
frameworks, and perspectives we are able to foreground in this issue are of critical importance
as libraries, heritage, and memory institutions navigate polycrisis and sweeping social change.



Beyond Schools and Libraries: Trump
Administration Information Policies in
Archives, Museums, and Galleries

PAULT. JAEGER, JASON R. BARON, AND DIANA MARSH

ABSTRACT

This article presents reflections, in a discussion format, on the information policy
issues currently impacting cultural heritage, education, memory, and knowledge institu-
tions. While librarians have naturally focused primarily on the most widespread impacts of
the second Trump administration’s information policies, which have targeted libraries and
schools, the types of institutions being affected are much broader. Placing an emphasis on
archives, museums, and galleries, this dialogue illuminates the unique challenges to these
institutions, as well as the parallel challenges faced by other institutions, such as libraries.
Professional education, advocacy, and communication with the public are explored as core
strategies that can be used by archives and museums in response to the current political
climate.

Paul Jaeger

Steve Bannon, one of Donald Trump’s key advisers earlier in his political career, has
been a longtime advocate for a strategy he calls “flooding the zone” (Jaeger 2026). By this,
he is employing a sports metaphor to indicate the political value of saying and doing so many
things that your opponents are unable to coherently respond to your activities, or perhaps
even be able to intuit the large-scale goals behind them. You keep your political opponents
perpetually distracted and belatedly responding to only a portion of government actions.

The second Trump administration has thus far employed this strategy with great impact
on cultural heritage, memory, knowledge, and educational institutions (Jaeger 2025a). These
activities have included the defunding of independent public media, the encouragement of
book bans in libraries and schools, the removal of an untold number of government web pages
and online resources, the closure of government agencies that supported information institu-
tions, the dictation of school curricula and museum exhibition content, the firing of govern-
ment watchdogs, the elimination of research into areas that the administration devalues, the
assertion of control over independent arts organizations, and the elimination of many federal
library positions and other jobs related to the collection, oversight, analysis, and accuracy of
information, among much else. In each case, the effects of government actions have dramatic
consequences, and yet, the sheer number of these actions tends to obscure more far-reaching
and impactful ones.

The Political Librarian, vol. 9.1 (July 2026)
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One way of understanding the goals underlying these actions is rooted in raw power—
gaining control of infrastructures of knowledge, memory, education, and cultural heritage
to keep certain types of information out of the discourse (Jaeger et al. 2023). Throughout
history, a great many states have taken this approach to limit information about different reli-
gious or political systems or about populations the government wishes to oppress. Whether
described as capture, corruption, or colonization of these infrastructures, this kind of control
is prevalent throughout human history and is a core feature of the information policies of the
second Trump administration in the US.

However, there is a much more significant way to view the major goals underlying these
actions—the ways in which the control of the infrastructures can be deployed to remodel
society to meet the objectives of the government (Jaeger 2025b). Many of the historical states
that have invested in bulk suppression and censorship have never sought to utilize this second
approach, having been content to just be rid of information they did not like. However, other
states have taken control of cultural heritage, memory, knowledge, and educational infra-
structures to simultaneously suppress information they do not want in discourse and replace
that with disinformation to accomplish state objectives.

Russia’s Vladimir Putin has, perhaps better than any other contemporary state leader,
mastered the corruption of cultural heritage, memory, knowledge, and educational infra-
structures to achieve state ends (Jaeger 2026). Prior to his invasion of Ukraine to try to
forcibly fold that independent nation-state into Russia, Putin utilized state control over infor-
mation infrastructures to block Ukrainian information sources and perspectives; promulgate
detailed false narratives about the Ukrainian government, people, and elected officials; and
alter educational curricula to make Ukraine a lost part of Russia. As Putin has stated repeat-
edly, “Wars are won by teachers” (Ilyushina 2024).

While the world is currently awash in nationalist governments that have grasped vary-
ing degrees of control over cultural heritage, memory, knowledge, and educational infra-
structures, the Trump administration has been especially active in trying to both assert con-
trol over these infrastructures and utilize the infrastructures to accomplish major political
goals (Jacger 2025b, 2026). When the relationships between the separate policies are exam-
ined, these goals can become more evident.

Upon taking the job of the Director of the Institute of Museum and Library Services
(IMLS) in 2025, Keith Sonderling stated, “We will revitalize IMLS and restore focus on
patriotism, ensuring we preserve our country’s core values, promote American exception-
alism, and cultivate love of country in future generations” (Institute of Museum and Library
Services 2025a). None of these goals match the statutory obligations of IMLS as it was created
by Congress,' but they aptly summarize the desire of the Trump administration to create a

» «

new narrative of American history focused on “patriotism,” “exceptionalism,” and “love of

country.” These terms also convey undertones of who is welcome in the country.
Consider how the following actions taken by the Trump administration simultaneously
impact separate entities and work toward this much larger purpose of recrafting the history

The language in the statutes establishing and funding IMLS, including the Library Services and Technology
Act (Pub. L. 104-208, 1996), enumerates responsibilities such as promoting improvements, facilitating
access, encouraging resource sharing, supporting public service and educational roles, encouraging leadership
and innovation, conserving America's heritage, serving the public, and analyzing the impact of museum and
library services. Demonstrating patriotism, exceptionalism, and love of country are not among these myriad
responsibilities.
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of the United States to match the preferred vision of the administration and indicate who is
welcome in the US by the administration (Jaeger 2026):

* Asserting White House control over the curriculum of schools run by the federal
government, removing negative aspects of American history

* Requiring federal government museums to get White House approval of exhibi-
tion content and plans for future exhibitions, for the same reasons

Creating banned books lists for federal government libraries, eliminating works
depicting the perspectives of marginalized populations

Encouraging groups of citizens to seek bans on books in local schools and libraries,
further eliminating works depicting the perspectives of marginalized populations
* Firing many federal government librarians and other employees with specific
areas of expertise and in positions related to information access, accuracy, col-
lection, oversight, and analysis, reducing the ability to internally monitor the
information created and disseminated by the government

* Ending federal government funding for public media, which historically has acted
as a watchdog over government activities

Canceling funding and positions related to increasing the inclusiveness of
American society and institutions

Many of these policies are simultaneously creating a government-approved version of
American history while also further marginalizing many a]rcady marginalizcd populations
(Curliss et al. 2025; Padroén et al. 2025; Ryan et al. 2026). The second Trump administration
is vigorously using control of these infrastructures to try to remodel American society.

Jason Baron

lagree with everything you say, Paul. If we turn specifically to the archival domain, the
troubling pattern and practice you have noted applies in spades. The concerted attempt by the
second Trump administration to weaken the National Archives and Records Administration
(NARA) and disrespect records laws is not incidental; I view it as central to the broader proj-
ect of the present administration in attempting to reshape and distort public memory while
limiting government accountability.

The removal of Dr. Colleen Shogan as archivist of the United States is a critical exam-
ple. US archivists by statute are to be appointed on a nonpartisan basis, based on their profes-
sional qualifications relevant to serving in the position.” Dr. Shogan more than fulfilled those
requirements, but, from all appearances, was summarily removed three weeks into President
Trump’s second term due to his personal animus toward NARA’s actions in formally request-
ing the return of all presidential records from his residence in Mar-a-Lago to the legal custody
of the archivist (Baron 2025). The special irony here is that Dr. Shogan played no part in the
above events—she was appointed by President Biden well after NARA’s retrieval of those
records. Her firing, coupled with the appointment of Secretary of State Marco Rubio to be
acting archivist, essentially in his spare time, signaled a contemptuous shift toward political
control over what has historically been an independent steward of the nation’s history. Those

? The Federal Records Act states that “The Archivist shall be appointed without regard to political affiliations and

solely on the basis of professional qualifications required to perform the duties and responsibilities of the office
of Archivist.” 44 U.S.C. § 2103(a).
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combined actions arguably sent a chilling message to the nonpartisan NARA career staff about
the risks of adhering to professional and legal standards when they conflict with political
priorities.

Leadership instability at NARA directly affects the enforcement of the Federal
Records Act. Indeed, Acting Archivist Rubio, along with numerous other high-level officials
at the White House, the Department of Defense, and elsewhere, were all participants in
“Signalgate,” the use of the Signal ephemeral messaging platform to discuss real-time mat-
ters of war with a journalist mistakenly included in the communication channel (Goldberg
2025). Not unexpectedly, given who was involved, there is no public record of NARA open-
ing any type of investigation of how Signal communications are preserved as federal records
at the State Department or elsewhere, which NARA normally would have undertaken in past
administrations in accordance with its own internal policies. Nor, for that matter, is there
any indication that the leadership of NARA has directed staff to follow up on the reported
destruction of classified records at the US Agency for International Development (Wong
2025). When the archivist’s authority to undertake this type of oversight ends up being
unused and undermined, agencies have less incentive to comply with records retention and
preservation mandates. The result is the potential for gaps in the historical record.

So too, as Paul alluded to, during the past year we have seen an administration system-
atically taking actions that serve to cripple the public’s right to know what our government is
up to through requests filed under the Freedom of Information Act. The firing of experienced
FOIA personnel—including the head of the Justice Department’s Office of Information
Policy, responsible for FOIA guidance to all federal agencies—as well as the downsizing and
consolidation of FOIA offices across agencies, have only served to exacerbate systemic bot-
tlenecks in agency processing of FOIA requests. FOIA processing depends on institutional
knowledge—knowing where records reside, how they are organized, and what exemptions
apply. When you remove that expertise and decrease agency FOIA budgets, you weaken the
public’s right to hold the government accountable.

As stated so well by Chioma Chukwu, executive director of the nonpartisan public
interest group American Oversight, this administration’s “ongoing efforts to undermine
FOIA isn’t just about evading oversight—it’s a deliberate effort to dismantle the very systems
that uphold public accountability” (Lupkin 2025; Newhouse 2025).

Last, but certainly not least, is an April 2026 legal opinion emanating from the Trump
Justice Department’s Office of Legal Counsel (OLC), which found the Presidential Records
Act (PRA) to be “unconstitutional” (US Department of Justice, Office of Legal Counsel
2026). In OLC’s view, in enacting the PRA in 1978, Congress failed to pay heed to principles
of separation of powers by encroaching on a president’s sole authority to determine how his
records should be managed and preserved. The PRA, enacted in the wake of Watergate, has
resulted in billions of pages of White House records from the Reagan administration to the
current day being owned by the American people, rather than being the personal property of
a former president. In taking this position, DOJ has retroactively blessed the prior transfer of
records to Mar-A-Lago; the memo also foreshadows a much greater outrage at the end of this
administration when President Trump inevitably decides to transfer some or all White House
records into his personal custody, rather than turning them over to the legal custody of the
archivist of the US, as the PRA requires. The matter is currently in litigation, but my crystal
ball is a bit cloudy on the ultimate fate of the PRA in the courts. Let’s hope that government
transparency and accountability win the day.
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Taken together—the weakening of NARA leadership, the uninvestigated destruction
of agency records, the erosion of FOIA capacity, and the assault on presidential recordkeep-
ing—we are witnessing a sustained, systemic attack on the federal recordkeeping infrastruc-
ture. That breakdown has cascading effects. Without reliable records, accountability mecha-
nisms falter. Congressional oversight, judicial review, investigative journalism, and our rights
as members of civil society all depend on the existence and accessibility of the government’s
records. When agency records are incomplete, inaccessible, or untrustworthy, those mecha-
nisms cannot function effectively.

The recent nomination of Bradford Wilson to be the next archivist provides an oppor-
tunity for public advocacy in the form of reminding senior officials in this administration of
the importance of adhering to the government’s recordkeeping and access laws. Most prom-
inently, the next archivist of the United States should have as their highest priority the rein-
forcement of NARA’s institutional independence. The next presidential transition will take
place soon enough—on January 20, 2029. We should all do everything we can to ensure our
voices are heard in lobbying the archivist to stay actively involved in ensuring that White
House records of the second Trump administration are properly preserved, either under the
PRA (as the courts decide) or by other means. This will, no doubt, prove to be a supreme test
of leadership, and we all should remain vigilant in watching, organizing, and speaking out.

Diana Marsh

I'want to echo Jason’s point about the importance of archival institutions (and one might
read further, many other keepers of American memory) being nonpartisan, and want to take
a slightly different angle on the crisis of the current environment for the GLAM community
(galleries, libraries, archives, and museums) and a range of related cultural heritage fields.

As Paul notes, the last year and a half has seen unprecedented changes in the landscape
for information, public memory, and heritage institutions. And the crisis I see has as much
to do with public awareness of these ficlds and their importance as the changes themselves.
For the field, this moment has exposed a major failure in communication—in explaining why
the public should care about these institutions—amid the noise of a flooded zone or an over-
loaded information landscape. So I want to look at each of their core functions, considering
the following three definitions and noting perhaps why everyone should care. I then reflect on
what action our fields ought to take to correct our own record.

"A library is a collection of resources in a variety of formats that is (1)
organized by information professionals or other experts who (2) provide con-
venient physical, digital, bibliographic, or intellectual access and (3) offer
targeted services and programs (4) with the mission of educating, inform-
ing, or entertaining a variety of audiences (5) and the goal of stimulating
individual learning and advancing society as a whole." - ALA Resource
Guide, definition of a library (American Library Association 2025)

‘A museum is a not-for-profit, permanent institution in the service of society
that researches, collects, conserves, interprets, and exhibits tangible and intan-
gible heritage. Open to the public, accessible, and inclusive, museums foster
diversity and sustainability. They operate and communicate ethically, profes-

sionally, and with the participation of communities, offering varied experi-
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ences for education, enjoyment, reflection, and knowledge sharing.” - ICOM
definition of a museum, 2022 (International Council of Museums

2022)

“Archives record decisions, actions, and memories. Archives are a unique
and irreplaceable heritage passed from one generation to another. Archives
are managed from creation to preserve their value and meaning. They are
authoritative sources of information underpinning accountable and trans-
parent administrative actions. They play an essential role in the development
of societies by safeguarding and contributing to individual and community
memory. Open access to archives enriches our knowledge of human society,
promotes democracy, protects citizens' rights, and enhances the quality cf
life.” - Universal Declaration on Archives (International Council on
Archives n.d.)

Collection and preservation: Institutions like the Smithsonian have worked hard to
combat the stereotype of collecting as either a wealthy gentleman’s pastime or an exercise in
national hoarding. To be sure, collections storage facilities have their aura—whether in The
Night at the Museum franchise, The Da Vinci Code, or National Treasure.’ But I think it is hard to
describe to a broad public that collecting—across some 125,000 libraries (American Library
Association 2026), 25,000 archives (Repository Data 2018), 30,000 museums (Institute of
Museum and Library Services 2025b)—dictates what we as a nation keep and preserve. The

totality of what is collected, say, in a given year across all of those institutions, is the sliver
(Harris 2002) of available information that will exist for future human inquiry. On shorter
time horizons, as Jason notes, that sliver is what the American people can leverage in service
of democratic processes and government accountability. On longer time horizons, whether
you are a future historian, or say, a future entomologist, what is collected and documented
(in objects or artifacts, photographs, audiovisual recordings, and digital and physical docu-
ments) and then preserved and kept actively is likely to be iz. These institutions often aspire
to permanence, or keeping collections in perpetuity, and that commitment is vital. As many
hundreds of years of human history have shown, what is not carefully kept deteriorates, gets
lost, and is discarded. Anyone who has tried to open an old hard drive lately will know that
digital documents exacerbate these risks. And, in the Al era, the “real thing” may become
more important as evidence than ever before.

Organization, digitization, and access: There is a genuine debate about whether
one can ever really “discover” something in an archive, museum, or rare book library (Fischer
2012; Papaioannou 2012). That’s because when an object (or 1,000 boxes of papers, or mil-
lions of e-records) comes into a collection, professionals in collections management, regis-
tration, records management, informatics, archival processing, and a range of other roles,
depending on the organization, work hard to not just put it into safe, UV-free, temperature-
and humidity-controlled storage (in an acid-free box, a foam-lined drawer, or a cloth-covered
shelf), but give the collection an identifier so both staff and the public can locate and access
it. This process, broadly called cataloging across the GLAM and heritage sectors, allows doc-
uments, objects, and even monuments and historical markers to be found by both people and
computers. There is increasing pressure for libraries and other GLAM organizations, in fact,

3> For more on other archival imaginings, see Buckley 2008.
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to hand over this “good,” “structured,” data to Al developers, as the race to find more and
better training data for models accelerates. In museums, archives, and other collections of
unique or rare items, this process aims to make collections findable to a broad public, not just
to the Indiana Joneses who happen to gain access to the vault. In libraries, particularly public
libraries, where cach published item may be one of thousands or millions of copies, both
back-end and front-end systems have been designed for anyone to be able to find and check
out an item. That is all made possible by unified cataloging standards so that the same book
may be tracked across thousands of libraries. But in the “Amazoogle” world, users expect
not just catalog records, but fully digitized surrogate items, to be available, and especially in
museums and archives, only a tiny portion of collections are imaged (as of today only 3.78% of
estimated 12,247,035,237 of our national records are online, National Archives and Records
Administration, 2026).

Research and public education: The collection of primary sources and information
resources, and their subsequent access for users, facilitates all kinds of inquiry. Some GLAM
institutions are themselves research institutions, and expert staff within them have the
research enterprise—gaining truly new knowledge about the world—in their job descrip-
tions. But most make secondary research (drawing on secondary, published sources to gain
a broad understanding of a topic) or primary research (drawing on primary sources, asking
new questions, and gaining new knowledge) possible. GLAM institutions also have a mission
to interpret or communicate with the public, most obviously through exhibitions and web-
sites, but also through school programs, public talks, tours, social media accounts, catalog
and book publications, and even formal instruction—all with the goal of gaining and sharing
knowledge in a way that is vetted and expert-driven. Museums, in particular, are among the
most trusted information institutions. The most recent study on trust and museums showed
that museums are second only to friends and family as trusted sources of information. In the
top two reasons as to why they are so trusted, the study shows that it’s because a) they are
considered “fact-based” and b) because they are thought to hold original or “authentic objects”
(American Alliance of Museums 2021).

As I've argued clsewhere (Marsh 2019), amid the accelerating pace of information,
GLAM institutions bring together the world’s experts—mnot just on a given topic, but on
education, informal learning, and public writing—to convey information in exhibit texts,
websites, online catalog records, and an array of other outlets. That process is essentially one
of compromise—and that slow process can be crucial to maintaining public trust.

As I discussed with Colleen Shogan in a recent public dialogue (2026), these institu-
tions and the collections they hold cannot be “ncutral” (Jimerson, 2006)—they are the result
of particular contexts and power dynamics of their time. But they can rise above the whims
of any particular partisan political environment. And we as professionals have a responsibility
to convey the centrality of core principles—collecting and preserving the historical record,
providing access to information, and fostering democratic education—to the public and to
our government officials.

Thus far, many of these core values, and much of the work in GLAMs, are invisible to
the public. Worse, despite increased literature on the “convergence” of heritage organizations
(See Given and McTavish 2010; Lesk 2016), GLAM and heritage fields are often talking in
siloed circles and, in fact, emphasizing their uniqueness rather than their shared qualities and
goals.

Among them, libraries and museums seem to have the greatest traction in public dis-
course, by virtue of their public and very visible roles. Archives, only recently having made
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moves to invite wider publics into reading rooms and with few public exhibit spaces, lag
furthest behind. Moreover, not many heritage professionals are proactive in public awareness,
and neither are new professionals coming up in these fields gaining any training in how to be
engaged professionals. So what should we do about that?

First, I hope that the various GLAM and heritage ficlds can come together more
coherently to tackle problems of visibility—or new policy—collectively. We also need to be
smarter about GLAM advocacy, understanding what actual levers can be pulled or pushed in
Congress and with the wider public to improve the resource environment. Second, being in
a large program that trains information professionals, we need to make a concerted effort to
educate our students in public awareness and advocacy. We also need to train them in existing
law and policy, and in their history, so they understand the ramifications of the proposed
change and which battles are worth fighting.

Jason Baron

Diana, you (and many of us) are asking, almost on a daily basis now: “What should
we do about [fill in the blank for the latest attack on GLAM institutions]?” The part of your
answer that most strongly resonates with me is being “smarter about GLAM advocacy.” This
isn’t too surprising, given that I spent forty years as a practicing lawyer before becoming a
full-time academic.

Take the matter of disappearing government web pages and datasets. Starting from the
beginning of the second Trump administration, thousands of federal web pages and datasets
have been taken down (Singer 2025). Many of these deletions have been pursuant to a series
of executive orders rejecting any mention of DEI (diversity, equity, and inclusion) programs
(See, e.g., Environmental Data and Governance Initiative 2025b). But in addition, large quan-
tities of pages containing information on health, climate change, environmental justice, and
other forms of government statistics simply no longer exist on government websites (See,
¢.g., Environmental Data and Governance Initiative 2025a; National Security Archive 2025;
Qin 2026).

Lawsuits have been one means of fighting back. For example, in litigation brought
against Robert F. Kennedy Jr.’s Department of Health and Human Services by the Washington
State Nurses Association and other health associations, plaintiffs demanded the restoration of
deleted public health information databases related to “LGBTQ health, gender and reproduc-
tive health, vaccine guidance, mpox treatment, pregnancy risk, opioid use disorder, HIV/
AIDS research and the NIH HIV Risk Reduction Tool, and data from clinical trials and more”
(Alder 2025). HHS ended up agreeing to a settlement, restoring specific databases identified
by plaintiffs at the outset of the litigation (Washington State Medical Association 2025)—
albeit on the condition that a disclaimer be displayed stating, “This page does not reflect
reality and therefore this Administration and this Department reject it” (Centers for Medicare
& Medicaid Services, n.d.).

Another way of supporting memory institutions is to proactively ensure that records
and data do not disappear. In the face of the threat of datasets being taken down by the incom-
ing second Trump administration, heroic archival efforts to preserve data were made (and are
still being made) by coalitions of librarians, open-data activists, climate researchers, public
health researchers, software volunteers, and digital historians. One such group, known as the
Data Rescue Project, is a grassroots volunteer community dedicated to “rapid response efforts
for at-risk public data” (2025). Numerous additional efforts have sprouted up, including by the
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National Security Archive (2025), the Harvard Law School Library Innovation Lab (2025),
and many other organizations and self-forming groups.

Randall Jimerson (2009), longtime advocate for archivists being activists, would cer-
tainly approve of all of these concerted efforts. Each of us has a role to play in helping to
preserve the documentary record of past and present government decisions and actions. 1
urge readers to enter into their own conversations with colleagues, with the intent to become
more active both inside their own organizations and in external collaborations with interested
parties in an effort to ensure greater government accountability and transparency. That, in
my mind, is “what we should do.”

Paul Jaeger

As Diana has so aptly explained, cultural heritage, memory, knowledge, and educa-
tional institutions—along with the related professions and professional organizations—have
failed to sufficiently educate the public about the importance of these issues. As a result, as
both Diana and Jason have made reference to, most members of the public may not com-
pletely understand the full implications of destroying physical government records, removing
public information from government websites, rewriting official historical narratives, alter-
ing museum displays, or eliminating government oversight positions. There are also, as noted
earlier, so many changes to governance happening that it can be hard even for politically savvy
members of the public to keep up with them all, which reiterates the need for institutions,
professionals, and professional organizations to be more committed to public education.

Unfortunately, no small part of the problem is that the archivists, museum profession-
als, librarians, and other information professionals who work at these institutions and com-
prise these professional organizations have overwhelmingly not been prepared by their own
educational programs with the advocacy, education, law, and policy knowledge so necessary
now. Sonia Durney (2023; 2025) has introduced the idea of a library advocacy gap (LAG). In
identifying the scope of this LAG, Durney has found that only six of the graduate programs
educating future archivists, museum professionals, and librarians regularly offer policy and
law courses, while only two regularly offer advocacy courses. These courses are not required,
just simply available.

The accreditation standards for programs that educate archivists, museum profession-
als, and librarians nod to the importance of these areas of knowledge, yet have no specific
requirements for specific content or number of course hours to be devoted to the topics. In
many cases, the entire exposure of a student to any of these topics might be limited to a lec-
ture or discussion in one meeting of an introductory course. As a result, many students who
want to become experts in these topics will be thwarted by their own graduate programs
(Jaeger et al. 2015). Continuing education programs in the field have thus far been unable to
fill in these perilous educational gaps.

Even in times of political stability, these educational gaps have significant negative
impacts on archivists, museum professionals, and librarians, as well as the cultural heritage,
memory, knowledge, and educational institutions in which they work. These professions and
institutions have a long history of being ill-prepared to explain their contributions, and as a
result, advocacy efforts reflexively revert to value assertion rather than value demonstration
(Jaeger etal. 2011; Jaeger et al. 2013). Simply put, they do not have the preparation to explain
to members of the public what the institutions contribute and why these contributions are
important. They have also not been effectively prepared to engage in political and policy
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processes impacting the institutions, often lacking even an introductory grounding in the
language and mechanics of policy and politics (Jaeger and Sarin 2016). This failing has been
noted with alarm by a small number of authors for decades, seemingly about once a gener-
ation (Jaeger et al. 2014). The inadequate preparation for engaging with regular political
environments and policy problems becomes staggeringly detrimental in an environment when
the policy and political processes turn hostile to cultural heritage, memory, knowledge, and
educational institutions. Times like now. The ongoing examples Jason has raised demonstrate
the massive impact of these educational gaps.

On top of these gaps in vital knowledge due to holes in education programs, these
professions have also been saddled with the self-defeating concept of professional neutrality
preached by professional organizations (Jaeger 2025¢; Jacger and Jennings-Roche 2025). This
notion of neutrality is based on the principle that cultural heritage, memory, knowledge, and
educational institutions, as they are there to serve entire communities, should not be tied to a
particular viewpoint in the collections or supporting of a particular politician. Unfortunately,
this has spiraled into a belief among many archivists, museum professionals, and librarians
that they should not advocate on behalf of their institutions or openly defend their institutions
from attacks.

Neutrality is impossible in a practical sense. No person, institution, text, or program is
neutral. Attempts at neutrality serve only to reinforce existing power structures and suppress
the voices of the already marginalized, as can be seen in the current tidal wave of book bans
(Jaeger et al. 2023). Unfortunately, this self-defeating but widely held view of neutrality has
matured into acquiescence in many places to the political capture of the institutions by a vast,
well-financed, and closely coordinated national censorship movement (Jaeger 2026).

Ignoring politics is never a wise strategy, even for institutions that strive to be nonpar-
tisan and welcoming to as broad a range of individuals and communities as possible. Yet, the
creation of a library, an archive, or a museum is inherently a very loud, very public assertion
of the centrality of access, literacy, and education to democratic governance. In this current
political environment, cultural heritage, education, memory, and knowledge institutions
truly cannot pretend that the situation will improve without their taking initiative to better
articulate their importance, demonstrate their value, and encourage support, while also
taking more initiative to advocate on their own behalf. The goal of being nonpartisan means
not campaigning for a particular candidate. It does not mean supine acquiescence and feigned
helplessness as the institutions—and what they stand for—are undermined and eroded. For
those who work in cultural heritage, education, memory, and knowledge, and for those who
understand their centrality to a healthy democracy, we cannot afford to be innocent if we wish
these institutions to survive as guarantors of public access, education, and accountability.

As cultural heritage, memory, knowledge, and educational institutions navigate this
extremely challenging political environment, rethinking the ways of setting professional stan-
dards, the approaches to crafting messages for the public, and the core topics of education for
current and future information professionals are avenues to better prepare future profession-
als. In the shorter term, however, there is a pressing need to greatly expand—and coordinate
across the field—communication with members of the public about the immediate impacts
and long-range consequences of public records and government information disappearing or
being rewritten. Institutions designed to preserve, protect, and provide access to information
are currently facing many negative political impacts, due in no small part to their own failures
to communicate, which is an irony that cannot be permitted to continue.
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Where Is 60 Years of Data, Information,
and Knowledge One Year After USAID
Was Fed “Into the Wood Chipper”?

TANYA TORRES AND ZACHARY BAQUET

ABSTRACT

When the United States Agency for International Development (USAID) was disman-
tled in early 2025, groups and individuals mobilized to rescue information resources created
by staff and partners. The patchwork of federal laws, policies, and guidance, combined with a
lack of compliance enforcement, meant that preservation of the agency’s legacy through offi-
cial channels was in question. The USAID Knowledge Rescue effort, along with partner orga-
nizations and other volunteers, has formed a decentralized network to preserve and provide
public access to over sixty years’ worth of the agency’s data, information, and knowledge.

This article provides a snapshot of the progress and challenges faced by those involved
in rescuing USAID’s information. The USAID Knowledge Rescue effort has captured over
274,000 materials, made 136,000 available to the public, and is building a digital repository
to ensure public access. Other organizations and individuals have mirrored websites and res-
cued data and information resources that are now hosted on a variety of different online sites.
Unsurprisingly, former USAID partners played a key role in rescuing information resources
and providing continued access. The current political climate in the US and USAID’s experi-
ence during 2025 suggest that federal agencies and organizations would benefit from having
a knowledge “living will” or legacy plan to ensure the preservation of data, information, and
knowledge—these would include inventories and contingency plans with the aim of ensuring
public information continues to be accessible and is preserved.
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Introduction

It’s been over a year since the US Agency for International Development (USAID),
the largest bilateral funding agency for humanitarian and development aid worldwide, was
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fed “into the wood chipper” by Elon Musk and the Department of Government Efficiency
(DOGE) in early 2025 during the second Trump administration (Morse and Ellison 2025).
A July 2025 study in The Lancet estimated that USAID programs had saved more than ninety
million lives over the past two decades, and that if the Trump administration’s current cuts
continue through 2030, fourteen million people who might otherwise have lived could die
(Cavalcanti et al. 2025).

Despite USAID’s annual budget being less than 1 percent of the overall federal budget,
the agency provided sixty years’ worth of data, information, and knowledge, funded by US
taxpayer dollars, influencing US foreign assistance policy and shaping economic and social
development and humanitarian assistance worldwide. While changes in political priorities
are expected during presidential transitions, the Trump administration and DOGE sought
to erase USAID’s work by taking official websites offline, removing and preventing access to
information, and even attempting to destroy official records, drawing congressional attention
(Peters and Shaheen 2025).

The USAID ecosystem, including its knowledge ecosystem, functioned through a vast
array of partners, consisting largely of contractors and grantees who both created and main-
tained much of USAID’s knowledge. In addition, USAID’s extensive network of partners
(contractors and grantees around the world who contribute to and use USAID knowledge)
experienced significant job losses and organizational closures during this period. Once it
became clear that Congress and the courts would not prevent USAID from being disman-
tled' and that most US-based employees would lose their jobs as of July 1, 2025, staff and
the broader concerned community began organizing official and volunteer efforts to pre-
serve agency knowledge, information, data, and official records. Over two thousand potential
volunteers (including former staff, contractors, grantees, partners, and others) formed the
USAID Knowledge Rescue effort to save the research, data, photos, and collective expertise
accumulated over sixty years of the agency’s work.

Recognizing the urgent need to collect, preserve, and share these resources, the group
worked with the USAID Alumni Association and the Aid Transition Alliance to establish a
catalog and resource repository. As of April 2026, this effort has collected 274,845 resources
and conducted 194 interviews and focus group discussions with former staff to preserve tacit
knowledge (USAID Knowledge Rescue, n.d.).

This article provides an update on the USAID Knowledge Rescue effort and the status
(as of April 2026) of the data, information, and knowledge that existed on USAID public
websites when the agency was dismantled, while acknowledging that the websites represent a
small subset of the information created by staff and partners, which includes official govern-
ment records, reports, documents, and information residing on internal websites.

Literature Review

US Federal Public Information Access and Archives Laws, Policies, and Their

Implementation

Traditionally, the US government has relied on a variety of means to ensure access
to and preserve public information, most notably through the legally required mandates

! This occurred despite Congress’s establishment, authorization, and reauthorization of USAID as an ongoing US

government entity in the Foreign Assistance Act of 1961.



Where Is 60 Years of Data, Information, and Knowledge 17

of the Federal Records Act (FRA), implemented by the National Archives and Records
Administration (NARA); the Government Publishing Office (GPO), and the Open
Government Act, which gave rise to whole-of-government websites like Data.gov; and indi-
vidual agency websites.

Starting in 1951, the US government enacted the FRA to govern the collection, reten-
tion, and preservation of federal agency records (44 U.S.C. Chapters 21, 29, 31, and 33). The
definition of records in the FRA was amended in the Presidential and Federal Records Act
Amendments of 2014 (Section 3301) to remove references to physical media and accommo-
date digital information. The FRA and subsequent amendments govern the maintenance and
disposition of federal records, and the records control schedule process specifies the preser-
vation value and the length of time records are to be preserved (FRA: 44 U.S.C. 2111, 2904,
2905, 3102, and Chapter 33). Each federal agency is responsible for creating a records sched-
ule in consultation with NARA, which provides disposition authority for the records covered
by the schedule and information on the archiving and destruction of records (Stuessy and
Knoedl 2026). Under normal circumstances, physical and digital official records would be
sent to NARA for preservation and disposition in accordance with the official agency records
schedule.

The Evidence Act (H.R. 4174 — Foundations for Evidence-Based Policymaking Act of
2018) comprises three parts that address evidence capacity, open data (the Open Data Act),
and data confidentiality. The first part (evidence capacity) requires each agency to create evi-
dence-building plans to identify and address relevant policy questions and to establish a chief
evaluation officer within each agency to continually assess the evidentiary process. As part of
the implementation of the Evidence Act, USAID and other agencies developed annual learn-
ing agendas, which helped focus evaluation and learning activities across the agency and iden-
tify the data and approaches needed to provide critical evidence to inform policy priorities.

Government-wide websites like Data.gov were implemented as a statutory require-
ment of the Open Government Data Act (2018) as part of the Evidence Act, which requires
federal agencies to publish their information online as open data, using machine-readable
formats and metadata in the Data.gov catalog. Data.gov hosts over four hundred thousand
datasets and works with federal agencies to implement the law (Data.gov, n.d.). The third
part of the Evidence Act reauthorized the Confidential Information Protection and Statistical
Efficiency Act (CIPSEA), which protects the confidentiality of information acquired from the
public for statistical purposes and allows designated statistical agencies to exchange business
data for statistical purposes only.

While there are US laws, policies, and NARA guidance in place to address the preser-
vation and access of federal records, there is no enforcement capacity to ensure compliance by
individual agencies. As a result, when federal websites are taken down and people lose access
to public information, there is little recourse. The lack of enforcement and compliance with
archival requirements by federal agencies, and distrust of official federal efforts to maintain
access and preserve data and information, led to an increasing number of information and data
“rescuc” efforts during the first and second Trump administrations.

Distrust Gives Rise to Knowledge, Information, and Data Rescue Efforts

In the last decade, numerous grassroots rescue efforts have sought to preserve US gov-
ernment data and knowledge resources to address concerns about data integrity. In 2016, the
term “guerrilla archiving” was used to describe the work of the Data Refuge Project and the
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Environmental Data and Governance Initiative (EDGI), a volunteer group formed to save
climate and environmental data from websites that were threatened during the first Trump
administration (Janz 2018). Initial explorations of their work describe how they evolved from
having groups of activists saving data to creating infrastructure for community stewardship of
data (Walker ct al. 2018), and reframing their decentralized data rescue efforts as removing
information from institutional control and creating “spaces for community dialogue and wider
public awareness of the vulnerabilities of contentious scientific work” (Paris et al. 2017, 4).

While their initial efforts focused on saving threatened datasets, in 2018, they began
working on a broader project, Data Together, focused on the infrastructure required for com-
munity stewardship of data (Walker et al. 2018). Data Together’s work was based on environ-
mental data justice and the “post-custodial stewardship” paradigm, in which noninstitutional
repositories assume an archiving role (Abrams 2017; Kelleher 2017).

A variety of nongovernmental organizations are involved in hosting infrastructure and
tools for rescued data. The End of Term Web Archive (n.d.), hosted by the Internet Archive
in collaboration with other organizations and government partners, collects, preserves, and
makes accessible US government websites at the end of presidential administrations and makes
those pages available through the Wayback Machine (Internet Archive, n.d.). More complex
websites from numerous federal agencies at the end of the Biden administration and the begin-
ning of the Trump administration were rescued and are now hosted on the Webrecorder US
Government Web Archive (govarchive.us), including those of the Environmental Protection
Agency (EPA), USAID, Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), Centers for
Disease Control (CDC), Climate.gov, etc. (Webrecorder, n.d.). Attempts to capture dynamic
Tableau-driven data sites (c.g., aidscape.usaid.gov) were unsuccessful because the archiving
technologies were unable to capture the sites’ underlying databases. Webrecorder’s success in
replicating the USAID site lies in its user interface and its ability to package all the necessary
files into a single “playable” archive.

More recently, and building on the work of the 2017 Data Refuge Project and EDGI,
the Data Rescue Project has been bringing together a community of data librarians, research-
ers, volunteers, and organizations to crowdsource the preservation of US federal government
data since it began disappearing in early 2025. The Data Rescue Project volunteers work to
identify, preserve, curate, and maintain public access by collaborating with organizations like
the Inter-University Consortium for Political and Social Research (ICPSR) to save vulnera-
ble datasets in DatalLumos, a trusted repository, as part of a coalition of data organizations
including the International Association for Social Science Information Service & Technology
(IASSIST), Research Data Access & Preservation (RDAP), and the Data Curation Network
(Guldalian 2025). In a separate effort to preserve government records and ensure access to
public information, the Library Innovation Lab at Harvard Law School created the Data.gov
Archive, a complete archive of the more than 311,000 federal public datasets linked by Data.
gov and harvested during 2024 and 2025 (Library Innovation Lab at Harvard Law School
2025).

The destruction of USAID’s knowledge, the takedown of agency websites, and the
elimination of access to online public information resources have been framed as “a possible
epistemicide—or destruction of knowledge systems” (Cummings et al. 2025, 1). Randall
Jimerson (2007, 264), past president of the Society of American Archivists, discussed how
“oppressive regimes try to impose selective amnesia on society” by destroying records and
manipulating the public’s historical memory. He argued that archives and archivists play a
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critical role in holding institutional and government leaders accountable and protecting the
rights of all citizens.

As such, these data and knowledge rescue efforts can be seen as attempts to preserve
the historical record when the federal government fails to preserve public goods and our
collective memory. When the official means of preserving access to public information is
no longer trusted, librarians, volunteers, and activists will mobilize to rescue and steward
resources (Rothfritz 2026; Jacolbe 2026).

The Challenge and USAID Knowledge Rescue’s Results (as of April 2026)

This article provides an update as of April 2026 on the data, information, and knowl-
edge that were available on USAID public websites at the time the agency was dismantled.
This includes the work of the USAID Knowledge Rescue effort, as well as other groups and
individuals who have taken the initiative to preserve and provide access to these formerly
public goods. While the public information available on USAID’s websites is significant, it
bears repeating that it represents only a small subset of the information created by staff and
partners, including official government records, reports, documents, and information on
internal websites. It remains unclear to what extent USAID’s information will be utilized to
inform US foreign assistance going forward or preserved via official government channels.

How the USAID Knowledge Rescue Came to Be

The USAID Knowledge Rescue effort began in early 2025 as USAID’s shutdown
ramped up and knowledge resources began disappearing from public access. On February
27,2025, KM4Dev, an international knowledge management community of practice, hosted
a knowledge café to discuss issues around organizational knowledge loss. As partners were
told to stop activities (January 2025) and USAID staff were placed on administrative leave
(February 2025), many began working to preserve USAID knowledge. The nucleus of
USAID Knowledge Rescue—a small group with long-term, high-level experience leading
knowledge, learning, and evidence efforts at USAID and in the knowledge management for
development community—met in late March. They emailed knowledge management profes-
sionals inside and outside the agency to learn what others were doing. Their determined goal
is to identify and partner with an existing distributed or federated archive, or to build a new
one, involving several knowledge repositories of different types and in different locations,
all housing as much USAID-related rescued knowledge as possible. As next steps, the group
created a private LinkedIn group to bring together potential volunteers and share progress
on rescue efforts. To facilitate knowledge collection, they formed two teams: one for tacit
knowledge and one for explicit knowledge capture.

To capture tacit knowledge, they began conducting key informant interviews and focus
group discussions to document the professional experiences of USAID colleagues and part-
ners. While somewhat tailored to the individual or group, the interviews touch on some of
the following:

* Could you describe an example of a USAID intervention that you worked on that
you believe had a significant positive impact?

* What factors do you think contributed most to the success or failure of the USAID
programs that you worked on?
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* Were there any major breakthroughs or innovations that resulted from programs
or initiatives you were involved in? If so, what were they and what accounts for
them?

* What are five things you would want your successor to know (to avoid, or to build
on, or . . .)?
* If you could implement three changes to improve USAID’s effectiveness, what

would they be?

Interviews are anonymized and synthesized to find patterns in experiences that can
inform current and future development activities. Individual interviews are made publicly
available only if and when interviewees give their approval.

For explicit knowledge, already in documentary or visual form, the team developed
a Google Form that described the group’s purpose, explained the types of resources they
wanted to capture, and gave participants a way to share the knowledge products they had.
They focused on collecting information about USAID’s programs, operations, and research
studies intended for public use. This included formerly publicly available documents contain-
ing the following:

* Nonclassified, nonsensitive but unclassified (SBU)/non-Controlled Unclassified
Information (CUI), non-Personally Identifiable Information (PII) that was pre-
viously publicly available—particularly mission retrospectives/histories and
Monitoring, Evaluation, and Learning (MEL) data with PII removed, including
material used or created by partners

* Addresses for USAID country mission landing pages on platforms like YouTube,
Medium, Exposure, or similar, if they were used; and the mission Facebook
archive (instructions: https://tinyurl.com/kr-facebook-instructions)

* The mission Flickr archive (instructions: https://tinyurl.com/kr-flickr
-instructions)

* Reports, research findings, market or feasibility studies, and any other documents
or related data coming out of sectoral/project implementation offices/part-
ners that were not restricted but had not yet been uploaded to the Development
Experience Clearinghouse (DEC) or Development Data Library (DDL)

* Reports, studies, and analyses outlining programs carried out over the life of
USAID’s involvement in the country or region

As of April 2026, What Has the USAID Knowledge Rescue Achieved?

USAID Knowledge Rescue’s work is now cosponsored by the USAID Alumni
Association and the Aid Transition Alliance. Over the past year, the group has captured
274,845 items for preservation. This includes materials from the Development Experience
Clearinghouse (DEC), USAID Flickr accounts, and resources from former USAID staff and
partners. Currently, these materials are available to the public via a Google spreadsheet. The
materials captured include approximately 143,000 DEC documents downloaded through its
Application Programming Interface (API) in July 2024. The USAID Knowledge Rescue con-
tinues to work on the best ways to organize these resources and make them available to the
public.

The USAID knowledge ecosystem was decentralized (perhaps more so than any other
US government agency). There were a variety of sites, from those specific to a particular
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contract or grant to decades-old, globally recognized platforms such as the Famine Early
Warning Systems Network (FEWS NET), Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS), and
USAID Learning Lab, which many practitioners relied on to support international devel-
opment. Some of these sites covered topics such as agriculture and food security, climate
change, and market systems that USAID technical bureaus supported.’

These sites facilitated knowledge exchange by enabling USAID technical staff and part-
ners to share guidance and insights on sector-specific topics. They were used by development
practitioners worldwide, well beyond the USAID and partner community. Most of the sec-
toral websites went down by the end of January, when stop-work orders took effect. Much of
the USAID knowledge ecosystem was managed and maintained by contractors and grantees.

Some sites disappeared altogether, and only their prior versions from before February
2025 can be found on the Wayback Machine. Others have transformed and evolved into
new platforms that host former USAID content—for example, content from the USAID
DRGLinks site transitioned to a new one called DRGHub. The rescue of these sectoral sites
depended on the complexity of the site and on access to the backend. In some cases, groups
were able to take ownership of the content and transition it to another site; in others, the sites
could not be rescued.

Sites for grants associated with US universities took various paths. Since much of the
research funding was in the form of grants, universities had greater flexibility in maintain-
ing their sites and did not have to take them down due to the stop-work order. While their
USAID funding ended, some kept their sites online, though without new content, such as the
Feed the Future Innovation Lab for Horticulture, thereby maintaining access to materials cre-
ated under the research grant. Others transformed into new initiatives, such as the Soybean
Innovation Lab, formerly the USAID-funded Feed the Future Innovation Lab for Soybean
Value Chains.

Other Initiatives to Rescue USAID Data, Information, and Knowledge

USAID’s Public Websites

In addition to the main USAID website, which provided information on the organiza-
tion and its work, the agency maintained several additional websites and managed interagency
websites that served sectoral or program-specific needs. For the purpose of this article, we
focus on what happened to a core set of websites from the USAID ecosystem. These are exam-
ples of original sites preserved in the End of Term Web Archive, sites rescued and maintained
by partners or individuals, and, to the extent possible, provide links to where the rescued
information is available. The websites include:

¢ USAID.gov

* Development Experience Clearinghouse (DEC)

* Development Data Library (DDL)

* Sector-Based Websites
* Food Security and Nutrition (FSN) Network
* DRGLinks to DRGHub

Examples of former USAID technical sites can found in the page footer of a rescued site on the Wayback Machine:
https://web.archive.org/web/20250103231304/https: //www.climatelinks.org/#uls—partner— container.
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The original USAID website was taken down by DOGE on February 1, 2025, and con-
tained information about the agency’s work in 112 countries and regions, as well as programs,
results, data, and information about the organization and staffing. USAID.gov reappeared
online on February 5, 2025, with a message stating, “On Friday, February 7, 2025, at 11:59
p-m. (EST), all USAID direct hire personnel will be placed on administrative leave globally.”
On February 23, 2025, a notification of administrative leave was posted to USAID.gov and
remains in place today (US Agency for International Development, n.d.)

Much of the information from the USAID’s main website was rescued through the
Internet Archive’s End of Term Web Archive and is available on the Wayback Machine,
and a copy of the website from January 16, 2025, is also available on the Webrecorder US
Government Web Archive at https://usaid.govarchive.us/.

Development Experience Clearinghouse (DEC)

USAID established the Development Experience Clearinghouse (DEC) in 1975 as a
repository for materials such as annual reports, evaluations, strategy documents, and oral his-
tories from former Foreign Service Officers that documented the agency’s work. When taken
offline in January 2025, it provided access to “over 250,000 technical and programmatic
materials” (per old system documentation) from sixty years of international development
implementation. An exact number is difficult to determine since the DEC housed publicly
available materials, SBU/sensitive materials behind the USAID firewall, and hardcopy mate-
rials that had not been digitized. The DEC had an application programming interface (API)
that allowed users to download the publicly accessible materials. Some users downloaded the
contents of the DEC to experiment with applying Al approaches to extract learning from this
knowledge base, and perhaps some did so as acts of guerrilla archiving.

With these APl-accessed copies of the DEC, a number of DEC replicas appeared
not long after the site went offline. Their creators intended these replacements to restore
public access to the DEC materials. With the launch of DECfinder, Azra Nurkic, CEO and
cofounder of 14DI, noted “how easily development knowledge can slip away. As institutional
and political priorities change, the public repositories that once grounded our work often
get overlooked—or quietly disappear” (Kacapor 2025). Another site, called DEC Document
Search, claims to hold over 230,000 documents from the former repository (USAID DEC
Archive, n.d.). It is unclear who manages this latter site. In both cases, unlike the original
DEC, users need to create an account to access the materials. This makes it impossible for
search engines (like Google) to index the content of the sites and makes it challenging to share
or embed links to materials from these databases in other documents or websites, as a user
could do with persistent uniform resource locators (PURLSs) provided by the DEC. So, while
the public again has access to much of the material, it has become more challenging to share
it with others.

Development Data Library (DDL)

Many of USAID’s datasets were available through the USAID Development Data
Library (DDL), which was originally developed by DevTech. DevTech was tasked with inte-
grating all of the agency’s data products and services in coordination with the Bureau for
Management and Chief Information Officer (M/CIO) (DevTech Systems, Inc., n.d.). In The
Integrity of Public Access to Federal Data: Evaluating Disruptions to Open Government Data, 2025—
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2026, Christopher Steven Marcum (2026) provides a detailed analysis of the DDL and what
happened in the aftermath of the 2025 DOGE cuts. According to his analysis, the public lost
access to the 2,027 data assets on the DDL site on/about January 31, 2025. The lack of an
orderly administrative process to preserve the agency’s data assets is apparent in the analysis,
which highlights issues with the DDL API connection with Data.gov that resulted in ghost
datasets in the Federal Data Catalog. It remains unclear to what extent any of the USAID data
assets will be archived with NARA. It is ironic that the DDL—established barely a decade ago
as part of a new US Open Data policy requiring research partners to make their data public
and accessible—ultimately ensured that this data would no longer be public or accessible
when the DDL was taken down.

Some data assets were captured by data preservation, rescue, and archiving efforts.
Marcum’s analysis highlights the preservation of the Demographic and Health Surveys (DHS),
which collected longitudinal health and population data in developing countries. The data-
set remains available through the contractor website, which has secured project funding for
the next three years. ICPSR also rescued several education-related datasets and preserved
them on datalumos.org. Additionally, Marcum points to the archiving work conducted by the
Library Innovation Lab at Harvard Law School in 20242025 to rescue the remaining publicly
accessible data held by USAID on Data.gov. This effort resulted in the preservation of 2,028
datasets, which are now available for viewing and downloading on the lab’s website (Library
Innovation Lab at Harvard Law School 2025).

However, making datasets publicly available is not the focus of the USAID Knowledge
Rescue effort, as it requires somewhat different skills and expertise, especially around privacy
and redaction of social science data, than those currently possessed by the group. Those who
collected the data own it, and the US government has an unlimited-use license to the data.
The ideal situation is for the data owners to post it to one of the platforms mentioned above.
USAID Knowledge Rescue looks for opportunities to help other groups, especially those with
experience handling datasets, identify the most promising pathways to rescue and archive
available USAID-funded data.

Sector-Based Websites

Some sector-based websites, such as the Famine Early Warning Systems Network
(FEWS NET) and the Food Security and Nutrition (FSN) Network, were taken offline in
early 2025 when all foreign assistance funding was frozen by the Trump administration.
After several months, funding was restored by the US Department of State. While these sites
were offline and with little indication of when, or if, funding might be restored, irreparable
damage was done to the working relationships and trust built with partner governments,
organizations, and beneficiaries worldwide who relied on these sites to access valuable infor-
mation. FEWS had been relied on by NGOs, the UN, and governments worldwide as a key
element in decisions regarding the timing and nature of providing emergency food assistance.

Food Security and Nutrition (FSN) Network

The Food Security and Nutrition (FSN) Network was a community of practice for
food security and nutrition implementers, researchers, and donors worldwide, established
in 2010 under the auspices of the Technical and Operational Performance Support (TOPS)
Program, funded by the USAID Office of Food for Peace (FFP). The FSN Network was
funded through a series of cooperative agreements, most recently by USAID’s Bureau for
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Humanitarian Assistance (BHA), until USAID’s demise in 2025. The network enabled its
members to exchange knowledge, collaborate, and learn while shaping agendas, influencing
donor priorities, and building consensus on promising practices.

The FSN Network website served as a knowledge hub, featuring an extensive library of
tools, guides, and capacity-strengthening materials, as well as proceedings from large-scale
knowledge-sharing events and stakeholder consultations. Thanks to the efforts of Save the
Children, the website has come back online after being shut down in 2025 and is now funded
through cooperative agreements with the US Department of State, ensuring that decades of
investment in resources remain accessible to strengthen capacity and improve the perfor-
mance of food security and nutrition programs.

DRGLinks to DRGHub

DRGLinks was an external online platform developed under USAID’s Bureau for
Democracy, Human Rights, and Governance, completed in September 2023 and officially
launched in November 2023. Managed under a contract with Cloudburst Group, the plat-
form curated high-quality technical resources and evidence in a single accessible location—
including technical guides, evidence reviews, e-learning courses, and recordings of learn-
ing events—for use by USAID staff, implementing partners, academics, and practitioners
across the DRG field. DRGLinks also complemented USAID’s DRG Learning, Evidence, and
Analysis Platform (LEAP), which hosted country-level data portraits, indicator inventories,
and evidence maps to support evidence-based program design.

When USAID was dismantled in early 2025, the Cloudburst contract sustaining
DRGLinks was canceled, with Cloudburst continuing to cover some maintenance costs as
part of its closeout obligations before the platform went offline in spring 2025. Drawing on
this preservation work, DRGHub (drghub.org) was launched in August 2025 as an indepen-
dent successor platform, gradually expanding its content over time. DRGHub is currently
funded and maintained by an individual and serves as a global resource that consolidates evi-
dence, technical practice, insights, and learning to support democratic practice worldwide
(DRGHub, n.d.).

These examples—FEWS NET, the FSN Network, and DRG Links—are just three of
many knowledge websites closed down in early 2025 across all sectors relevant to develop-
ment and humanitarian assistance.

Reuse and the Future of USAID Knowledge

As illustrated in the preceding sections, a significant amount of USAID’s data, infor-
mation, and knowledge has been rescued and made accessible through various websites and
portals. In addition to rescuing information, other recent initiatives have leveraged access
to USAID information and technology in innovative ways. An article from the Stanford
Innovation Lab highlights the work of DevelopMetrics, a social enterprise that created the
Development Evidence Large Learning Model (DELLM). This domain-specific Al system
was trained to read, classify, and connect development evidence at scale and was run on sixty
years’ worth of evaluation reports in USAID’s DEC (Moore 2025).

Using a precise taxonomy of how development work is described in practice and a
human-coded dataset to develop an aggregated spreadsheet of interventions, outcomes, a
confidence score, and metadata related to each evaluation, DevelopMetrics refined the data
through a series of prompts to reveal patterns and the five most frequent lessons—essentially



Where Is 60 Years of Data, Information, and Knowledge 25

functioning as an Al “institutional memory” to surface valuable nuggets of knowledge and
examples from thousands of pages of USAID evaluations. As Moore (2025) suggests, preserv-
ing what USAID has learned over its long history is particularly important given the agency’s
demise in 2025.

Given the current administration's hostility toward USAID, a number of the agency’s
former partners have removed or de-emphasized agency branding, program names, and lan-
guage to avoid scrutiny/targeting, complicating online searches for data, information, and
knowledge formerly funded by USAID. Anyone attempting to access USAID information
now struggles through broken links to and from the agency’s original websites and the loss of
original metadata. It will be interesting to see how these dynamics affect the business models
of former partners and others who hold USAID knowledge, information, or data that the
public no longer has access to.

A year after USAID was dismantled, the resulting ecosystem of rescued data, infor-
mation, and knowledge is complicated. While it is gratifying to see so many initiatives that
value USAID information enough to dedicate resources to preserve and provide access to it,
there are advantages and disadvantages to having information in so many places. By having
a fragmented information ecosystem, it becomes difficult, if not impossible, to take down.
By the same token, having information preserved by many different organizations makes it
challenging to maintain an accurate map of its location, establish consistent standards for
access and metadata, and measure resource usage and impact. This new information land-
scape provides an opportunity to see how different organizations and individuals innovate to
meet stakeholders’ needs.

Conclusion/Call to Action

As stated in the introduction, this article provides an update as of April 2026 on the
data, information, and knowledge available on USAID public websites at the time the agency
was dismantled and where some of these resources can now be found online. While there are
federal policies and guidelines to ensure effective management, accountability, and the pres-
ervation of public information, there is no enforcement capacity for compliance. Like many
other organizations, USAID lacked a complete inventory of its websites, data, and knowledge
resources. As a result, there is no way to determine the full extent of the information lost
when the agency was dismantled.

The work of the USAID Knowledge Rescue effort and other groups initially focused on
preventing loss by mirroring websites and by volunteers saving resources. As part of the larger
information stewardship community in the US, we have the opportunity to learn from others
who have gone down this road before. Because of the work of the End of Term Web Archive,
the Internet Archive, WebRecorder’s US Government Web Archive, ICPSR, DataLLumos, the
Data.gov Archive, and others, there now exists an ecosystem of preservation infrastructure,
tools, and expertise that other knowledge rescue efforts can tap into.

For many rescue efforts, the next steps include ensuring access through curation and
metadata improvements, using analytics to identify valuable resources, and demonstrating
usage and impact. This is often the key to sustainability as it allows rescue efforts to attract the
funding needed to continue. Members of the information stewardship community have gen-
erously shared their experiences and expertise with volunteers from the USAID Knowledge
Rescue effort and have offered support in the months ahead.
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While this article focused on the publicly available information on USAID’s websites, it
represents only a small subset of the information created by staff and partners, including offi-
cial government records, reports, documents, and information on internal websites. There
are many lessons from USAID’s recent experience, and no doubt there is more to learn in our
future. In terms of practical lessons learned for other federal agencies and organizations, we
would recommend the following:

1. Maintain an accurate inventory of all public datasets, websites, and information
resources, and update it annually. Ideally, this inventory would be publicly acces-
sible online and be part of a transparent accountability process in line with the
spirit of the Evidence Act.

2. To the extent possible, collaborate with partners and other organizations to main-
tain access and preserve public information. Many USAID resources were res-
cued by partners.

3. Even though no enforcement capacity exists for federal archiving, work with staff
and partners to ensure that all official records are sent to NARA in accordance
with the agency’s records schedule.

The shuttering of USAID, the Corporation for Public Broadcasting, and others makes it
clear that organizations are not permanent, and the knowledge they generate is fragile. When
an organization ends, time moves quickly. The careful, deliberate work of identifying and
preserving decades-old institutional knowledge can get crowded out by the immediate pres-
sures of winding down in weeks or months. Staff need to have thoughtful conversations about
what to do with knowledge assets before the crisis arrives in order to be effective stewards.

We argue that every organization should have a knowledge “living will” or legacy plan.
When planning for knowledge continuity, most organizations tend to focus on two areas:
maintaining records and administrative documentation as ongoing practices, and protecting
access to critical information during short-term disruptions. Both are necessary. Records
management frameworks are mature, often legally grounded, and reasonably well under-
stood. Organizational continuity planning, while uneven in practice, at least exists as a rec-
ognized practice with established guidance. A third component, largely absent from organi-
zational planning, is the deliberate preparation for the transfer, preservation, and long-term
stewardship of an organization’s generated knowledge in the event that the organization itself
ceases to exist.

The distinction matters because records management, however thorough, was never
designed to do this work. An annual grant or contract report documents what was spent and,
broadly, what was done. It does not capture what the organization learned, what approaches
failed quietly before a successful one was found, what relationships sustained the work, or
what the staff understood about their field that existed nowhere in writing. That knowledge,
both tacit and explicit, provides context and nuance and is what is most at risk when organi-
zations close and what successor organizations, peer institutions, and the communities they
serve should have access to.

Archivists, librarians, and knowledge management specialists are the practitioners left
navigating organizational endings on the ground, often without a plan and with dwindling
resources. That experience, frustrating as it is, confers both standing and credibility. The
field has conceptual tools such as triage frameworks, appraisal methodologies, and digital
preservation standards that organizational leaders rarely possess. What has been missing is
the application of those tools to this specific and underserved problem: not disaster recovery,
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not routine records management, but the deliberate planning for what an organization leaves
behind.

Existing frameworks offer partial guidance. Continuity of operations planning, digital
preservation handbooks, and archival appraisal literature each address a piece of the problem.
That gap is an invitation for organizations to develop a knowledge “living will” or legacy plan.
Library and information science (LIS) and knowledge management professionals working
with organizational leaders are the right people to develop these “living wills,” and the need
could not be more urgent. The organizations that have closed and continue to close around us
right now deserve a plan. The ones still operating have time to make one.

Given the current political climate, the ongoing dismantling of federal agencies, and
the threat of the loss of public information across the government, it is prudent to be prepared
and to have risk mitigation plans in place to ensure public information is preserved. The work
of the USAID Knowledge Rescue effort and others is still evolving and may one day contribute
to the postcustodial rebuilding and preservation of the agency’s legacy.

One additional step that organizations and individuals can take to preserve US govern-
ment information is to endorse and sign the Preservation of Government Information: An
Information Stewardship Call to Action, which aims to build a community of government
information practitioners around a set of agreed principles and action items to preserve public
information and build a distributed Digital Preservation Infrastructure (DPI) (Jacobs and
Jacobs 2026).

This update on the USAID data, information, and knowledge rescue efforts since early
2025 reflects a range of emotions: appreciation for the resources that have been saved, deep
gratitude for the collaboration and support from the information stewardship community,
and also a desire to share our experiences with other federal staff to prevent this from hap-
pening to other agencies and organizations.
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Ellen Starr Brinton: Archivist and
Activist for Peace in Time of War

WENDY E. CHMIELEW S SKI

ABSTRACT

Ellen Starr Brinton served as the first Curator of the Swarthmore College Peace
Collection from 1935 to 1951. She combined her professional work establishing the special
collections library and archives at Swarthmore College outside Philadelphia, collecting and
preserving records of peace movements around the world dating from the seventeenth cen-
tury onward. Brinton was successful in this endeavor due to her own background as a Quaker
and her activism in the US peace movement from the 1920s onward. In the late 1930s Brinton
traveled to Europe to attend international peace conferences and to rescue the records of
peace organizations and the papers of peace activists already in danger of destruction by gov-
ernments and from the spread of fascism across the continent. She was also involved in efforts
to assist European peace activists themselves also in personal danger from their governments.
Brinton’s work in the first years of establishing the Peace Collection continues to the present,
with staff retaining her original organizing principles for primary resources, and her mission
to collect, preserve, and make accessible historical materials about the work of peace activists
around the world.

In 1937, Ellen Starr Brinton, the curator of the Swarthmore College Peace Collection
(SCPC), convinced her employers to send her to Europe for three months to attend two inter-
national peace conferences and to collect publications, local peace organization records, and
peace activists” papers. This was no ordinary collecting trip. By the late 1930s, many were
concerned with the rise of fascism in Nazi Germany and Italy. These regimes had already
proven themselves antithetical to the concepts of peace and opposition to anti-militarism
established by dedicated activists from the mid-nineteenth century onward. Several German
peace activists had gone into exile in 1933 when Adolf Hitler rose to power. Many believed
that the publications, records, and papers detailing decades of efforts opposing all wars were
in danger of destruction as the influence of fascism spread across Europe. As an American,
Brinton had more freedom to travel across the continent in 1937 and, with the approval of
Swarthmore College, could offer a safe and secure home for peace materials at the newly
established library outside Philadelphia.

Brinton was a multifaceted woman—archivist, activist, internationalist, historian, and
world traveler—who played an important part in establishing the historical record of peace,
social justice, and women’s history. She integrated her professional life with her personal
beliefs in peace and justice, collecting primary and secondary materials in danger of destruc-
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tion from the spread of fascism and the Nazi regime. Brinton was also a long-term peace
activist known and trusted by her fellow peace workers. In this essay, I explore the story of
Ellen Starr Brinton—historian, librarian, and archivist—and how her political beliefs and
experiences led her to take action to preserve crucial and important records.

It is also the story of the carly years of the Swarthmore College Peace Collection, a spe-
cial collections research library and archives dedicated to collecting, preserving, and making
accessible materials on nongovernmental actions for peace worldwide. Swarthmore College
is located about twelve miles southwest of Philadelphia. It was established as a coeducational,
four-year institution in 1869 and was founded by a group affiliated with the Religious Society
of Friends (Quakers). A basic tenet of Quakerism is opposition to war, and for some Quakers,
this meant taking a public stance in working for peace. By the 1930s, Swarthmore was no
longer officially tied to the Society of Friends, but many traditions, beliefs, and personal con-
nections remained, including dedication to teaching about social justice and peace, as well as
promoting internationalism and the global connections of all humanity.

Just a few months after it was announced that Jane Addams—cofounder of Hull
House in Chicago and president of the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom
(WILPF)—would be awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1931, she was invited to Swarthmore
and given an honorary degree. Addams planted an oak tree that still stands on campus and
bears her name. During the visit, Frank Aydelotte, president of the college, discussed his ideas
with Addams about establishing a special library collection based on materials about interna-
tionalism and peace.! Aydelotte convinced Addams to send her own papers to Swarthmore.
Because so much of her peace work was connected to WILPF, where she served as interna-
tional president, they agreed those records would also be sent to the college, to be cared for
in the new Jane Addams Peace Collection. This is one version of the genesis of what is known
today as the Swarthmore College Peace Collection.’

Hiring Brinton as the first curator of the new library would ensure its success in those
early years. She was one of the many professional women whose careers spanned the first half
of the twentieth century. In the Peace Collection, three document boxes (about 1 1/4 linear
feet) house some of Brinton’s correspondence, diaries, and writings, mostly of a professional
or semiprofessional nature. One has to read between the lines for any personal information.
And yet, even this small collection reveals Brinton’s great desire to combine her work in social
activism and politics, her unique view of the historical importance of her contemporaries,
her desire to save nineteenth- and twentieth-century records of the peace movement, and her
devotion to a “second career,” begun in her mid-forties, as an archivist and historian.

Born in 1886 in rural Chester County, Pennsylvania, Ellen Starr Brinton was the only
girl among five brothers. Her middle-class parents owned a small farm specializing in fruit
growing (Schoonover 1924, 506). The family was part of the Religious Society of Friends.
Ellen herself followed this religious tradition, and that heritage was reflected in her lifelong

' Swarthmore had already established the Friends Historical Library, which housed records of well-known

Quakers (such as Lucretia Mott), and records of Quaker religious bodies. As one of the historic peace churches,
the Friends Library contained materials on peace efforts from the seventeenth century onward. The collection
of peace materials Aydelotte imagined would be administered as a subsection of the Friends Library. Today, the
Peace Collection is a separately administered library and archives with millions of documents, images, sound
and visual records, centered on nongovernmental peace efforts around the world. It is unclear exactly when
Addams agreed to send WILPF records and her own papers to Swarthmore. Letters dating to 192829 in the
SCPC’s own archives reveal that materials were already being sent to the college by that time.

Over time, the collection was renamed as the vast resources housed there reach well beyond the WILPF and Jane
Addams’s own work to encompass many other organizations and activists.



32 The Political Librarian July 2026

commitment to social justice. Brinton was educated in Chester County at local private Quaker
schools, and as an adult, she attended the University of Pennsylvania. She worked in a series
of professional jobs—government employee, newspaper reporter, and national field secretary
for WILPF—before becoming the first curator of the Peace Collection in the mid-1930s.?

During World War I, Brinton worked in the educational department of the Pennsylvania
Food Administration (Howes 1939, 110). This work was likely a compromise for a woman
raised in the tradition of the Quaker peace testimony and notions of community service. Jane
Addams—one of the founders of the Woman’s Peace Party in 1915 (later the US branch of
WILPF)—made a similar compromise, working for the federal Food Administration once
the United States entered the war.

Brinton’s passion for history and the collection of historical documents developed
during the war years and into the early 1920s. For ten years, she worked on publishing a
genealogy of the Brinton family in her spare time. All the people involved with the creation of
this publication acknowledged that Brinton had been the guiding force:

Ellen Starr Brinton . . . held the committee together, faithfully
attended all meetings, and was always helpful in supplying any
missing material for the book. [If] it had not been for the intelli-
gent effort, loyalty, and personal sacrifice of Ellen Starr Brinton,
this genealogy would probably never have been completed and pub-
lished. (Schoonover 1924, 9)

Throughout the 1920s, Brinton pursued her other major interest: international poli-
tics. She worked as a reporter for newspapers in Philadelphia and traveled to Mexico, Cuba,
Trinidad, and the Soviet Union. Her trips were not only for pleasure, but also for self-edu-
cation and to further her knowledge of world affairs. Brinton published articles in progres-
sive magazines about what she learned on those travels and spoke before civic and women’s
groups. Her correspondence with friends made during her journeys shows Brinton’s grasp
of the international scene and her concern with social justice. Brinton collected govern-
ment-issued posters in the USSR, as well as a large hand-painted banner given to her by Soviet
factory workers.* In the 1930s, Brinton corresponded with Herminio Portell Vild, a Cuban
scholar and activist. They wrote about the failed revolution and subsequent repression in that
country. Brinton questioned Vila closely about his part in Cuban politics. In turn, Vila often
wrote of his exasperation with Brinton’s hesitation to fully support the Cuban revolution. He
accused her of “comfortable” North American prejudices, but Brinton held to her own beliefs.
She wrote to him in 1935:

Will we not need to do something regarding the economic system
under which your people and mine are suffering? The more I dig into
this whole thing, I come to [the] conclusion the whole economic
structure needs to be changed. But I am not ready to say it should
come by revolution (that is, by violence) as I am firmly convinced

The position of curator at Swarthmore College remains in the British archival tradition of leading archivist or
director of a subject collection of primary material. Brinton became the part-time curator sometime in 1935.
Brinton’s collection of posters now forms part of the Peace Collection’s Soviet Poster Collection, which dates
from the 1920s to the mid-1930s.
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it can be attained by education. (Brinton to Herminio Portell Vila,
January 19, 1935, Brinton Papers, box 1)

Despite Brinton’s reluctance to believe in only one version of events in Cuba, she
remained good friends with Vila and his wife and wrote many letters of concern and support
when he was imprisoned.

In 1929, the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom hired Brinton as
its national field secretary, allowing her to combine her interests in and knowledge of inter-
national politics with her outgoing personality and drive. WILPF had been founded by inter-
nationalist-minded feminists during World War 1. In 1915, led by Jane Addams—already
known worldwide for her work at Hull House in Chicago and her peace politics—hundreds of
women from belligerent and neutral countries met at The Hague in the Netherlands to discuss
how they could work to bring about a negotiated settlement to the war. By the time Brinton
joined WILPF’s US national office in the late 1920s, the organization was well established
with a legislative lobbying office in Washington, DC, and a satellite administrative office in
Philadelphia. WILPF was internationally known for its support of women’s issues and lead-
ership in the widely supported peace movement. The movement had a great deal of national
support throughout the US during the 1920s as the public reacted to the worldwide devasta-
tion caused by World War I and its aftermath. However, WILPF had gained a reputation for
radicalism because of its international peace proposals, its support for the World Court and
the League of Nations, and its call for the US to recognize the Soviet Union. Although Jane
Addams won the Nobel Peace Prize in 1931, she was vilified in the US press and hounded
by conservatives and members of veterans’ groups.5 Becoming WILPF’s field secretary was
perfect for the politically active Brinton. As part of her work, Brinton attended a peace and
anti-war rally with fellow members of the Pennsylvania branch of WILPF outside City Hall in
Philadelphia in the mid-1930s.

By the carly 1930s, Brinton was known to many of the Pennsylvania women already
leading WILPF through progressive and Quaker circles in Philadelphia, and these networks
were instrumental in securing her a new job at Swarthmore College. When Brinton was hired
part-time by the college a few years later to establish the library collection, she found boxes
of unsorted materials, no organization, no policy on what should be collected, and no money
to expand the collection. With the retirement of the internationally minded Aydelotte and
the hiring of John Nason as the college's new president, the Jane Addams Peace Collection
lost some of its initial support and impetus. However, Brinton was encouraged by Nason to
continue gathering new material for the collection.

Brinton did not have any formal training in library or archival work; however, she was
intelligent, familiar with WILPF, deeply connected to the peace movement, and knowledge-
able about international affairs. She was also extremely interested in the position and histori-
cal matters in general, and had phenomenal organizational abilities. Additionally, Brinton was
a Quaker and a local woman, which made her well known to people at Swarthmore College,

More conservative women’s organizations, such as the Daughters of the American Revolution (DAR) called for
ousting Addams, which sparked a storm in the press among feminists and women activists. Although suffrage
activist and politician Carrie Chapman Catt—Ilong a colleague of Addams—challenged the the DAR’s decision,
WILPF had been denied membership in the US peace organization Catt established after World War I, the
National Council on the Cause and Cure of War (NCCCW). The council’s membership was made up of women’s
organizations.
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such as fellow Quakers Hannah Clothier Hull and Lucy Biddle Lewis, both serving on the
college’s board of managers and WILPF leaders.®

Brinton soon realized that she needed formal training and expert advice to succeed in
establishing the Peace Collection. She asked the college to send her to a course in archival
management offered by the National Archives in Washington, DC. In that course, Brinton
learned the basics of arranging, processing, and preserving archival materials, as well as how
to establish the foundation of an archive. When she returned to Swarthmore, Brinton con-
centrated on establishing a board of directors to help advise her. She was fortunate to gain
the assistance of Ernst Posner, professor of archival administration and history at American
University (Wikipedia, n.d.).” While Posner gave invaluable advice on how to organize the
ever-increasing amounts of material that arrived at Swarthmore, it was Devere Allen, peace
activist and amateur historian, who guided Brinton through the early years and helped her
collect some of the more valuable nineteenth-century materials now housed at Swarthmore.
Allen, a well-known socialist and newspaper editor in the 1930s and 1940s, also wrote one
of the first histories of the US peace movement. In this capacity, he was an invaluable friend,
teacher, and supporter of Brinton.*

Although Brinton had guidance from members of her advisory council, her own inter-
ests in peace issues and their history shine clearly in those early years. Brinton had her own
sure sense of historicism, which guided her collecting. By the time the first printed guide
to the Peace Collection was published in 1947, only a dozen or so years after Brinton began
collecting, over two hundred organizations and individuals involved in the peace movement
had their papers deposited at Swarthmore. These included Jane Addams, Belva Lockwood,
the Women’s International League for Peace and Freedom, the Fellowship of Reconciliation,
the War Resisters League, and the National Council for Prevention of War (Brinton 1947,
passim). There were materials from over twenty-seven countries, a large portion of which
Brinton had collected herself on trips abroad. She was especially interested in collecting mate-
rials related to the eighteenth-century Benjamin West painting depicting the treaty signing
between William Penn and the Lenape Indians of Delaware and Pennsylvania. Brinton also
collected stamps and postal covers about peace issues and the abolition of slavery.

Brinton’s best instincts were directed to collecting the materials of her contempo-
raries and fellow peace workers, especially the women she knew personally or whose work
she knew from various social justice movements around the world. It is not always easy to
accurately judge the endurance or the lasting value of the work of one’s contemporaries.
Sometimes, the case was an easy one for Brinton to decide, as with the papers of Jane Addam:s.
Addams died of intestinal cancer in 1935, before she could make final arrangements for all
of her papers to be sent to Swarthmore. Brinton spent many years corresponding and taking
trips to Illinois to convince Addams’s family members to have all of Jane’s papers housed at
Swarthmore. Brinton recounted several of her trips through family barns and attics to recover

Hannah Clothier Hull, later the president of the US Section of WILPF, was also an alumna of Swarthmore and
was married to William 1. Hull, professor of history and religion. William Hull taught some of the first peace
studies classes offered at Swarthmore. Hannah’s wealthy Quaker family, the Clothiers, were also known for
their financial support of the college. Lucy Biddle Lewis had served as the first president of the US Section of
WILPF and lived near Swarthmore.

Posner was a refugee from Nazi Germany who had spent six weeks in a concentration camp before being
released. In the 1940s Posner became an American citizen and would later serve as the president of the Society
of American Archivists (1955—56).

Historian Merle Curti was also instrumental in assisting Brinton in the 1930s. He donated his own collection of
materials on the history of the peace movement to the Peace Collection.
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valuable Addams materials (Brinton, “Letter to Many Friends,” December 5, 1949, and “1951
Midwest Trip” file, Brinton Papers, box 1). Other materials originally sent to the Library of
Congress were later sent to the Peace Collection. It was only through her tireless efforts that
the Addams papers exist in their present complete form at Swarthmore.

By the late 1930s, Brinton was concerned about the fate of peace activists and records in
Europe. The records of the international branch of WILPF were located in Geneva, Switzerland,
and while that country was neutral at the time, no one knew if it would be invaded by Germany
in the future. WILPF leaders were aware of how many of their members in Germany had
already disappeared into concentration camps or had been sent into exile. Feminists Lida
Gustava Heymann and Anita Augspurg, leaders of the German branch of WILPF, had been in
exile in Switzerland since 1933, when Adolf Hitler became chancellor of Germany. Head of
the German Peace Society and Nobel Peace Prize winner Ludwig Quidde was also in exile in
Switzerland. German peace activist and feminist supporter of birth control for women Helene
Stoecker moved to Great Britain, then to Scandinavia in the early 1930s, and finally to the US
by the early 1940s. Stoecker had support from influential US WILPF members.

As part of her 1937 trip to Europe, Brinton attended the War Resisters’ International
(WRI) conference in Denmark and the WILPF International Congress in Luhacovice,
Czechoslovakia. She renewed contacts with international peace activists at those meetings
and offered a safe haven for their papers and publications at Swarthmore. During this trip,
Brinton rescued hundreds of peace documents from individuals and organizations, realizing
that if these materials came under German control, they would disappear and their authors
and owners might be imprisoned or worse. Brinton visited peace leaders in England before she
traveled to the WRI conference and the WILPF Congress. During her stopover in Geneva, at
the WILPF international office, Brinton arranged with Gertrud Baer, the international exec-
utive secretary, that all WILPF international records would be sent to Swarthmore. Several
boxes arrived there in 1941, thus ensuring their survival.” The international records contained
information about women peace activists all over the world. This information could have
posed a danger for those living in countries controlled by the Nazi regime or its supporters.

Brinton kept a journal of her 1937 trip filled with details of her journey and the places
she went, but only in England did she list the names of the peace activists she visited. Most
of the journal was written in the same ink, but some entries include additional paragraphs
in pencil that were clearly added at a later date. The original entry for July 24 noted that
Brinton attended the WRI Congress in Copenhagen. The later penciled note reads, “Did not
dare make notes—(on] account [of] going through Germany again.” (Brinton, Journal, July
24,1937, Brinton Papers, box 3). Two days later, we learn that Brinton was in Berlin. While
there, she met discretely with peace activists. The added penciled entry for July 26 reads,
“Men and women who stayed until 11 p.m. told lots about Germany and Hitler ‘treasonable,’
but doors, walls, phone were safe!” (Brinton, Journal, July 26, 1937, Brinton Papers, box 3).

Brinton’s fears about the conditions in Europe and the coming war were realistic.
While in Germany, she tried to obtain the papers of Ludwig Quidde from the authorities.
Quidde had left Germany quickly in fear for his life several years before, and he had asked

1”

Brinton to help find the papers he had to leave behind. Brinton described several trips to the
Gestapo headquarters in Berlin and Munich on this quest. As an American citizen accom-
panied by a consul from the US embassy, Brinton apparently felt safe enough to try to track
down this material (Brinton, Journal, July 19, 1937, and July 20, 1937, Brinton Papers,

Baer herself would leave Europe about the same time and spend the duration of the war in New York City.
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box 3). However, she did note in her journal that she let “Mr. Llowcock” from the embassy do
all the talking during their visits to the Gestapo.

Occasionally, Brinton was not entirely sure about her decisions on which materials
to collect for the Peace Collection. In 1943, the archive had the opportunity to obtain the
papers of German feminist, pacifist, and birth control advocate Helene Stoecker. Following
Stoecker’s death that same year in New York City, her WILPF friends and colleagues wanted
her papers at Swarthmore. Stoecker had been one of the supporters of the German peace
movement in the 1920s, a founder of the German branch of War Resisters’ International,
and had attended the founding WILPF meeting held after the First World War. Brinton was
unsure whether to accept Stoecker’s papers due to her reputation for sexual relationships out-
side marriage. However, relying on her own sense of the historical value of the materials for
the Peace Collection, Brinton accepted Stoecker’s papers. Today, scholars from all over the
world interested in German feminism, especially the early birth control movement, consult
the Stoecker collection.

Brinton had a deep belief that it was necessary to save peace activists as well as their
papers from the ravages of war. She was a member of the US WILPF refugee committee, which
had helped Helene Stoecker enter the country. In Brinton’s own collection of papers, there
are two folders of correspondence containing about two hundred letters, some written on
the thinnest of wartime paper. These letters document the desperate attempts Brinton made
to rescue four women from Czechoslovakia in the late 1930s. At the WILPF International
Congress in Luhacovice, Brinton met and became friends with Rosa Kulka, a local WILPF
leader. Over the next four years, the two women corresponded, and Brinton did everything
she could to help Rosa, her sister Julia, and their nieces Ella and Susie escape Czechoslovakia
and reach the United States. Brinton wrote encouraging letter after letter, offering her own
house outside Philadelphia as a haven for the women. Brinton called on her WILPF contacts,
who worked tirelessly during the onset of the war to secure the admission of refugees to the
United States, and she ultimately gained the support of Senator Henry Cabot Lodge Jr. for the
Kulka case. It was no use. Wartime conditions, low US quotas for Jews and Eastern Europeans,
and State Department burcaucracy foiled Brinton in her attempts to aid the women. At one
point, Brinton was told that her Swarthmore salary was not considered high enough to provide
an economic guarantee for four refugees. Julia and Rosa were most concerned about finding
a sanctuary for their nieces. At first, their letters were hopeful, giving details about life that
became more and more restricted for Jews and pacifists in Eastern Europe. Their later letters
reflected their growing desperation as the Germans invaded their country and all hopes of
escape seemed to vanish. By the beginning of 1941, Brinton’s letters went unanswered. She
sent a Red Cross telegram, hoping her words would still get through to the women. The final
letter in the correspondence folder, dated 1946, was sent to Brinton by Lola Hanouskova, a
relief worker in Czechoslovakia and a WILPF member. It was a reply to Brinton’s inquiry into
the fate of the Kulka women:

The results of my investigation were sad: Rosa Kulka died in the
Concentration Camp in Terezin. Julia Kulka and her niece Ella
were moved from Terezin to Poland into the district of Lublin, and
what that meant we know by now only to [sic] well. They have not
returned. . . . Itis all so dreadful. We have lost so many good friends,
we miss them very much. (Lola Hanouskova to Brinton, January 6,
1946, Brinton Papers, box 1)
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We can only imagine how Brinton felt when she received this letter. She did not record
her feelings about the loss of her friends; however, she did keep all the letters and one small,
lovely photograph of Ella Kulka. Although Brinton was no longer officially a staff member of
WILPF by the end of World War II, she had maintained her close connections with the orga-
nization and continued to assist in its important efforts to help thousands of refugees flecing
persecution in Europe. Brinton was well aware that the Kulka women were only one example
of the ravages of that war, but we know of them and their story because she retained their
letters for future generations to read.

During the war years, Brinton also wrote to another friend she had made on that 1937
trip, Benny Cederfeld of the Danish WILPF. In the letters to Cederfeld, Brinton revealed
more personal information about her own weariness during the war. In 1945, she wrote that
her favorite brother Robert had died after experiencing a breakdown in his mental health and
then a short illness. She was further devastated that same year, writing to Cederfeld, “My
best friend, a driver in a Friends’ Ambulance Unit, is buried in China” (Brinton to Benny
Cederfeld, May 9, 1945, Brinton Papers, box 1)." Brinton noted that these losses of her
friends and family had left her feeling disoriented. Ever the collector of important materi-
als, in the same letter, Brinton encouraged Cederfeld to resume sending Scandinavian peace
materials to Swarthmore.

During her final years as curator of the Peace Collection, Brinton went on several trips
in search of materials. Although she was close to retirement age by 1947, Brinton embarked
on another three-month trip to Europe, which was still reeling from the war. This jour-
ney was undertaken once again to collect valuable materials for the Peace Collection and to
reestablish ties with surviving peace activists. Brinton also kept a detailed journal on this
trip, noting that she visited German WILPF leader Anita Augspurg in Switzerland, among
other peace activists. Absent from this volume are the notes about fears of reprisals or the
discovery of “treasonable” activities. We learn, with Brinton, the fate of Ludwig Quidde’s
papers in Germany. His papers had been carefully stored by the Gestapo in Munich, only to
be destroyed later in an allied bombing raid. Brinton was more successful in locating some
nineteenth-century peace books and Jane Addams family papers on later trips through the
Midwest, to Illinois and Ohio, in 1949 and 1951 (Brinton to Emily Picon, October 8, 1951,
Brinton Papers, box 1).

With her retirement from the Peace Collection in 1951, Brinton did not turn away
from the issues that had interested her for many years. She worked with Fellowship House, a
community organization dedicated to racial equality and inclusion, near her home in Media,
Pennsylvania." Brinton continued to help smooth relations between the Peace Collection and
Jane Addams’s descendants. She planned to write a biography of Addams, but that project
was never undertaken. Brinton did complete short magazine articles and pieces for scholarly
journals, and she published on topics ranging from Quaker meeting houses to a history of the
Daughters of the Revolution (DAR). Brinton wrote four of the eight chapters of a history of
the peace movement, Dreamers of Dreams, which was considered for publication by Harper’s.

10

The Friends’ Ambulance Unit was sponsored by the British Religious Society of Friends during World War I'and
World War II. About two hundred volunteers from around the world, including the US, worked with Chinese
nationals to bring supplies to China and rebuild medical facilities, as part of the China Convoy. Most of the for-
eign men were conscientious objectors.

Fellowship House is still in existence in 2026, and its mission includes civic engagement to empower the com-
munity while advancing equity and social justice (Media Fellowship House, n.d.).
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The book was unfinished in 1954 when Brinton died of a heart attack suffered while she was
gardening at her suburban Philadelphia home.

There are many reasons why we might examine Brinton's life. She was part of that
first generation of women, born in the last quarter of the nineteenth century, who came
of age and found the professions open to them at last. It was acceptable and economically
possible for Brinton, a woman who never married and relied on her own resources, to live
on the money she earned doing work she enjoyed. Brinton's generation benefited from the
pioneering efforts of the previous generation in opening the doors of professional work for
women-—women such as Jane Addams, Dr. Alice Hamilton of the Harvard Medical School,
and M. Carey Thomas, president of Bryn Mawr College, who struggled to pass on that legacy.
We might look at the archival work Brinton performed in establishing the Peace Collection
at Swarthmore College and in tracing her influence in founding the fundamental archival
organizing principles that are still in use at that institution today. Subsequent curators, archi-
vists, and staff of the Peace Collection, continuing Brinton’s vision, never shied away from
collecting, preserving, and making accessible a wide range of materials supporting the history
of peace activism, social justice, and an alternative history to war. These include the records
of such groups as Women Strike for Peace, an antinuclear and anti-war organization whose
leaders were called before the House Un-American Activities Committee in the early 1960s;
the records of the citizens who participated in the San Francisco to Moscow Peace Walk,
which challenged the US government’s Cold War rhetoric; the records of various anti-war
organizations and activists during the Vietnam War; the records of groups that supported
ending nuclear weapons; the records of the Fellowship of Reconciliation, which combined
racial justice work with nonviolence and included activists such as Bayard Rustin and Martin
Luther King Jr.; and many, many others.

Brinton would not recognize today’s Peace Collection, now located in a newer building
with many millions more documents than she had collected, and with digitized documents,
photographs, posters, and even audio and visual materials instantaneously available to anyone
around the world. She might wonder how the small staff manages to do all this work. Brinton
would recognize the staff’s dedication to organizing and providing access to these materials,
and I like to think she would approve of the new collections and other materials that have been
obtained in the seventy-five years since her retirement. Brinton’s life work provides historical
lessons on how a woman could combine peace activism, humanitarianism, and satisfying,
absorbing professional work within an international circle of friends and activists, and on how
that woman—through that life—could leave a lasting legacy for future generations.
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Introduction

Public libraries are a source of trust for patrons. They serve as a space for building com-
munity and supporting patrons in their thirst for knowledge. They allow patrons to gather
information about various topics without fear that their research and identities will be shared
with outside parties, such as law enforcement. For patrons researching immigration, book
bans, or other currently politically polarized topics, their trust in libraries and library services
hinges, in part, on the assurance that their library records and identities are kept confidential.

In the context of artificial intelligence (“A1”), fear of the disclosure of research inqui-
ries is especially potent. Current library privacy laws are insufficient to regulate the vastly
developing digital landscape. They fail to afford patrons the necessary protections against
data collectors. Without updates to patron privacy laws, patrons will suffer First and Fourth
Amendment harms, and the relationship between libraries and patrons will deteriorate.

With the expansion of the internet, information that would ordinarily be protected
under existing patron privacy laws can now be more easily accessed as a result of people’s
online activity. These risks grow exponentially as patrons interact with artificial intelligence
on library devices under the assumption that their inquiries about books and other library
materials would be held to the same confidentiality standard as would these same interactions
with a member of library staff. Although the confidentiality of online data will likely vary
from state to state as patron privacy laws are revisited and revised, state legislators must clar-
ify and expand the applicability of patron privacy laws to modern technology.

By failing to update patron privacy laws in accordance with modern technology, leg-
islators risk damaging the relationship of trust that libraries have built with their patrons.
State legislators have the responsibility to protect their constituents and the relationships they
have with public institutions. By expanding protections and adapting patron privacy laws to
the evolving world, legislators would only be reinforcing ideas and values that already exist.
Similarly, companies who interact with libraries have a responsibility to update their privacy
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policies to ensure that the data being shared with them is protected. By making the necessary
updates and working in tandem, legislators, companies, and libraries can guarantee increased
protection of patron privacy and affirm patron trust in the library system.

This Memorandum provides a detailed overview of all fifty states’ patron privacy laws
and their applicability, or lack thereof, in the context of rapidly developing Al technology.

Factual Background

What constitutes Al is complicated and constantly developing. The term “Al” generally
refers to “computer systems that can perform complex tasks normally done by human-reason-
ing, decision making, creating, etc.”’ The most well-known form of AI, both generally and in
the library context, is generative Al. Generative Al uses algorithms trained on a large data set
including text, audio, or visual data.” Using that data, the algorithm then creates new text,
image, or audio outputs based on user instruction.’ The program engages in what is known
as ‘machine learning’: A computer ‘trains’ on large amounts of data in order to ‘learn” how
to act in future situations without additional programmer intervention.* By processing large
amounts of data, the computer system is subsequently able to ‘figure out’ what to do when
it is prompted with something similar in the future by examining its data sct.’ Its data set is
constantly growing, and each output ‘teaches’ the model something new about what to do.*

In the context of public libraries, Al offers seemingly boundless opportunities. Libraries
have already begun to incorporate Al into their daily operations.” It can serve as a trouble-
shooting or brainstorming tool.® The possibilities and uses range from “categorization and
cataloguing, library management tasks like staffing and decision-making, library services like
referencing and information service and information literacy.” It also increases productivity
for patrons: It can reformat papers, summarize sources, create spreadsheets, and even offer up
its own list of sources or help workshop ideas."’ As a productivity tool for patrons and staffers
alike, AT’s efficiency cannot be understated.

Third-party vendors with whom libraries frequently contract are also incorporating Al
into their business models. Most libraries offer access to digital services like e-books, liter-
ary databases, online news sources, and other online archives." Most of these services have
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already or will soon incorporate some form of Al into their platforms."” These companies are
using Al to process user data, better predict wait times, and even provide patrons with sug-
gestions and recommendations for books and other media based on their previous activity."
Because the Al model can make suggestions from a broader data set than a human can com-
prehend or synthesize, the incorporation of Al into these online services can assist librarians
where they may lack specific knowledge or recommendations.

However, while Al might serve as a useful tool for libraries and their patrons, it may
place libraries, library personnel, and patrons at risk. Al models have a tendency to reinforce
and amplify biases in its data set.' It may plagiarize or violate copyright law." It might give its
user false information or sources and citations that do not exist.'® It can generate low-quality
literature, lurking in libraries’ digital catalogues, through which librarians must constantly
sort."” Some argue that Al has endangered—or even replaced—critical thought altogether."®

Perhaps most concerning are the privacy risks Al might create for libraries and their
patrons. Currently, patron privacy relies on good behavior from companies, rather than good
lawmaking from legislators. There is no federal privacy statute, and state patron privacy laws
leave several gaps for accessing patron data through third parties. This leaves libraries vul-
nerable where they rely on a third-party vendor to assist with library services or operations.
For example, libraries typically use third-party services for e-books, rather than operating
their own."” In the absence of meaningful changes to state privacy laws, libraries must rely
on the vendors’ privacy policies and hope that these third-party vendors do not disclose their
patrons’ confidential information.”

However, most Al companies lack meaningful privacy protection’ and generally do not
engage in any sort of data collection minimization.”” Al has become almost ubiquitous, even in
the library context—it exists in things as mundane as Microsoft Office.”” In order to function
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and continue to learn and grow, Al requires data. It gets that data in part from its users.”

When users provide the model information in the form of prompts, the Al model incorporates
that data back into its data set in order to respond more effectively to other users.” Without
policy changes from either Al companies or states, there exists a real danger that incorporat-
ing Al into libraries will drastically reduce (if not totally destroy) patron privacy, and it will
do so with the help of libraries” own staff and patrons.

Also contributing to a surge of concerns surrounding Al is a lack of Al literacy, both
within communities and amongst library staffers. Library staff, unless they have a specific
interest, generally lack the technological literacy to ethically interact with Al models. **
There is no continuing education requirement, which means librarians may not receive ade-
quate technological training during their education and lack the structure or incentive to
augment their education later on. In situations where IT responsibilities fall to the librarians
due to lack of staffing or funding, this gap in knowledge means that librarians do not know
how to protect themselves or their patrons.”’

Without Al literacy, librarians in turn lack the capability to educate the public on eth-
ical Al usage. In order to avoid unnecessary privacy risks, patrons need Al literacy training.”®
Broadly speaking, the population lacks a basic understanding of what Al is and how they
should be using it.”” When they do interact with these tools, they might not be aware of what
they are doing or the full capabilities of the product.’® They might accidentally trust false
or misleading information created through AT hallucinations.’ Absent training, patrons risk
their constitutional right to privacy by divulging sensitive or otherwise privileged information
to a third-party Al vendor.

Making efforts to close this Al literacy gap might help improve libraries” public percep-
tion. Generally speaking, people rely less and less on libraries with each subsequent year.”
However, while in-person visits have continued to decline, there is an increase in attendance
in library programming.** Morcover, libraries already serve as a hub for general digital liter-
acy training.’* This suggests that libraries that shift focus to developing programs to educate
their community on Al specifically would be serving a growing community purpose.** Some

See, e.g., OpenAl, supra note 21.

.
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library advocates argue that Al programming will help keep libraries relevant, which in turn
will keep them funded and existing.*®

Libraries now find themselves in a unique (but not unfamiliar) position within their
communities. They have the opportunity to serve as a demystifying force, a source of tech-
nological literacy for the public.”” But embracing that new role cannot come at the expense
of patron privacy. This Memorandum will serve as a comprehensive tool for advocating for
meaningful change from state legislators, library-related vendors, and library personnel. It
surveys all 50 states’ and the District of Columbia’s patron privacy protections, discusses the
gaps in federal law that endanger patron privacy in the Al context, and concludes with several
policy recommendations. In doing so, this Memorandum aims to allow libraries to survive,
not flee, the Al boom.

Most States Have Enacted Library Privacy Laws To Protect Confidential

Patron Information

Most states have a statute designed to protect library patron privacy and to ensure
the confidentiality of library records. The following section is a comprehensive survey of
all fifty states, as well as the District of Columbia, and their respective patron privacy laws.
With the exception of Kentucky and Hawaii, cach of these states protects library patron pri-
vacy through statutory law. In Kentucky, the Attorney General has memorialized guidance
regarding the confidentiality of library patron records in two opinions.*® Similarly, the State
of Hawaii Office of Information Practices encapsulates Hawaii’s patron privacy guidance in
an opinion letter.”” This section will outline the patron privacy laws currently enacted in
Southern, Northeastern, Mid-Atlantic, Midwestern, Mountain, and Pacific states and the
extent to which they are successful in achieving their purported goal.

What Information Is Considered Private?

Generally, under state privacy provisions, circulation and registration records are pri-
vate information, and therefore confidential. While the exact definition of what constitutes
a registration or circulation record may vary depending on the state, these terms are used
to describe records pertaining to the lending of library books, documents, or other mate-
rials which can be traced to a specific library patron. Some state library privacy laws define
confidential records in a way that protects a broader range of materials. In Tennessee, for
example, confidential library records include “documents[s], record[s], or other method][s]
of storing information retained by a library that identif[y] a person as having requested or
obtained specific materials from such library.”® Other states apply very precise language in
defining what materials are protected from disclosure. In Arkansas, confidential records are
“documents or information in any format retained in a library that identifies a patron as having
requested, used, or obtained specific materials, including, but not limited to, circulation
of library books, materials, computer database searches, interlibrary loan transactions, ref-
erence queries, patent searches, requests for photocopies of library materials, title reserve

% Interview with Gary Price (Oct. 31, 2025).

Matt Enis, Al and the Public, Lisr. J. (Nov. 11, 2024), https://www.libraryjournal.com/story/ai-and-the-public.
See 81 Ky. Op. Att'y Gen. 159; see also 82 Ky. Op. Att'y Gen. 149,

See generally OIP Op. Ltr. No. 90-30.
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requests, or the use of audiovisual materials, films, or records,” thereby specifically including
computer use.*!

How and When Can Private Information Be Disclosed?

States generally allow for the disclosure of confidential patron information in at least
one of two ways.

First, states will often permit disclosure when a library patron gives the library written
consent to disclose their own registration and circulation records. In states where the statute
does not expressly permit disclosure to a minor patron’s parent or guardian, for example,
libraries may require consent by the minor patron to give the parent or guardian permission
to access information contained in the minor patron’s registration or circulation records.

Second, states generally permit disclosure to law enforcement or an attorney when the
library is presented with either a court order, subpoena, or warrant. Several states also autho-
rize the disclosure of a minor child’s confidential records to that child’s parents or guardians.
Library disclosure, even inadvertently, of records pertaining to vulnerable populations like
children and other marginalized communities, is of particular concern when evaluating the
harms resulting from privacy violations. If third parties and law enforcement are allowed
access to confidential information of any library patron, but especially of vulnerable popula-
tions, they can use this information for dangerous purposes, including placing queer or trans
children in unaccepting families in danger or subjecting patrons of color to violent federal
immigration enforcement.* Patron privacy laws also generally permit disclosure for the pur-
pose of research and planning. The use of artificial intelligence can increase efficiency in this
area. Despite this, when evaluating the current effectiveness of their state library patron laws,
state legislatures must consider how easily information can be reidentified if shared with an
Al company. By taking consideration of advancing technology into account when revising and
developing patron privacy laws, state legislatures can ensure greater protection of personal
data.

The sections below discuss each state and their individual library patron privacy pro-
tections in greater detail, as well as case law interpreting these provisions.

Alabama

In Alabama, “registration and circulation records and information concerning the use
of the public, public school, college and university libraries of [the] state” are confidential.*
“Registration records” refer to “any information which a library requires a patron to provide
in order to become eligible to borrow books and other materials.”** “Circulation records,”
comparatively, include “all information which identifies the patrons utilizing particular books

and any other library materials in any medium or format.” Patron information is generally

4

Ark. Code Ann. § 13-2-701 (2024).

In Texas, a private company, Bookmarked, is using Senate Bill 13 (a book regulation law passed under the guise
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confidential, with exceptions for disclosure to “(a) the library which manages the records;
(b) the state education department for a library under its jurisdiction when it is necessary to
assure the proper operation of such library; or (c) the state Public Library Service for a library
under its jurisdiction when it is necessary to assure the proper operations of such 1ibrary.”46
Alabama’s library privacy law further gives permission for parents of a minor child to inspect
registration and circulation records related to their child.*” Likewise, libraries may release or
use statistics developed from de-identified registration and circulation records for the pur-
poses of research and planning.**

Libraries or library systems, in implementing their individual privacy policies, should
deliberately consider what “research and planning” means in this context. A library may wish
to disclose de-identified statistics about what books patrons are checking out to an artificial
intelligence company for the purpose of using the company’s technology to plan what new
books the library should buy for its catalogue. In doing so, the library may argue that it is
abiding by the law. However, libraries should intentionally evaluate the implications of this
type of information sharing, as de-identified data can be reidentified with the right tools.*

In 2014, the Attorney General of Alabama issued an opinion in a child pornography
case considering whether a library is permitted to produce patron registration records to law
enforcement if library staff have knowledge of a patron committing a crime on library prop-
erty.50 The guidance set forth by the opinion turns on legislative intent: The Attorney General
found that “the Legislature did not intend to restrict library personnel from using registration
records to report patrons who commit specific criminal offenses on library property to law
enforcement authorities. A contrary reading would leave the library with no recourse when
faced with criminal conduct.”' Because “child pornography websites can only be accessed
after circumventing the web-filter restrictions placed on the web-browser by the library and
violating the library’s internet-usage policy,” they should not be categorized as library materi-
als protected as confidential circulation records under the state’s privacy statute.* For patrons
interpreting this opinion and determining whether their internet use is classified as library
materials, this would mean that patrons must be aware of the library’s internet usage policy
and the details within it.

Under Alabama guidance, a patron who has intentionally or unintentionally violated
the library’s internet-usage policy opens their internet activity to access by law enforcement
and other third parties to whom the library wishes to disclose. In the context of a potential
suit involving generative artificial intelligence, this guidance suggests that if a patron were to
use the Al model in an effort to seck or generate obscene content or information considered
to be in violation of library policy, there is the possibility that if a third party were to request
the information, the library would classify the records as non-confidential in consideration of
the above Attorney General opinion. This also leaves open or unclear what would happen if
law enforcement simply sought the records from the Al company absent some sort of abuse.

4

N

Ala. Code § 41-8-10 (2024).
7 1d.

.

* Lea Kissner, Deidentification versus anonymization (June 18, 2019), https://iapp.org/news/a/de-identification
-vs-anonymization/.

2014-092, Ala. Att'y Gen. Op. (2014) at *1.

SUId. at *2.

2 Id.

8


https://iapp.org/news/a/de-identification-vs-anonymization/
https://iapp.org/news/a/de-identification-vs-anonymization/

Library Patron Privacy in the Age of Artificial Intelligence 47
Arizona

Arizona’s patron privacy law is notable for including e-books.** Arizona does not
allow disclosure of user records, including e-books, that “identifies a user of library services
as requesting or obtaining specific materials or services or as otherwise using the library.”**

Arizona provides four ways of disclosing records. First, records may be disclosed if they
are necessary for the reasonable operation of the library.** Second, records may be disclosed
on written consent of the user.*® There is a question of whether such consent includes agreeing
to terms by Al companies. Finally, records may be disclosed through court order or other
law.*” However, this protection may not be available for laws like the Patriot Act that do not
go through the traditional judicial system.**

Alaska

In Alaska, “the names, addresses, or other personal identifying information of people
who have used materials made available to the public by a library shall be kept confidential.”’
The section applies to all types of public libraries.®® While Alaska protects personal informa-
tion of patrons, the statute does not mention whether circulation records will be protected.
The library records can be made available through court order.®' Parents or guardians can
also access their child’s library records in public elementary or secondary school libraries.®?

Arkansas

In comparison to other state library privacy laws in the Southern region, Arkansas’s
definition of confidential information is very specific. Under the statute, “library records
which contain names or other personally identifying details regarding the patrons of [the
library] shall be confidential and shall not be disclosed except as permitted [under the stat-
ute].”® Confidential library records are “documents or information in any format retained
in a library that identifies a patron as having requested, used, or obtained specific materi-
als, including, but not limited to, circulation of library books, materials, computer database
searches, interlibrary loan transactions, reference queries, patent searches, requests for pho-

tocopies of library materials, title reserved requests, or the use of audiovisual materials, films,

or records.”®*

Because the text of the statute specifies that confidential library records must relate to
the materials that a patron has “requested, used, or obtained” in the library, the term “com-
puter database searches” would likely refer to online databases that allow patrons to look for

3 Ariz. Rev. Stat. Ann. § 41-151.22 (2024).
5 1d. at § 41-151.22(A).

5 Id. at § 41-151.22(B)(1).

5 1d. at § 41-151.22(B)(2).

7 Id. at § 41-151.22(B)(3)-(4).

See PATRIOT Act, ELEc. Priv. INFO. CTR., https://epic.org/issues/surveillance-oversight/patriot-act/ (last vis-
ited Nov. 20, 2025).

Alaska Stat. § 40.25.140(a) (2024).
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specific books or for librarians to checkout books on behalf of a patron. “Computer database
searches,” therefore, would likely not refer to the use of any website by a patron or librarian,
such as a non-library “owned” website, or non-library artificial intelligence platform, such as
ChatGPT. An artificial intelligence program developed and operated by the library to assist
patrons locate or checkout books, however, would likely fall under the definition of “com-
puter database searches.” Alabama libraries who adhere to this guidance must conspicuously
display their internet-usage policies so that patrons understand the potential consequences
of their internet use and engagement with artificial intelligence technologies. Using specific
language in the statute allows for greater privacy protection for library patrons. However,
language concerning the use of artificial intelligence and other digital technologies must be
included in the statute to ensure that patrons have clear guidance about what information is
protected.

Alibrary in Arkansas may disclose personally identifiable patron information to “(1) the
patron; (2) any person with the informed, written consent of the patron; a law enforcement
agency or civil court, under a search warrant; or (4) any person, including without limitation
the patron, who has received an automated telephone notification or other electronic com-
munication for overdue materials or reserve materials if the person making the request can
verify the telephone number or email address to which the notice was sent.”” The statute also
permits disclosure of confidential records to the parent or legal guardian of a patron who is
a minor child.®® As was the case in Alabama, libraries may release or use statistics developed
from de-identified registration and circulation records for the purposes of research and plan-
ning_67 Lawmakers must clarify what it means to release patron information for the purposes
of “research and planning.” By intentionally revising patron privacy statutes, legislators can
prevent exploitation of “research and planning” provisions and restrict widespread sharing
of patron information with data brokers and artificial intelligence companies. Without clar-
ification, libraries and librarians may be able to permissibly disclose otherwise confidential
information to Al platforms.

Violators of statute are considered guilty of a misdemeanor and will be fined no more
than two hundred dollars, punished by a jail sentence of no more than thirty days, or both,
or punished by “a sentence of appropriate public service or education, or both.”® Arkansas is
unique because it states that information obtained in violation of this law cannot be admitted
as evidence in any trial or hearing.®” This may motivate law enforcement to comply with the
provisions and get an appropriate court order so that any evidence gathered is admissible in
court.”

California

California has a dedicated statute for library records.” Unlike other states, California
refers to library records as “patron use records.””” The records include “[a]ny written or elec-

© Id. at § 13-2-704.

0 Id.

7 Id. at § 13-2-705.

S 1d at§ 13-2-702.

© Id. at § 13-2-706.

" See James Huff, Patron Confidentiality, Millennium Style, 30(6) Am. Lisrs 86, 88 (1999), https://www-jstor-org.
gt-law.idm.oclc.org/stable/256372067sid=primo&seq=2.

7' Cal. Gov't Code § 7927.100, .105 (West 2024).

Id. at § 7927.105(a).
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tronic record that is used to identify a library patron and is provided by the patron to become
cligible to borrow or use books and other materials,”” including, but not limited to, “a
patron’s name, address, telephone number, or email address.””* By including the phrase “not
limited to,” California is prepared for a wide variety of records that can potentially be traced
back to the patron when modern technology can reidentify a patron with limited data.”
Patron use records also include a patron’s borrowing information or use of library infor-
mation resources.” Again, California provides specific examples, which includes but is not
limited to, “database search records, borrowing records, class records, and any other person-

?77 “Information

ally identifiable uses of library resources, information requests, or inquiries.
requests” is an interesting language, because it potentially covers use of third parties like Als
or scarch engines by patrons, preventing companies from using the third-party doctrine to
access records.

Like other modern statutes, California ensures that its law covers electronic record or
transaction of patron use records,” making sure that the statute is relevant in the digital age.
By being comprehensive with its definition, the statute serves as a clear guide to patrons in
showing what records are confidential. This ensures that third parties like AI companies do
not take advantage of any blurred boundaries of the definition to access records that they do
not have the right to. The section also makes it clear that patron use records do not include
statistical reports of patron use or records of fines collected by a 1ibrary.79 This weakens
patron privacy against Al companies because statistical reports can be traced back to individ-
uals using modern technology.80 Not applying confidentiality to fines also means that e-book
vendors can potentially access records when dealing with their overdue materials.

Patron use records may be disclosed to a person acting within the scope of their duties
for the administration of the library or if the person is authorized in writing by the patron.81
Records may also be disclosed via court order.*” California also has exceptions to records that
are disclosable. Library circulation records kept for the purpose of identifying the borrower
of items are not required to be disclosed, but this exception does not apply when it deals with

“records of fines imposed on the borrowers.”’

Colorado

Colorado prohibits disclosure of “any record or other information that identifies a
person as having requested or obtained specific materials or service or as otherwise having
used the library.”®* Records may be disclosed under four instances. First, they may be dis-
closed when it is necessary for the reasonable operation of the library.® While the law does

7
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™ Id.

" See De-Anonymization: What It is, How It Works, How it’s Used, INVEsTOPEDIA (Oct. 15, 2022), https://www.
investopedia.com/terms/d/deanonymization.asp.

76 Cal. Gov't Code § 7927.105 at (a)(2) (West 2024).

7 Id.

7 Cal. Gov't Code § 7927.105(a)(1)-(2) (West 2024).

7 1d. at § 7927.105(b)(1)-(2).

See De-Anonymization, supra note 5.

81 Cal. Gov't Code § 7927.105(c)(1)-(2) (West 2024).

8 1d. at § 7927.105(c)(3).

8 Cal. Gov't Code § 7927.100(a)-(b) (West 2024).

¥ Colo. Rev. Stat. § 24-90-119(1) (2024).
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not specify what falls under “reasonable operation,” it is likely that this provision involves
studying or evaluating circulation of materials like other states. Such activities are necessary
in order to ensure libraries operate smoothly and serve patrons. However, there is a danger
of third-party vendors using this exception, should a court consider them to be a part of the
library ordinarily subjected to the patron privacy requirements. Next, records may also be
disclosed upon written consent of the user.* Third-party vendors might solicit this consent,
including it as a condition for agreeing to their terms of use.

Third, records may be disclosed through subpoena, court order, or where otherwise
required by law.*’ Finally, a custodial parent or legal guardian may access the records of the
minor.*® The statute specifies that the access is done online, which means it is vulnerable to
access by Al companies. The law discourages violation of disclosure requirements by clarify-
ing that such violation by “any library official, employee, or volunteer” is a civil infraction that
can be punished by a fine of not more than three hundred dollars.* The effect of the penalty
is limited by the fact that it does not include third parties, such as law enforcement or AI com-
panies. The fine may also be too small to act as a real deterrent.

The Colorado legislature has demonstrated hostility to expanding their understand-
ing of what constitutes library records in the context of privacy. In Brookhart v. Reaman, the
Colorado Court of Appeals held that the identity of a public library book challenger cannot be
disclosed.” The court expanded “service” in the privacy law beyond patrons of the library to
also include book challengers who sought to have books banned.”" Such expansion would bode
well for protecting patron privacy in the context of third-party vendors, as it indicates that
any record that is tangentially related to libraries might be grounds for protection and that
Colorado courts are open to expanding their understanding of the library-patron relationship
in the context of patron privacy.

However, after Brookhart, the Colorado legislature reversed the appellate court decision
by amending the law to clarify that a written request for reconsideration of a library resource
is not a protected library user record.” Colorado’s reversal suggests that while courts might
be open to a more liberal understanding of terminology, the legislature might be hostile to
suggestions to amend or expand its patron privacy statute.

Connecticut

In Connecticut, library records that can be used to “identify any library user, or link
any user to a library transaction, regardless of format, shall be kept confidential[.]”*?
example, Bloomfield Public Library specifies that patron email addresses and phone num-

As an

bers are categorized as confidential records.” Libraries may disclose ordinarily confidential

S Id. at § 24-90-119(2)(b).

8 1d.

% Colo. Rev. Stat. § 24-90-119(2)(d) (2024).

914, at § 24-90-119(3).

" Brookhart v. Reaman, 541 P.3d 624, 632 (Colo. App. 2023).

ol Id. at 631.

2 Colo. Rev. Stat. § 24-90-119(4) (2024).

% Conn. Gen. Stat. § 11-25(b)(1) (2024).
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records, however, to officers, employees, and agents of the library as needed to effectuate
operation of the library.”

Although “agent” is not defined, it is worth considering whether this term would
include AT agents that have been adopted by libraries to facilitate efficiency in completing
library tasks. Without clarifying what it means to be an agent of the library, libraries may
be permitted to share confidential patron information with Al agents or bots and potentially
the Al company at large. While the statute ensures the confidentiality of library records and
related personally identifying information “regardless of format,” libraries must recognize
the vulnerability of the digital services they provide, as they may not be able to guarantee
the same level of privacy with data transmitted over the internet as they would with physical
records within the library.

Libraries and librarians may only release confidential patron information to third par-
ties in accordance with a court order or with written consent from the library patron to
whom the information pertains.”” Connecticut libraries may publish or make publicly avail-
able “statistical reports regarding library registration and use of library materials,” as long as
the reports do not contain personally identifiable information, although information can be
reidentified with the use of AL”®

Delaware

The provision discussing library patron privacy in Delaware is included in the section
of the state’s code pertaining to Delaware’s Freedom of Information Act. Delaware code
defines “public records” as “information of any kind, owned, made, used, retained, received,
produced, composed, drafted or otherwise compiled or collected, by any public body, relat-
ing in any way to public business, or in any way of public interest, or in any way related to
public purposes, regardless of the physical form or characteristic by which such information is
stored, recorded or reproduced.””” Comparatively, non-public records include “any records of
a public library which contain the identity of a user and the books, documents, films, record-
ings or other property of the library which a patron has used[.]”'*

While the definition of non-public records does not explicitly include the use of Al,
presumptively, any records the library makes relating to a patron’s use of artificial intelli-
gence or of a particular computer within the library would be considered confidential if that
information was also linked with “the books, documents, recordings or other property of the
library which a patron has used[.]”'”" Concern about disclosure of patron use of Al is further
mitigated if the library adopts a strict data minimization policy.

District of Columbia

In the District of Columbia, “[c]irculation records maintained by the public library
in the District of Columbia which can be used to identify a library patron who has requested,
used, or borrowed identified library materials from the public library and the specific material

% Conn. Gen. Stat. § 11-25(b)(1) (2024).

% Conn. Gen. Stat. § 11-25(b)(1) (2024).

7 1d. at§ 11-25(2).

14 at§ 11-25(4).

% Del. Code Ann. tit. 29, § 10002(0) (2024).

19 Del. Code Ann. tit. 29, § 10002(0)(12) (2024).
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that patron has requested, used, or borrowed from the public library, shall be kept confiden-
tial, except that the records may be disclosed to officers, employees, and agents of the public
library to the extent necessary for the proper operation of the public library.”*” Libraries may
disclose such confidential records to officers, employees, and agents of the library to effectu-
ate proper operation of the library.'”

Libraries may not disclose these records to a third party unless the patron gives writ-
ten consent or the library is presented with a court order.'* This provision, however, does
not prohibit the library from “disclosing relevant information on a library patron to the
Corporation Counsel of the District of Columbia or legal counsel retained to represent the
public library in a civil action.”'”® The D.C. Public Library’s privacy policy contains a provi-
sion related to third-party security.'® In this provision, the library articulates that it “ensures
that its contracts, licenses, and off-site computer service arrangements reflect its policies and
legal obligation concerning user privacy and confidentiality.”'”” Further, the library recog-
nizes that “[slome library users may choose to use electronic communication services from
the library [...] via e-mail,” however, the library has “limited ability to protect the privacy of
this information once it is outside the library’s control.”'* Finally, for patrons who choose to
use the library’s wireless network, “[u]sers should be aware that data accessed and sent over
the library’s wireless network is not encrypted.”'”

This policy reflects the general scope and power of the current state of library patron
privacy laws: While libraries can effectively create and enforce protection of patron records
within the brick-and-mortar establishment, they often lack the power to reach beyond and
protect the information once it is in the hands of data brokers or other third parties. The
information included in this policy, as written, is of particular concern in relation to the use of
artificial intelligence. Because libraries often cannot control information once it has extended
beyond library walls, if a patron shares information about their circulation records with an Al
service or other third-party technology, the library no longer has control over this informa-
tion, even though this information would normally be considered confidential if kept within
a brick-and-mortar library facility.

Under the law, any affected patron may file a motion in the Superior Court of the
District of Columbia to request that the records remain confidential."” The statute provides
additional protection to patrons by notifying affected individuals within two working days
after receiving a court-issued subpoena.'"! Any officer, employee, or agent of the library who
violates these provisions are guilty of a misdemeanor and shall be fined no more than three
hundred dollars."” Patrons affected by a violation of the statute may bring a civil action against
the violator for “actual damages or [two hundred fifty dollars], whichever is greater, reason-
able attorneys’ fees, and court costs.”'"”

2 D.C. Code § 39-108(a) (2024).
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04 14, at § 39-108(b)(1).

195 14, at § 39-108(b)(3).

1% See Privacy and Confidentiality Policy, D.C. Pus. Lisr. (May 28, 2008), https://www.dclibrary.org/library-policies/
privacy-and-confidentiality-policy.
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108 Id
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Florida

Florida law makes confidential “all registration and circulation records of every public
record, except statistical reports of registration and circulation[.]”'"* “Registration records”

include “any information that a library requires a patron to provide in order to become eligible

"5 whereas “circulation records” include “all informa-

»116

to borrow books and other materials,
tion that identifies the patrons who borrow particular books and other materials.

Florida law permits disclosure of confidential library records specifically for “collecting
fines or recovering overdue books, documents, films, or other items or materials owned or
otherwise belonging to the library.” The statute permits disclosure of confidential library
records to the library patron discussed in the records, the parent or guardian of a patron if the
patron is less than sixteen years of age,"” an agency that collects fines for the library, munici-
pal or county law enforcement officials, or judicial officials.'"*

While the language of the statute may seem initially satisfactory, it is important to
consider the ways in which libraries are continuously integrating advancing technology with
everyday tasks,'”
collects fines for the library."”® The growing use of Al for mundane tasks is particularly of

concern with the development of agentic Al. Agentic Al, or “machine learning models that

especially when the Florida statute permits disclosure to an agency that

mimic human decision-making to solve problems in real time,” involves the use of “an arti-
ficial intelligence system [to] accomplish a specific goal with limited supervision.”"”" If the
library were to contract with an artificial intelligence company to use an Al agent that can
assist with collecting fines or recovering overdue materials, the statute likely would permit
disclosure of confidential records to that Alagent. If libraries choose to use Alin this manner
and increase library efficiency, they should stringently evaluate potential vendors and, with
proper contracting and guidance under legislation, ensure the Al agent is classified as a part of
the library staff, and thereby a covered entity of patron privacy laws.

In 2010, the United States District Court for the Middle District of Florida addressed a
request for access to library patron records arising out of a complaint alleging negligence in a
motor vehicle accident.”” Defendants argued that, as part of discovery, they should be able to
access the list of books the plaintiff’s family checked out from the library that pertain to brain
injuries.'” The plaintiff sought a protective order to quash subpoenas requesting such library

""" Fla. Stat. § 257.261(1) (2025).

" Id. at § 257.261(2).

116 Id

""" One method of patron age verification is at the time of library card registration. Alachua County Library
District, as an example, requires a current photo ID when a prospective patron is registering for a library card.
Prospective patrons under the age of eighteen “must be accompanied by a legal guardian as the Responsible
Party.” Get a Card, ALacHuA CNTY. Lisr. Dist., https://www.aclib.us/cards (last visited Nov. 3, 2025).

"8 Fla. Stat. § 257.261(3)(b) (2025). The statute offers carveouts for minors, in which case the library must release
the information of the minor’s guardian to collection agencies and law enforcement, rather than release the
minor’s information.

""" See e.g., Clarivate, Al's Role in the Future of Library Services, Lisr. J. (May 2, 2025), https://www.libraryjournal.
com/story/ais-role-in-the-future-of-library-services-250501.

%0 Fla. Stat. § 257.261(3)(b) (2025).

! Cole Stryker, What is agentic AI?, IBM, https://www.ibm.com/think/topics/agentic-ai (last visited Nov. 5,
2025).

122 See Riley v. Roberts Brothers Coach Leasing Co., Inc., Case No. 6:09-cv-2147-Orl-35DAB, 2010 WL 11626740, at *1
(M.D. Fla. Dec. 8, 2010).

123 See id. at *2.


https://www.aclib.us/cards
https://www.libraryjournal.com/story/ais-role-in-the-future-of-library-services-250501
https://www.libraryjournal.com/story/ais-role-in-the-future-of-library-services-250501
https://www.ibm.com/think/topics/agentic-ai

54 The Political Librarian July 2026

records.'” The court, in granting the protective order, found that while the order did not call
for privileged information, it “goes too far afield,” seeing as the plaintiff’s family would “not
be able to provide expert testimony, and it [was] sufficient for impeachment purposes that
they have researched the subject of brain injuries.”'” Although this case is over a decade old,
the overall principle regarding a request for extremely broad information from a library likely
holds true, as permitting such requests would allow individuals to have access to a flood of
information that is not explicitly related to the litigation at hand.

Georgia

Georgia’s library patron privacy law is unique because it is part of the state’s rules
of evidence. In addition to creating a requirement for libraries and librarians to keep patron
information confidential, the placement of this law in the code of evidence brings into ques-
tion whether library records are considered privileged, in the same way that there is attor-
ney-client privilege and spousal privilege (among other privileges) in the context of court
testimony. Privileges protect certain relationships and communication within those relation-
ships from disclosure in legal proceedings.126 They facilitate trust within those relationships
and hope to foster open communication.”” While it is unclear why the Georgia legislature
chose to include this law in the code of evidence, it is likely, based on the language used in
the text, that part of the intent of writing these provisions was to have protections for library
patrons similar to that of other states.

Georgia’s statute generally classifies as confidential “circulation and similar records of
a library” that allow for patron identification.'”® It may be necessary for libraries and librar-
ians to consider the scope of how similar a record must be to be classified as a “circulation
[or] similar record” under the statute."” By identifying where the line lies, libraries can have
clarity on whether a “similar record” would include a transcript of a patron conversing with
an Al chatbot about what books to check out or of a librarian conversing with an Al chatbot
about what books to suggest to a patron based on their past circulation history. The breadth of
this provision is determinative of whether libraries and librarians can argue if certain records
produced in the library can be classified as confidential records.

A Georgia library may disclose confidential patron information to “members of the
library staff in the ordinary course of business,” with written consent from the patron or
from the patron’s parent or guardian if the patron is a minor, or when presented with an
appropriate court order or subpoena.”’ Disclosure does not “destroy the confidential nature
of that material, except for the purpose for which an authorized disclosure is made.”"" Third-

12 See id.

125 Id. at *3.

1?6 “The Third Party Doctrine asserts individuals typically have no reasonable expectation of privacy in information
voluntarily provided to third parties.” What Does Privilege Mean in a Court of Law?, LEGALCLARITY (Aug. 23, 2025),
https://legalclarity.org/what-does-privilege-mean-in-a-court-of-law/.

17 See id.

'’ Ga. Code Ann. § 24-12-30(a) (2024).

19 11

130 Id

B Ga. Code Ann. § 24-12-30(b) (2024).
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party disclosure, under the third-party doctrine, would likely be considered an “authorized

disclosure.”"’

Hawaii

Hawaii is the only state other than Kentucky133 that does not have a specific stat-
ute which prohibits public access to public library circulation records.”* The Office of
Information Practices (OIP) administers the Uniform Information Practices Act (UIPA),"*
which is the public records law of the state."® OIP answered in an opinion whether patron
circulation reports must be disclosed to the public.””” While OIP opinions provide guidance
on the UIPA, the opinions have no legally binding or precedential value."”® Because the UIPA
does not require agencies to disclose “[glovernment records, which, if disclosed, would con-

stitute a clearly unwarranted invasion of personal privacy”"*

and “individuals have a signifi-
cant privacy interest in information, such as Library circulation records, which reveals their
thoughts, associations, or beliefs,” the OIP concluded that an individual’s privacy interest in
library circulation records was not outweighed by the public interest in disclosure.'*’ Using
a balancing test from the UIPA,"*" OIP found that “generally, the public disclosure of library
circulation records would constitute a clearly unwarranted invasion of personal privacy.”"*
Regarding library fines, however, the OIP concluded that under the same test the disclo-
sure of fine amounts was not an invasion of personal privacy.'"”” Other than the UIPA, the
OIP relied on a similar persuasive opinion from the Kentucky Attorney General to make its
decision."**

Hawaii has a disadvantage of not codifying protection of library records in its stat-
ute. While the OIP was able to use its administrative authority to protect library circulation
records against disclosure, the lack of statute means that the opinion can be easily overturned
if the agency comes to a different decision in the future. The opinion also only protects library
circulation records, which have to do with the patron’s right to receive information. It does
not explicitly mention prohibiting the disclosure of personal information, which would pro-
tect the patron’s right to privacy. However, the OIP will likely protect personal information,
because public interest in disclosure of personal information does not outweigh patron pri-
vacy. Due to its flexibility, the opinion has the potential to prevent improper disclosure to law

"2 See What Is the Third Party Doctrine for Privacy?, LEGALCLARITY (Aug. 24, 2025), https://legalclarity.org/
what-is-the-third-party-doctrine-for-privacy/.

"% See State Privacy Laws Regarding Library Records, AM. LiBr. Ass'N (Nov. 2021), https://www.ala.org/advocacy/
privacy/statelaws.

"* Public Access to Library Patron Circulation and Fine Records, OIP Op. Ltr. No. 90-30 1, 1 (Oct. 23, 1990).

" Home, HAWAIL.GOV, https://oip.hawaii.gov/ (last visited Nov. 20, 2025).

3¢ UIPA, HAWAIL GOV, https://oip.hawaii.gov/laws-rules-opinions/uipa/(last visited Nov. 20, 2025).

B See OIP Op. Ltr. No. 90-30 at 1.

1% See OPINIONS, HAWAILGOV, https://oip.hawaii.gov/laws-rules-opinions/opinions/ (last accessed Nov. 20,
2025).

"? Haw. Rev. Stat. § 92F-13(1) (Supp. 1989).

9 OIP Op. Ltr. No. 90-30 at 2.

"*! Haw. Rev. Stat. § 92F-14(a) (2024) (“Disclosure of a government record shall not constitute a clearly unwar-
ranted invasion of personal privacy if the public interest in disclosure outweighs the privacy interest of the
individual.”).

'*? Public Access to Library Patron Circulation and Fine Records, OIP Op. Ltr. No. 90-30 1, 2 (Oct. 23, 1990).

143 Id

'** 1d. at 9 (“[ TThe Kentucky Attorney General found that ‘the individual’s privacy right as to what he borrows from
a public library (books, motion picture film, periodicals and any other matter) is overwhelming.””).
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enforcement or Al companies, but the lack of statute or case law means that this is difficult
to predict.

Idaho

Idaho does not dedicate a statute specific to library records."’ Instead, it lists library
records alongside other records that are exempt from disclosure.'*® While not specifying what
type of materials are considered library records, the law prohibits disclosure of records that,
“when examined alone or when examined with other public records, would reveal the identity
of the library patron checking out, requesting, or using an item from a library.”"” Because the
section does not indicate who the law applies to, an argument can be made that third-party
companies, such as Al companies, face similar confidentiality requirements as libraries. The
statutory language is also not clear when disclosure is allowed. Exemption from disclosure
may mean that libraries cannot be required to disclose information but still have the discre-
tion to do so if needed.'*®

Ilinois

Under Illinois’s Library Records Confidentiality Act,' registration and circulation

records of a library are confidential information."’ Registration records include “any infor-
mation a library requires a person to provide in order for that person to become eligible to
borrow books and other materials.”"*' Circulation records include “all information identifying
the individual borrowing particular books or materials.”'*

Patron records may be disclosed under a court order'™ or where “it is impractical to
secure a court order as a result of an emergency.””** The obtainable information is limited
to “identifying a suspect, witness, or victim of a crime.””** It may not include registration or
circulation records that would indicate “materials borrowed, resources reviewed, or services
used at the library.”"*® A library may request the requesting officer to sign a form acknowl-
edging the receipt of the information,"*” ensuring that the officer does not collect information
without notifying the library. A library may also seek subsequent judicial review to assess
whether the officer has complied with the requirements,”® ensuring that a court can review
the request even absent a court order.

Even though measures are in place to protect patron records from unnecessary disclo-
sure, there are several vulnerabilities. First, the statute does not prevent a library from dis-

'* Idaho Code § 74-108 (2024).

146 Id

7 1d. at § 74-108(4).

5 See id.

75 111. Comp. Stat. 70/2 (2024).

075 11l. Comp. Stat. 70/1(a) (2024).

51 1d, at 70/1(c) ().

2 Id. at 70/1(c)(iii).

153 1d, at 70/1(a)(1).

' 1d. at 70/1(a)(2). This situation arises where there is an imminent danger of physical harm and a court order
would take too much time.

1 75 11l. Comp. Stat. 70/1(a)(2) (2024).

156 14,
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closing “reasonable statistical reports regarding library registration and book circulation.”"’

Even though the statute makes it clear that “no individual is identified therein,”'*
technology, including Al, makes it easy to de-anonymize the information.'*' Next, because a

library providing information to a law enforcement under the second option is not a privacy
162

modern

violation or a breach of confidentiality,'** there is no private cause of action for patrons who
wish to challenge such disclosure. This means that a patron whose privacy right was violated
may not have a remedy if the library refuses to pursue action. It also means patrons lack any
recourse where a library vendor might disclose confidential information. Finally, the statute
has not been tested in courts. Without courts defining the terms “impractical,” “emergency,”
and “imminent danger” in the context of libraries, officers who do not want to or who are
unable to secure a warrant may abuse the ambiguities. Because courts can only review the
officer’s request if a library secks judicial review, it would be too late to protect confidential
information that has already been disclosed. These gaps also incentivize law enforcement to
seek confidential information from library vendors, who currently lack an affirmative obliga-
tion to protect patron information.

Indiana

Indiana does not have a library-specific confidentiality statute. Instead, it includes
patron records in a list of records public agencies may not disclose absent a court order or
federal statute.'®® The statute does not define library records beyond records “which can be
used to identify any library patron.”'** Absent a clear definition or guidance from Indiana
courts, law enforcement or third parties who possess patron information (including Al com-
panies) may argue that the information therein could not reasonably be not used to identify
a patron.'®

Iowa

Like Indiana, Iowa lists library records along other confidential public records.'*
Library records are “the records of a library which, by themselves or when examined with
other public records, would reveal the identity of the library patron checking out or request-
ing an item or information from the library.”'*’ Patron records may be disclosed pursuant to
a court order “by the lawful custodian of the records, or by another person duly authorized
to release such information.”'*® The library records may be released to law enforcement “pur-

suant to an investigation of a particular person or organization suspected of Committing a

”169

known crime”'® after a judicial determination that a “rational connection” exists between

9 1d. at 70/1(b).

160 1.
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the requested information and a legitimate end."”® The need for the information also has to be
cogent and compelling.'”!

Even though there are protections against law enforcement for library records, the
records may still be vulnerable to collection by Al companies.'” Library records may be

”173 which includes

disclosed “by another person duly authorized to release such information,
patrons themselves. This means that library records will be vulnerable to disclosure when
the patron releases confidential information— either intentionally or unintentionally—to third
parties like Al companies. This is essentially a codification of federal third-party doctrine,
which finds that patrons do not maintain a reasonable expectation of privacy when they dis-

close otherwise confidential information to a third party.

Kansas

Kansas does not have a statute specific to library confidentiality."™ Library patron and
circulation records are listed along other public records as records that, unless required by
law, a public agency cannot be required to disclose.'” Like Indiana, Kansas does not specifi-
cally define library records,'” but protects information that “pertain[s] to identifiable individ-
uals.”'”” However, there is no additional statutory detail or relevant case law detailing what
records pertain to identifiable individuals.

The lack of guiding language renders Kansas’s statute open to abuse. It is unclear, for
example, what precisely the legislature considered to be identifying information and whether
that extends to research inquiries. Moreover, it is difficult to know whether patrons who use
a service offered through a third-party vendor enjoy the same protections, particularly as it
pertains to information beyond things like names or dates of birth.

Kentucky

Kentucky is one of two states that does not have a privacy statute related to library
records. Instead, the state’s privacy considerations are captured in Attorney General opin-
ions. In these opinions, the Attorney General of Kentucky recognizes the public interest
in protecting patron privacy records,'”

legally binding."” Despite this, public officials in Kentucky are 1csz)(pcctcd to follow Attorney

although these opinions are persuasive rather than

General opinions, and they may be cited in all Kentucky courts.
Libraries may refuse to disclose circulation records or “what [a patron] borrows from
a public library (books, motion picture film, periodicals and any other matter)[.]”"*" While
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(last visited Oct. 10, 2025).
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libraries may choose to leave the records open for inspection, the Attorney General notes
that keeping such records confidential would support the public interest of supporting pri-
vacy rights.182 Because the basis for library patron privacy in Kentucky is enshrined in an
Attorney General opinion that lacks the full force of law, there is neither mandatory disclo-
sure of records nor is there any penalty if a library chooses to leave records open for public
inspection.m

While it appears that following the Attorney General opinions are generally recom-
mended and expected, it is worthwhile to consider if the introduction of artificial intelligence
and the complexities surrounding advancing technology would encourage fewer libraries to
adhere to the historical trend of compliance. Libraries may decide that to accommodate the
increased use of advancing technology for data analytics or other related purposes, it would
be easier to establish upfront that they do not follow the Attorney General’s recommendations
pertaining to patron privacy. Since there is no penalty in Kentucky for libraries who choose to
leave patron records open for public inspection, libraries and the Kentucky legislature might
sacrifice patron privacy for hypothetical increased efficiency. Furthermore, as the role of Al
expands in state economies and state governments continuously face the question of inno-
vation versus regulation, the Attorney General may evaluate whether its previous stance on
library patron privacy serves as hindrance to the evolution of technology.

Louisiana

Under Louisiana’s library patron privacy law, confidential information includes
“records of any library [...] indicating which of its documents or other materials, regardless of
format, have been loaned to or used by any identifiable individual or group of individuals[.]”"**

Disclosure of confidential patron information is permitted in four ways under the stat-
ute: (1) to the parent or custodian of a minor child, (2) to “persons acting within the scope of
their duties in the administration of the library,” (3) to persons who were given written con-
sent by the patron to access their records, or (4) by court order."* Consent in this case means
“authorized in writing by the individual or group of individuals.”"*¢ Section 13(D)(2) of the
statute further allows libraries and librarians to disclose information including, but not lim-
ited to, “electronic data files, security surveillance video tapes, or other records or materials
which may constitute evidence which would assist law enforcement officers in identifying the
individual or group of individuals who may have committed criminal activity in the library.”'*

Libraries should pay special attention to this provision in the context of artificial intelli-
gence, specifically involving Al chatbots. If a patron is chatting with an Al chatbot on a library
computer terminal, for example, to inquire about committing a criminal activity, and if a
library chooses to store the data or transcripts from the conversations, they may be suscep-
tible to permitted disclosure under the statute. In this regard, it is important for libraries to
evaluate their data minimization practices.

In a nonbinding opinion, the Attorney General of Louisiana determined that “com-
plaints about internet usage on public internet terminals are generally subject to release pur-
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suant to the Public Records Act” and are not protected as confidential patron information
under Louisiana’s library patron privacy law."** Requested information is generally considered
to be public record unless it falls under the statute as exemption. An example of exempted
records includes information maintained for the purpose of 1‘cgistration.189 If the requested
records identify the user of the library material, the information must be deleted from the
records before they are released. Interactions with artificial intelligence, including discus-
sions with Al chatbots, therefore, would likely be considered public record unless the infor-
mation connects a user with requested library materials."’

Maine

Under Maine’s library patron privacy law, a library record is confidential if it contains
“(A) [a] library patron’s personally identifying information, including but not limited to the
library patron’s name, address, phone number and e-mail address; or (B) [ijnformation that
identifies a library patron as having requested, obtained or used books or other materials in
any medium at the library or provided by the library.”"”" Such confidential records may only
be released with written consent from the patron; to officers, employees, volunteers, and
agents of the library as needed to fulfill library administrative purposes; or at the presentation
of a court order.”” Although not defined in the statute, “library administrative purposes” may
include common library administrative tasks, such as charging fines for overdue materials
or for handling issues related to patron misuse of books.'” For example, Northeast Harbor
Library writes in its privacy policy that “staff members are not authorized to discuss library
records with anyone other than the cardholder” and that their privacy policy extends to “any
individuals or organizations that are working with the library on any event or project[.]”"*
The use of artificial intelligence may ease the administrative burden of these tasks. In doing
so, however, libraries must consider the bounds with which the information can be transmit-
ted beyond the discrete disclosure to the artificial intelligence bot or service through strin-
gent vendor evaluation practices.

Libraries in Maine may also release “aggregated and statistical information pertaining
to library patronage, circulation activities and use of any service or consultation the library
provides” without risking the release of any personally identifiable information." It is worth
noting, however, that at least for wireless users, Northeast Harbor Library specifies in its
policy that “[their] network does not protect [a patron’s] machine from viruses or third party
caves-dropping.”"*® This disclaimer calls into question the sufficiency of Maine’s patron pri-
vacy law to protect patrons against vulnerabilities over the internet and, potentially, artificial
intelligence.
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Maryland

Maryland’s patron privacy protections are located in two sections: the Education
Code"” and the Public Information Act."® Under the Public Information Act, a custodian,
defined as the (1) official custodian, or “an officer or employee of the State or of a political
subdivision who is responsible for keeping a public record, whether or not the officer or
employee has physical custody and control of the public record,” or (2) “any other authorized
individual who has physical custody and control of a public record,”” shall “prohibit inspec-
tion, use, or disclosure of a circulation record of a public library or any other item, collection,
or grouping of information about an individual that (1) is maintained by a library; (2) con-
tains an individual’s name or the identifying number, symbol, or other identifying particular
assigned to the individual; and (3) identifies the use a patron makes of that library’s materials,
services, or facilities.””* Disclosure, however, is permitted “in connection with the library’s
ordinary business” and “for the purposes for which the record was created.”””"

Maryland’s Education Code further protects privacy of library patron records. “Public,
school, college, or university” libraries located in Maryland are subject to the provisions of
this law.’*” The Maryland Education Code prohibits libraries from “inspect[ing], us[ing], or
grouping [...] information about an individual that: (1) [i]s maintained by the library; (2) [c]
ontains an individual’s name or the identifying number, symbol, or other identifying partic-
ular assigned to the individual; and (3) [i]dentifies the use a patron makes of that library’s
materials, services, or facilitics.””” Disclosure is permitted only “(1) [i]f necessary for the
reasonable operation of the library; (2) [on written consent of the individual; or (3) [b]y
subpoena or court order.””%*

While the combination of two statutes guarantees some level of increased strength for
library patron privacy, this strength does not necessarily extend to patron use of the inter-
net or of online services provided by third parties, such as chatbots, even when on library
grounds. As previously discussed, libraries do not often have control over information that
ordinarily would be classified as confidential once it has moved beyond the physical library
and onto the internet. In recognizing this, libraries sometimes will have notices or policies on
their websites to notify patrons of the scope of the library’s protective power. Montgomery
County Public Library, as an example, has an internet use policy separate from their privacy
and confidentiality policy. This policy places much of the onus on the library patron to secure
their internet use. The policy reads that “[t]he library is not responsible for the privacy of
information you transfer over [the library’s] network, and “[the patron is] responsible for
ensuring that [the patron’s] computer has security protection against viruses and other mal-
ware.””” Similarly, the Prince George’s County Memorial Library System, in their guidelines
for wireless access, asserts that “[t]he Library is not responsible for customer files, disks, and
email accounts or for the security or privacy of online communications,” and “the Library is
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not responsible for viruses, malicious code or any other outcome resulting from customer
Internet activity.””* Both counties additionally declare that library staff is unable to provide
patrons with technical assistance.”””

Massachusetts

Massachusetts library patron privacy law recognizes as confidential the “part of the
records of a public library which reveals the identity and intellectual pursuits of a person using
such a library[.]””®® For example, Agawam Library considers “circulation and registration
records identifying the names, addresses and telephone number of library patrons, as well as
the materials borrowed or accessed electronically,” as non-public records.”®” Comparatively,
Boston Public Library notes that “[c|onfidentiality extends to information sought or received,
and materials consulted, borrowed, and includes database search records, reference inter-
views, circulation records, interlibrary loan transactions, registration records, and all other
personally identifiable uses of library materials, facilities, or services.””'" Library authorities
may “disclose or exchange information relating to library users for the purposes of interli-
brary cooperation and coordination, including but not limited to, the purposes of facilitat-

7211 While interlibrary information

ing the sharing of resources among library jurisdictions.]
sharing is a useful strategy to expand library services and access to information, libraries and
librarians must take appropriate precautions to ensure that the manner in which this infor-
mation is shared is secure.

Although libraries may share such information for inter-library cooperation (within
certain parameters), if the method by which the information is not secure, the library risks
unintentionally exposing confidential information. If libraries transmit this information
through vulnerable third-party sites or unsecure systems, they may risk exposing confidential
patron information beyond permitted parties to other parties such as data brokers. As writ-
ten, most library patron privacy laws do not cover what third parties and vendors do with the
information they acquire beyond what is in their contract with the library or library system.

Michigan

Michigan’s patron privacy statute contains six sections and is one of the most detailed
library privacy laws in the United States.”” Last amended in 2021, the statute is modern by
including the definitions of “computer” and “Internet.””” Additionally, Michigan makes it
clear what records fall under “library record.””"* A library record is “a document, record, or
other method of storing information retained by a library that contains information that per-
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sonally identifies a library patron, including the patron’s name, address, or telephone number,
or that identifies a person as having requested or obtained specific materials from a library.””"
The statute also includes circulation records as a subset of library record,”® acknowledging
that specific materials requested or obtained by a patron can be identifiable information.
Library records do not include nonidentifying material that is retained for the purpose
of studying or evaluating the circulation of library materials in general.””” While the drafters
may have included this exception to allow libraries to analyze and organize its collection,
the exception could be a potential weakness in terms of protecting privacy. With advances
in technology, it is easier to de-anonymize such nonidentifying material.”’® Second, library
record does not include recorded video surveillance images made solely for security pur-
poses.”” By clarifying that surveillance images do not include images that identify a patron
as requesting or obtaining “specific services, materials, or information resources” from a
library,*
Section 3 involves the minutiae of disclosure. A library record cannot be disclosed
through the Freedom of Information Act (FOIA),”" which provides the public with access to
public records of public bodies.””” A library, which includes its employees or agents, cannot

the statute balances security against patron privacy.

release a library record without the written consent from the person liable for “payment for
or return of the materials identified in that library record.””?

Library records may be released by court order as 1ong as the library is given notice
and an opportunity to be heard on the request.’”* A library may appear and be represented
by counsel for such hearing,225 A library or an employee or agent of the library may also dis-
close library records if it has to do with the delinquent account or interlibrary loans.?”® The

library may only provide information that is necessary to “seck the return of overdue or stolen

2227

materials or to collect fines””*” or to conduct interlibrary loans.””® While the section protects

library records, it does not prevent an employee or agent from “providing a sworn statement
or testimony to a law enforcement officer based solely on the personal knowledge.”””” Such
statement or testimony has to be limited to “a crime alleged to have occurred at the library.”zso

Unlike other states, Michigan is proactive in defending patron privacy. Section 3
defines an agent of the library as “any other person who is lawfully performing services on
behalf of a library under a written contract.””*" This means that e-book vendors who are
under contract with the library will not be able to disclose the records. Specifying that only
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“a library or an employee or agent of a library” can disclose library records without a court
order or written consent™ also prevents Al companies from releasing library records that
they collected. Finally, Michigan shows that it is proactive by enshrining the right of librarians
to determine the selection and use of library materials in Section 5.233 This section goes to the
heart of why there have recently been attempts to access library records, to police and censor

what kind of library materials are available.”*

Minnesota

While Minnesota has a statute dedicated to library records, the statute is short in
length.”5 Minnesota refers to library records as “library data.”?%¢ Library data links a patron’s
name with “materials requested or borrowed by the patron” or with “a specific subject about
which the patron has requested information or materials.””*” The data also includes informa-
tion that is provided to create a library card.”

Minnesota allows a family member or other person who resides with the patron to

pick up reserved materials.”*

To maintain confidentiality, a patron may request that reserved
materials be released only to the patron.”” However, the fact that this is an opt-in feature
(rather than an opt-out) means that it is less than perfect in protecting privacy, as some patrons
may not be aware of the feature, leading to their borrowing preferences being revealed to the
public.

Library data may be disclosed for library purposes or through court order.”*' However,
Minnesota does not provide detail on what a library purpose entails, making the data vulnera-
ble to disclosure by library vendors. By providing library books and materials, e-book vendors
may argue that they are fulfilling a library purpose, leading them to justify disclosure as being
necessary for their operations. Because e-book vendors are increasingly adopting Al tools,*
this may lead to e-book vendors disclosing the data to Al companies.

Mississippi

Under Mississippi law, confidential library records include records containing infor-
mation related to the “identity of the user, relative to the user’s use of books or other materials
at the library.””* Disclosure requires written consent by the user or a court order.”** The
statute is not intended to prohibit or hinder libraries or businesses operating jointly with the
library from disclosing information in order to collect overdue books, films, documents, or
other materials that belong to the library, nor is it intended to prohibit or hinder libraries from
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collecting fines on these overdue materials.”*® Moreover, statistics developed from de-iden-
tified registration and circulation records may also be released or used by a library for the
purposes of research and planning.”*

As discussed previously, Mississippi libraries should consider the ways in which artifi-
cial intelligence can be or already is incorporated in completing ordinary library tasks, such
as collecting fines and analyzing de-identified statistics. The Mississippi legislature should
consider closing potential loopholes to provide boundaries for keeping confidential patron
information within the library.

Missouri

Missouri is one of the few states that has updated its library privacy law to reflect
advancing technology.”” However while Missouri law takes the time to define “digital
resource or material” and “e-book,””* the law does not expand beyond these definitions as it
pertains to regulating library records.”” A library record is “any document, record, or other
method of storing information retained, reccived or generated by a library that identifies
a person or persons as having requested, used, or borrowed library material, and all other
records identifying the names of library users.””*’ Like Michigan, Missouri does not include
nonidentifying material that may be retained for “studying or evaluating the circulation of
library material in general.””*' The law unfortunately does not define what counts under non-
identifying material, meaning that a wide variety of records may be disclosed as long as the
identifying feature is removed.””

In addition to prohibiting disclosure by the library or its employees and agents, Missouri
specifically prevents a third party contracted by a library to maintain library records from
disclosing library record, notwithstanding any other law to the contrary.” The exception
for any other law means that library records are not protected from laws like the Patriot Act,
which required disclosure for non-library purposes.”* As a result, library records are pro-
tected against library vendors who may be careless with the confidential information. E-book
vendors will be unable to rely on third-party doctrine to justify disclosure of library records.
As mentioned in the summary, most state laws have failed to include a provision prohibiting
disclosure by third parties.

Library records may be disclosed under two methods. First, the person identified in
that record, or the patron, may provide consent through written request.”* The law allows

5 1d. at § 39-3-369.

26 Id. at § 39-3-367.

7 Mo. Rev. Stat. § 182.815 (2024).

M 1d. at § 182.815(1), (2).

 Mo. Rev. Stat. § 182.817 (2024).

30 Mo. Rev. Stat. § 182.815(5) (2024).
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the library to determine what procedures and forms are followed for this method.?® It is
important that libraries protect patron privacy by setting clear policies for patrons to follow.
Otherwise, Al companies may argue that patrons provided consent when they agreed to their
terms. Second, library records may be disclosed through a court order when disclosure is
necessary to “protect the public safety or to prosecute a crime.”””’ Failing to define “public
safety” or limit “crime” to a library setting means that the law can potentially be abused by law
enforcement when requesting information.

Finally, Missouri is noteworthy for providing a private right of action.””® The patron
may file a written complaint to the office of the attorney general within 180 days of the alleged
violation.”” Missouri also allows a patron to take private civil action to recover damagcs.260
By allowing patrons to pursue lawsuits without needing the attorney general’s approval, the
statute provides additional incentive for library, employee, agent, or third party to protect
privacy.

Montana

Like Michigan, the Montana Library Records Confidentiality Act is fairly com-
prehensive.”" Library records are “any document, record, or any other method of storing
information retained, received, or generated by a library that identifies a person as having
requested, used, or borrowed library material or other records identifying the names or other
personal identifiers of library users.”?®? Library records do not include nonidentifying material
that may be used to study or evaluate the circulation of library materials in general.” This
provision may be a weakness for protecting library records, because Al companies can use
advanced methods to de-anonymize the data, connecting the information to individuals.”**
This weakness also exists when library records can be disclosed as “reasonable statistical
reports regarding library registration and book circulation,” even though the statute requires
that no individual is identifiable.?*®

Library records may be disclosed under three scenarios. First, the patron may pro-
vide a written request.’* It is important that the library provides clear guidelines on how to
provide consent to prevent Al companies from taking advantage of the provision and access
library records because there was “consent.” Next, library records may be disclosed following
a court order from a competent jurisdiction.”” The law places limitations by requiring that
the disclosure “clearly exceed the demand for individual privacy.””*® Finally, Montana allows
records to be disclosed “to the extent necessary to return overdue or stolen materials or col-
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lect fines.”*** The statute does not indicate who the records can be disclosed to, but based on
other state laws the disclosure may be to the collection agency.
Montana strengthens its privacy law by including penalties for violators.””® The pen-

alties are not limited to just libraries but covers “any person,”””'

meaning that Al companies
are also included. The patron who had his information improperly disclosed may bring a civil
action for actual damages or one hundred dollars, whichever is greater.””” Reasonable attorney
fees and the costs of lawsuit may also be awarded to the winning ]oarty.273 While the purpose
of the section is to discourage violation of confidentiality, the low amount means that it may

not be effective in deterring large Al companies.

Nebraska

Nebraska does not have a statute specifically dedicated to library records and instead
lists them amongst other records that may be withheld from the public.””* Library records
are records “kept by a publicly funded library which, when examined with or without other
records, reveal the identity of any library patron using the library’s materials or services.”””
Library records are confidential unless otherwise publicly disclosed in an open court, open
administrative proceeding, or open meeting.”’® They may also be disclosed by a public entity
pursuant to its duties.””” Otherwise, it is at the discretion of the lawful custodian of the

records to withhold the records from the public.””

Nevada

Nevada has a library privacy law that is only a paragraph.”” Library records are any
records “of a public library or other library which contain the identity of a user” and the
“books, documents, films, recordings or other property of the library which were used.””** A

court may issue an order when the disclosure of the records is necessary to “protect the public

safety or to prosecute a crime.””®'

New Hampshire

In New Hampshire, confidential library records include records that “contain the
names or other personal identifying information regarding the users of public or other than
public libraries,” including but not limited to “library, information system, and archival
records related to the circulation and use of library materials or services, including records

%9 14, at § 22-1-1103(3).

0 Mont. Code Ann. § 22-1-1111 (2024).
271 Id

272 Id

273 Id

2% Neb. Rev. Stat. § 84-712.05 (2024).
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276 Neb. Rev. Stat. § 84-712.05 (2024).
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2 Nev. Rev. Stat. § 239.013 (2024).
280 Id
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or materials that have been viewed or stored in electronic form.”?*? Libraries or librarians
may disclose these records as needed for the successful operation of the library, with consent
by the patron, or in response to the presentation of a subpoena, court order, or where oth-
erwise required by statute.” New Hampshire further prohibits disclosure of library records
by exempting it from the provisions in its chapter pertaining to public access to govern-
ment records.” This provision, however, shall not be construed “to prohibit any library from
releasing statistical information and other data regarding the circulation or use of library
materials provided,” as long as the identities of library patrons are protected.”®® With the rap-
idly evolving capabilities of AI, by making de-identified patron data available, libraries may
still risk re-identification and harmful use of this data by individuals with access to advanced
Al and potentially even law enforcement.

Recently, Governor Kelly Ayotte signed a law granting parents access to all of their
minor child’s records, thereby reducing the level of confidentiality that New Hampshire
patron privacy laws once provided.”® According to State Representative Mike Drago who
sponsored the bill, the implementation of this law is “about ensuring parents have control
over what is appropriate for their children to be reading.””*” Not only does this align with
the recent growth of book banning, but it also has the likelihood of affecting the trust minor
patrons have in their local libraries. Some Democrats raise concerns that there is no part of
the law that contains mechanisms for identifying the requesting adult as the child’s parent.”®®
This law will go into effect January 1, 2026.>*

While the identity of specific patrons must remain confidential when disclosing statis-
tical information to the general public, libraries should consider the exact requirements for
what it means for information to be de-identified, especially when the statute does not place
parameters on who or what is classified as the general public. For example, if a user incor-
porates the statistical information into a prompt and enters it into ChatGPT, the statistics
may nonetheless give the algorithm enough information to identify specific patrons, thereby
exposing the information to third parties who are not regulated under the statute. In a sepa-
rate statute, library records are exempted from public access to government records, thereby

increasing library patron confidentiality.290

New Jersey

In New Jersey, library records are defined as “any document or record, however main-
tained, the primary purpose of which is to provide for control of the circulation or other
public use of library materials.”””" These records, which “contain the names or other per-
sonally identifying details regarding the users of libraries[,] are confidential and shall not be

2 N.H. Rev. Stat. Ann. § 201-D:11(I) (2024).

3 14 at § 201-D:11(1I).

%% See N.H. Rev. Stat. Ann. § 91-A:5(1V) (2017).
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%6 See 2025 NH HB273 (enacted).

7 William Skipworth, Newlawtomake New Hampshirelibraryrecordsavailabletoparents, N.H.BurL. (Aug. 4,2025), https: //
newhampshirebulletin.com/briefs/new-law-to-make-new-hampshire-library-records-available-to-parents/.
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disclosed[.]”*” Libraries may not disclose these confidential records unless they are “necessary
for the proper operation of the library,” the patron requests disclosure of their records, or
the library is presented with a subpoena or court order.” Without identifying the scope of
disclosure “necessary for the proper operation” of the library, libraries and librarians may be
able to disclose confidential patron information to artificial intelligence companies and other
third-party services that are becoming integral for mundane library tasks. Contrary to some
other states in this region that explicitly include a provision regarding parental or guardian
access to their minor child’s records, parents or guardians may only have access to a minor
child’s records if that minor child requests that their records are shared.”* This gives children
ownership over their own records and facilitates trust in the library.

New Mexico

New Mexico aims to “preserve the intellectual freedom” guaranteed by its constitu-
tion by providing privacy for users of the public libraries with respect to the materials that
they wish to use.”” New Mexico protects “patron record[s]”*** instead of library records like
other states. Patron records include “any document, record or other method of storing infor-
mation retained by a library that identifies, or when combined with other available informa-
tion identifies, a person as a patron of the library or that indicates use or request of materials
from the library.”297 Patron record is a broad term that “includes patron registration informa-
tion and circulation information that identifies specific patrons.””® Such a broad definition
ensures that all aspects of patron information are protected from disclosure to third parties
like AT companies.

Patron records may only be released upon written consent of the patron or upon court
order issued to the library.”” It is important that the libraries clarify what is considered writ-
ten consent to ensure that information is not disclosed to third parties such as Al companies.
It is unfortunate that the statute or case law does not clarify when a court order can be issued.
This makes it casier for law enforcement to request information. When records are disclosed,
New Mexico provides a way for the library to be involved by allowing it to be represented
by counsel at any hearing on disclosure.*® There are additional exceptions to prohibition on
disclosure. First, the prohibition does not apply to overdue notices.**" This weakens patron
privacy by potentially allowing e-book vendors to access records when dealing with their
own overdue materials. Unlike other states, the legal guardian may access patron records for
minors or legally incapacitated persons only in the context of school libraries.*” This excep-
tion does not apply to public libraries. New Mexico also implements civil liability against any
person who violates the law.*** The broad target means that third parties such as Al companies

22N J. Rev. Stat. § 18A:73-43.2 (2024),.

293 Id

294 Id

5 N.M. Stat. Ann. § 18-9-2 (2024).
268 18-9-3.

2714, at § 18-9-3(B).
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29 N.M. Stat. Ann. § 18-9-4 (2024).
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1 N.M. Stat. Ann. § 18-9-5 (2024).
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3 N.M. Stat. Ann. § 18-9-6 (2024).
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are included. Unlike other states, the penalty also has a bite by having no limit to the amount
of damages and costs of the action determined by the court.’® This ensures that third parties
are more careful when dealing with patron records.

New York

In New York, library patron privacy law is codified amongst the state’s evidence law.
Library records must be kept confidential if they contain the names or other personally identi-
fiable information of library patrons.’” These records include, but are not limited to “records
related to the circulation of library materials, computer database searches, interlibrary loan
transactions, reference queries, requests for photocopies of library materials, title reserve
requests, or the use of audio-visual materials, films or records[.]”% Libraries may not disclose
confidential library records unless necessary for the “proper operation” of the library or at the
presentation of a subpoena, court order, or where otherwise required by statute.*”’

Without a concrete definition as to what it means for disclosure to be necessary for the
“proper operation” of the library, libraries and librarians may be able to disclose confidential
patron information to artificial intelligence services that are being integrated into day-to-day
library tasks. While libraries make reasonable efforts to ensure protection of patron privacy
by having contracts and licenses with other parties reflect the library’s privacy standards,
there is always a limit to the protection the library can provide, particularly in relation to
services that do not have strong privacy protections.’® If libraries are able to sufficiently
negotiate patron-centered contracts with specific Al companies or facilitate the design of an
internal Al resource, they may be able to mitigate potential privacy concerns.

In 1997, the Supreme Court™ in Saratoga County, New York, considered a matter in
which the petitioner contended that a group of its employees used a library feature through
the Southern Adirondack Library System (“SALS”) that allowed them to use the internet for
personal purposes on their work computers, an activity that is specifically prohibited by the
company.’'? The petitioner then made its request under the Freedom of Information Law to
SALS for the identification numbers issued by SALS to the petitioner’s employees to access
their online library service.”" This request was denied on the basis that this information was
considered confidential under the state’s library patron privacy law.*"” The court agreed and

304 Id

¥ N.Y. C.P.L.R. 4509 (McKinney 2025).

%6 Id. The New York Public Library, which serves as the public library system for the New York City area, collects
patron information in three ways: “(1) [d]irectly from [the patron], (2) [fJrom automatically collected network
logs, and (3) [t]hrough cookies.” The New York Public Library Privacy Policy, N.Y. Pus. Lisr. (Sept. 2021), https://
www.nypl.org/help/about-nypl/legal-notices/privacy-policy. The New York Public Library website further
specifies that there are other parties, such as third-party vendors and websites, outside of the library’s circula-
tion system where “[a patron’s|] information would be retained or deleted under different guidelines.” Id.

Y7N.Y. C.P.L.R. 4509 (McKinney 2025).

%% The New York Public Library Privacy Policy, N.Y. Pus. LiBr. (Sept. 2021), https://www.nypl.org/help/about-nypl/
legal-notices/privacy-policy.

**” The Supreme Court in Saratoga County, New York is a trial level court. See Structure of the Courts, NYCourts.gov,
https://ww2.nycourts.gov/courts/10jd/suffolk /structure.shtml (last visited Nov. 5, 2025).

19 See Quad/Graphics, Inc. v. Southern Adirondack Library System, 664 N.Y.S.2d 225, 226 (Sup. Ct. 1997).
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determined that if it were to allow disclosure of this information to the petitioner, there
would be a risk of opening a door to similar requests being made.*

An example of a similar request that could arise may include cases in which a parent
secks to learn what their child was Vicwing.314 This case suggests that patron privacy extends
to digital services associated with the library and that permitting what appears to be narrow
access to confidential patron information may actually be a slippery slope to granting broader
access to even more personal information. Under the logic of this holding, patron interactions
with an Al system operated by and for the use by the patrons of a New York library system as
part of a library service are more likely to be considered private, similar to the determination
by the court that the use of the library feature through Southern Adirondack Library System
by petitioner employees was private.

North Carolina

In North Carolina, libraries may not disclose library records that identify “a person
as having requested or obtained specific materials, information, or services, or as otherwise
having used the library.”’"® “Library records” are any “document, record, or other method
of storing information retained by a library that identifies a person as having requested or
obtained specific information or materials from a library
rials “that may be retained for the purpose of studying or evaluating circulation of library
materials in general” from protcction.316 In considering the evolving breadth and growing

»

> and excludes nonidentifying mate-

importance of digital technology in the library space, the implications of this provision depend
on the data minimization policies that a library has in place. However, under the statute, if a
library stores on a server, for example, information pertaining to a patron’s use of a computer
or interaction with certain websites, such as ChatGPT, this information may nonetheless be
considered confidential if it “identifies a person as having requested or obtained specific infor-
mation or materials from a library.”317

The statute permits the disclosure of confidential patron information “(1) when neces-
sary for the reasonable operation of the library; (2) upon written consent of the user; or (3)

pursuant to subpoena, court order, or where otherwise required by law.”*'®

North Dakota

North Dakota does not specify what types of materials fall under library records.’” A
library record is “any record maintained or received by a library receiving public funds, which
provides a library patron’s name or information sufficient to identify a patron together with
the subject about which the patron requested information.”*” Such information is considered
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"5 N.C. Gen. Stat. § 125-18(2) (2024).

516 N.C. Gen. Stat. § 125-19(a) (2024).
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55 1d. at § 125-19(b).

 N.D. Cent. Code § 40-38-12 (2024).
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private and not part of the public records disclosure requirements.**' Library records may be
disclosed through a court order or a subpoena.??’
g P

Ohio

Ohio is one of the few states with a detailed law on library privacy.323 A library record
includes information that (a) is necessary to use library services or borrow materials, (b)
“identifies an individual as having requested or obtained specific materials or materials on a
particular subject,” and (c) is provided by an individual to assist a librarian in answering “a
specific question or provide information on a particular subject.”*** Library record does not
include information that is nonidentifying and retained for the purpose of studying or evalu-
ating the use of a library.325

Ohio also takes care to distinguish “patron information” from library record.’® The
statute recognizes the difference between the information a patron seeks and the informa-
tion that identifies the patron as an individual. However, the line between the two is blurry.
Patron information is “personally identifiable information about an individual who has used
any library service or borrowed any library materials.”*?” Patron information is relevant where
a library has to document improper use of the internet at the library and does not include the
age or gender of the patron.**

Ohio allows disclosure if the record or information pertaining to a minor is requested
by the parent, guardian, or custodian®”® or generally where there is a subpoena, search war-
rant, or other court order.”” Library record or patron information may also be released upon
the request or with the consent of the patron.’”’ Without further detail on what request or
consent looks like, Al companies may argue that a patron has agreed to disclose their confi-
dential information by agreeing to their terms. Finally, library records may be released for
administrative library purposes.’”” This includes establishment of a system to manage the
records, assistance in transfer of records from one system to another, compilation of statistical
data on library use, and collection of fines and penalties.’” While a library must do its best to
ensure that the records are only used for library purposes, there is a danger that the records,
which includes identifying information, are unwittingly disclosed to Al companies if security
is not great.

Oklahoma

In Oklahoma, records in a library are confidential when they indicate “which of its
documents or other materials, regardless of format, have been loaned to or used by an iden-

g
2 N.D. Cent. Code § 40-38-12 (2024).

23 Ohio Rev. Code Ann. § 149.432 (West 2024).

24 14, at § 149.432(A)(2)(a)-(0).

5 Id. at § 149.432(A)(2).

¢ Ohio Rev. Code Ann. § 149.432(A)(3) (West 2024).
1

% Ohio Rev. Code Ann. § 149.432(B)(5) (West 2024).
22 Ohio Rev. Code Ann. § 149.432(B)(1) (West 2024).
B0 14, at § 149.432(B)(2)(a).

B Id. at § 149.432(B)(3).

%2 Ohio Rev. Code Ann. § 149.432(B)(4) (West 2024).
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tifiable individual or group.”334 Registration information “includes any information required
of a minor in order to become eligible to borrow books, utilize library services, and other
materials.”*** Records of minor patrons are protected separately in the statute.

Under this law, library patrons may disclose confidential patron information to “(1)
persons acting within the scope of their duties in the administration of the library; (2) persons
authorized to inspect such records, in writing, by the individual or group; or (3) by order
of a court of law.”*** The same permissions for disclosure are applicable when the patron is
a minor.””” Additionally, libraries or librarians must immediately report to appropriate law
enforcement any suspicious requests for the records of minors if the library or librarian is led
to believe these requests are indicative of criminal intent.** The Oklahoma Attorney General
found in a nonbinding opinion that the privacy statute fulfills its legislative purpose by holding
confidential registries showing which computers have been assigned to identifiable individ-
uals. Libraries may not disclose these registries without a court order (or one of the other
disclosure exceptions in section 1-105(A)), even if an individual is using the computer for an
illegal purpose.” Libraries, if protecting computer use registries,*** as consistent with the
Attorney General opinion, and deleting data related to the patron’s exact use of the computer
once the patron logs out, can broaden the scope of the protections they can afford to patrons.
These protections likely would not extend to the information that has been inadvertently
transmitted to third parties by the patron’s use of the websites or programs themselves.

Oregon

Oregon mentions library records among other public records that are exempt from
disclosure.*' Library records include “circulation records, showing use of specific library
the name of a library patron together with the address or tele-
phone number of the patron,” and “the electronic mail address of a patron.”**” Unlike other
states, Oregon does not use the word “identifiable” when referring to library records. By not

” «

material by a named person,

using the word “identifiable,” Oregon may limit what records are protected under the stat-
ute, because the current law only includes explicit mention of personal information by either
name, address, telephone number, or email address.**» When only limited data is needed to
**it is better to have a broader definition. Third parties may also sell or
otherwise disclose library records with the argument that the statute is very clear in what
limited information is protected.

reidentify a patron,

5% Okla. Stat. tit. 65, § 1-105(A) (2024).

35 1d. at § 1-105(C).

56 14, at § 1-105(A)

37 14, at § 1-105(C).

55 14, at § 1-105(D).

339 Okla. Op. Att'y Gen. No. 05-19 (2005).

* Computer use registries are registries that document which patrons are using a particular computer terminal
and when. See generally Library Privacy Guidelines for Public Access Computers and Networks, ALA, https://
www.ala.org/advocacy/privacy/guidelines/public-access-computer (last visited Nov. 9, 2025).

1 Or, Rev. Stat. § 192.355 (2023).

4. at § 192.355(23)(a)-(0).

343 Id

*** See De-Anonymization: What It is, How It Works, How it’s Used, INVEsTOPEDIA (Oct. 15, 2022), https://www.
investopedia.com/terms/d/deanonymization.asp.
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Pennsylvania

Under Pennsylvania law, records relating to the “circulation of library materials
and contain[ing] the names or other personally identifying information of the users of the
materials shall be confidential and may not be made available to anyone except by a court
order in a criminal proceeding[.]”*** The Helen Kate Furness Free Library in Wallingford,
Pennsylvania, includes “patron records, circulation records, patron requests for information,
materials on hold or requested through interlibrary loan, program registrations, wireless
access and computer use records, and any record that can be used to identity, directly or
indirectly, any library user, or link any user to a library transaction” in its definition of con-
fidential records.**® This policy notably protects computer use although it is unclear as to
whether this protection extends to information transmitted to third parties, such as data bro-
kers and companies such as OpenAl or Microsoft. By narrowing access to these records only
in circumstances where there is a court order as part of a criminal proceeding, Pennsylvania
heavily restricts the opportunities in which the records are accessible and prevents access in
civil cases. Such limitations indicate the legislative intent to protect library patron privacy
outside of an active criminal case. Because of this, it may be found to be more permissible for
libraries and librarians to share information with law enforcement who request patron-related
information in connection with a criminal case.

Rhode Island

Rhode Island’s patron library privacy law is located within Rhode Island’s criminal
code.**” Violations of the library patron privacy statute are a misdemeanor.’* Anyone who
violates this provision, including firms, individuals, or corporations, will be fined no more
than one thousand dollars per violation, by imprisonment of no more than six months, or
both.**” Any individual who has been harmed because of a violation of these provisions may
bring a civil action against the violator for damages, reasonable attorneys’ fees, and court
costs.”*’ Despite this, the potential fines and imprisonment may not be enough to deter data
brokers or large companies.

Library records that “by themselves or when examined with other public records,
would reveal the identity of the library user requesting, checking out, or using any library
materials” are defined as non-public records.*®' While patron interactions with artificial
intelligence in the library by themselves may not be classified as non-public records, affected
patrons in a litigation may be able to argue that in connection with other public records, as

*** 24 Pa. Cons. Stat. § 9375 (2024).

3¢ Patron Privacy & Confidentiality Policy, Tt HELEN KATE FurNEss FRee Lisr. (July 2024), https://www.hkflibrary.
org/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/ Patron-Privacy- Confidentiality-Policy-1.pdf.

7 See generally 11 R.1. Gen. Laws § 11-18-32 (2024).

11 R.I. Gen. Laws § 11-18-32(c) (2024). In Rhode Island, it is unlawful for “any person to reveal, transmit,
publish, or disseminate in any manner, any records which would identify the names and addresses of individuals,
with the titles or nature of video films, records, cassettes, or the like, which they purchased, leased, rented, or
borrowed, from libraries [...] whether or not the identities and listings are kept in a remote computing service
or electronic storage or the disclosure is made through or by a remote computing service.” Id. at § 11-18-32(a)
(2024). Records related to confidential transactions will only be released through a written waiver. Id. at §
11-18-32(b).

1, at § 11-18-32(c).

50 14, at § 11-18-32(d).

31 38 R.1. Gen. Laws § 38-2-2(4) (2024).
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stated within the statute, the data from the interaction with Al may reveal the identity of “the
library user requesting, checking out, or using any library materials” and, thereby, should
be considered non-public records.*” By classifying library records as non-public records, the
statute further restricts public access through a Freedom of Information Act request.

South Carolina

In South Carolina, personally identifiable records related to circulation records, or
“all information which identifies the patrons borrowing particular books and other materials”
and registration records, or “any information which a library requires a patron to provide in
order to become eligible to borrow books and other materials,” are confidential. > Such con-
fidential information does not include “nonidentifying administrative and statistical reports
of registration and circulation.”**

Libraries may not disclose confidential patron records “except to persons acting within
the scope of their duties in the administration of the library or library system or persons
authorized by the library patron to inspect his records, or in accordance with proper judicial
order upon a finding that the disclosure of the records is necessary to protect public safety,
to prosecute a crime, or upon showing of good cause before the presiding Judge in a civil
matter.””* Libraries should evaluate their policies concerning data minimization. If South
Carolina libraries have such policies, they can minimize the potential effect that this provi-
sion may have on law enforcement going to libraries to request patron conversations with Al
chatbots or internet search queries.

Any person who is convicted of violating Section 60-40-10 will be fined no more than
five hundred dollars or imprisoned for no more than thirty days for a first offense, no more
than one thousand dollars or imprisoned for no more than sixty days for a second offense, and
fined no more than two thousand dollars or imprisoned for no more than ninety days for the

third or any subsequent offense.>*

South Dakota

Like its northern counterpart, South Dakota has a short library privacy law.*’ South
Dakota requires that all public library records containing “personally identifiable informa-
tion” remain confidential.”*® The statute defines personally identifiable as “any information
a library maintains that would identify a patron.”*** Courts have yet to provide case law on
the statute, so it is unclear how its minimal language would hold up in a scenario involving a
third-party Al company.

South Dakota allows disclosure if there is a court order or request from the parent of
a minor under 18.3¢° Library officers or employees maintaining a check out system do not
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53 §.C. Code Ann. § 60-4-20 (1985).
54 1d. at § 60-4-10.
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36 Id. at § 60-4-30.

57 §.D. Codified Laws § 14-2-51 (2024).
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violate the section.**' The statute does not include language pertaining to third-party con-
tractors, suggesting the legislature either did not consider third parties or intended to allow
records in the possession of third parties to be subject to disclosure. South Dakota’s law thus
presents a significant danger to patron privacy when involving a third party absent amend-
ment or guidance from courts.

Tennessee

Under Tennessee law, confidential library records are “document]s], record[s], or
other method([s] of storing information retained by a library that identif[y] a person as having
requested or obtained specific information or materials from such library.”*** Libraries or
librarians may disclose confidential library records with consent from the library patron, in
response to a court order, or when being used “to seek reimbursement for or return of lost,
stolen, misplaced or otherwise overdue library materials.”**’

In a nonbinding 1988 Tennessee Attorney General opinion, the Attorney General
found that the circulation procedure in which library patrons must sign a card that is put in the
book after it is returned is a form of disclosure prohibited under the statute.’* By examining
the card, anyone could discover who has requested or obtained information from that specific
book. As a result, this information qualifies as a protected library record.*®

Since this Attorney General opinion, there have been significant developments in
technology, most recently in the sector of artificial intelligence. Several states have adapted
their patron privacy laws to include computer use registries as part of confidential records.*
While computer use registries can generally be interpreted as a confidential record under
existing state patron privacy laws, states should consider including explicit language pertain-
ing to computer use to ensure utmost patron protection.

Texas

In Texas, a record that “identifies or serves to identify a person who requested,
obtained, or used a library material or service” is confidential and is excepted from the
requirements of the state’s “Right of Access to Certain Information” section unless it is dis-
closed (1) because “the library or library system determines that disclosure is reasonably nec-
essary for the operation of the library or library system and the record is not confidential

2367

under other state or federal law;”**” (2) under Section 552.023, which pertains to the special

right of access of confidential information by an authorized representative;**® or (3) to law
enforcement or a prosecutor at the presentation of a court order or subpoena.** The statute
provides a specific procedure for what law enforcement or a prosecutor must show a district
court in order to obtain a subpoena. This information includes “(A) disclosure of the record
is necessary to protect public safety; or (B) the record is evidence of an offense or constitutes
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33 Tenn. Code Ann. § 10-8-101(b) (2024).
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%% See Tex. Gov’t Code Ann. § 552.023 (2011).
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evidence that a particular person committed an offense.”” Instituting a specific procedure
places additional restrictions on law enforcement and prosecutors for obtaining a subpoena
and gives additional assurances to patrons about the confidentiality of their information. As is
generally the case with provisions with an explicit procedure for obtaining a judicial record,
libraries should evaluate their policies concerning data minimization. In doing so, libraries
can mitigate extremely broad law enforcement access to libraries to patron interactions with
artificial intelligence or internet search queries.

A nonbinding 2024 Texas Attorney General open letter ruling notes that “only names,
addresses, and other information specifically identifying library patrons may be withheld
under [the section of the Texas Code pertaining to the confidentiality of library records.]””
Patron interaction with Al and other newly developed technologies may also classify as “infor-
mation specifically identifying library patrons.” Despite this, however, this information is
not always within library control. This is particularly true if the technology with which the
patron is engaging is provided by an unregulated third party, such as an AI company. Texas,
notably, is one of four states that have signed state Al governance legislation.*”

Utah

In Utah, library records are “records of publicly funded libraries that when examined
alone or with other records identify a patron.””” Utah provides multiple ways to access library
records. As a private record,”* a library record may be disclosed upon request by the patron,
the parent or legal guardian of an unemancipated minor, the legal guardian of a legally inca-
pacitated individual, any other individual with a power of attorney or notarized release from
the patron.’” Additionally, library records can be accessed through court order or legislative
subpoena.’” The law requires the court to limit disclosure of records in order to protect
privacy interests.’”” The interests favoring access must be greater than or equal to the inter-
ests favoring privacy.378 These specific requirements for court order ensure law enforcement
does not abuse their request for information. Legislative subpoena is a special concern in the
current political climate where libraries have become a partisan battleground. Legislators
may infringe upon patron privacy by requiring disclosure of library records to advance their
own political agenda. Before releasing library records, Utah requires the governmental entity
to obtain evidence of the requester’s identity.379 Such a requirement ensures that records are
only released when given direct permission by the patron. Unlike other states, Utah also
allows library records to be disclosed for research purposes if the research cannot reasonably
be accomplished without disclosure and the value of the research is greater than or equal to

privacy.380

7 Tex. Gov’'t Code Ann. § 552.124(3) (2011).

! Texas Attorney General Open Records Letter Ruling, OR2024-24268 (July 12, 2024).
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Vermont

In Vermont, a library patron’s registration and transaction records are confidential.*®'

Within the statute, “registration records” are “library records that contain information a
library patron must provide in order to be eligible for borrowing privileges at the library.”**’
Similarly, “transaction records” are “library records that contain names or other personal
identifying information that discloses an individual’s activities within a library, including the
materials that have been viewed in print or electronic form, research questions posed, mate-
rials in any format that the patron has requested through interlibrary loan or has borrowed, or
any other library service or consultation that the person has requested.”*?

If Vermont libraries record and maintain data pertaining to patron interaction with Al,
cither on library computer terminals or on personal devices linked to library Wi-Fi, parties in
a litigation may argue that this documentation, if it contains personal identifying information,
classifies as “transaction records.” Despite this, however, this provision is not broad enough to
restrict the private Al companies from further disclosing this information, unless otherwise
negotiated in a contract between the company and the library.

Statistical records “pertaining to the patronage, circulation activities, and use of any
service or consultation the library provides” are not considered to be confidential information
for which disclosure is prohibited, unless they contain the names of patrons or other person-
ally identifiable information.*** Library officers, employees, and volunteers are not permitted
to disclose confidential information unless authorized by other provisions of law or (1) with
written permission of the library patron, (2) to officers, employees, volunteers, and agents of
the library as necessary for the operation of the library, (3) in response to the presentation of a
judicial order or warrant, (4) to parents or guardians of patrons under twelve years of age, or
(5) to the parents or guardians of a student, “in accordance with the federal Family Education
Rights and Privacy Act, by the library at the school the student attends.”** Notably, Vermont
gives aggrieved patrons a private right of action. Under the statute, any library patron whose
confidential patron information has been disclosed, unless permitted under the statute, may
bring a civil action against the library that disclosed the records.** This opportunity gives
patrons a role in the enforcement of their privacy rights.

Virginia

Virginia lacks a dedicated library patron privacy statute. Instead, patron protections
are included in a title of the Virginia Code pertaining to the administration of government.
Under this statute, “information contained in library records that can be used to identify (i)
both (a) any library patron who has borrowed or accessed material or resources from a library
and (b) the material or resources such patron borrowed or accessed or (ii) any library patron
under 18 years of age” must be redacted from public records.’®” In interpreting the statute as
written, it is likely to the library and library system’s benefit to have data minimization poli-
cies in order to prevent having this information from patron interaction with digital services,

1 Ve, Stat. Ann. tit. 22, § 172(a) (2025).

2 Ve, Stat. Ann. tit. 22, § 171(2) (2025).
3V, Stat. Ann. tit. 22, § 171(3) (2025).
#* Vt. Stat. Ann. tit. 22, § 172(c) (2025).

5 Vt. Stat. Ann. tit. 22, § 172(b) (2025).
¢ Vt. Stat. Ann. tit. 22, § 173 (2025).

%7 Va. Code Ann. § 2.2-3705.7(3) (2025).
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such as artificial intelligence programs, in the first instance. Access to a minor child’s records
“shall not be denied to the parent, including a noncustodial parent, or guardian of such library

388 . . s . 119 .
patron.””*® The express inclusion of a parent’s access to a minor child’s records may influence
a minor child’s trust in the library and may dissuade them from checking out books they
otherwise would.

Washington

Washington exempts disclosure of library records if the primary purpose of the
record is “to maintain control of library materials, or to gain access to information,” and the
record “discloses or could be used to disclose the identity of a library user.””® Washington is
unusual in that it acknowledges that some library records may have a different purpose than
above and thus may not be covered by the statute. Washington also does not specify how law
enforcement can access the records, making it difficult to determine when law enforcement
have stepped out of line. In State v. Hilton, the court ruled that the statute “does not create a
privilege, let alone a privilege exempt from judicial process,” relying on Brown from Iowa.’*
This shows that disclosure of library records is not prohibited when it involves judicial pro-
cess. Relying on the Constitution, Hilton court found that subpoena allows the disclosure of
library records.*

West Virginia

In West Virginia, “[c]irculation and similar records of any public library in this state
which identify the user of library materials are not public records but shall be confidential
and may not be disclosed[.]”**” Libraries may disclose confidential records to library staff “in
the ordinary course of business.” Library staff includes “paid employees and unpaid volun-
teers upon completing a written confidentiality agreement which shall prevent disclosure of
circulation records, personal information, and similar records of any public library except
to the extent allowed under [the statute] and obtaining written permission from the library
director of the library system wherein he or she will be working.”*” It is unclear whether this
provision extends to individuals or services contracted to work with the library, such as if a
library contracts with a specific service to provide a vetted artificial intelligence program to
their patrons. If this type of disclosure is permitted, the requirement of a written confidenti-
ality agreement may help mitigate privacy concerns. This statute also permits disclosure with
written consent from the affected patron or written consent from a minor patron’s parent or
guardian or when presented with a court order or subpoena.”* Disclosure, whether autho-
rized or unauthorized, does not destroy the confidentiality of the record.**

388 Id

% Wash. Rev. Code § 42.56.310 (2024).

%0 State v. Hilton, 261 P.3d 683, 694 (Wash. Ct. App. 2011) (citing Brown v. Johnston).
1

P2 W. Va. Code § 29-1-8c(j)(1) (2024).

3 1d. at § 29-1-8c(j)(1)(A).

P 1d. at § 29-1-8c(j)(1)(B)-(C).

% 1d. at § 29-1-8¢(§)(2).
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Wisconsin

Wisconsin provides extensive detail on what constitutes a library record and how it
can be disclosed.*® Library records of a public library system may not be disclosed if it indi-
cates “the identity of any individual who borrows or uses the library’s documents or other
materials, resources, or services.”” Including resources and services suggests that third-
party vendors’ services might fall under the patron protection statute. However, the statute
does not affirmatively include third-party contractors or vendors. In Wisconsin, a library
may disclose records in response to a court order, where a person is acting within the scope
of their duties in the administration of the library system, or where the person is authorized
by the patron to inspect such records.*” Custodial parents or guardians may also access “all
library records relating to the use of the library’s documents or other materials, resources, or

services,”?”’

potentially infringing on the child’s right to receive information.

Libraries may also disclose the patron’s identity to another library for interlibrary
loans.**° Such an exception may give access to third parties if the libraries rely on Al companies
or other third-party vendors to conduct interlibrary loans. Like other states, Wisconsin has
a way for law enforcement to bypass court order if it involves criminal conduct.*"!

this access is limited to conduct alleged to have occurred at a public library, and the library

However,

may only disclose records pertinent to the conduct produced by a surveillance device.*”” A
library may also disclose records from a surveillance device if it requests the assistance of a
law enforcement officer.**?

Finally, a library may provide information about delinquent accounts or the number

and type of overdue materials.*** This information is limited to the name, contact informa-

405

tion, and the amount owed.*”” Unlike other states with similar laws on delinquent accounts,

Wisconsin may report this information not only to a collection agency but also to law enforce-
ment, but only if the value of the delinquent account is at least fifty dollars.**

Wyoming

Wyoming has one of the simplest library privacy laws, listing library records among
other public records that the custodian may deny the right of inspection, unless provided

by law.*” The statute does not define what is considered “library patron transaction” and

»408

“registration records,™”" making it difficult to determine what is protected by the privacy

law. Vague language provides an opening for third parties to access patron records without
worrying about violating the statute. Unlike other states, Wyoming does not require that the
information has to be identifiable to the patron and does not include court order as a way to

6 Wis. Stat. § 43.30 (2024),

97 14, at § 43.30(1)(m).

398 Id

9 Wis. Stat. § 43.30(4) (2024),.
001, at § 43.30(2)-(3).

014, at § 43.30(5)(a).

402 Id

03 14 at § 43.30(5)(b).

04 14, at § 43.30(6)(a)(1)-(2).

5 Wis. Stat. § 43.30(6)(b) (2024).
496 14, at § 43.30(6)()(2).

7 Wyo. Stat. Ann. § 16-4-203 (2024).
05 10, at § 16-4-203(d)(ix).
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allow disclosure. Instead, disclosure is allowed when it is required for administration of the
library or requested by a custodial parent or guardian of his minor child.**” Not including
court order means that it is easier for libraries to check abuse by law enforcement, because
libraries can decide on their own, without relying on courts, whether to disclose records.
This discretion can be a disadvantage if there are laws such as the Patriot Act, which allowed

law enforcement to access the records without due process.*"”

Conclusion

Artificial intelligence has brought many benefits to libraries and their patrons, from
increasing productivity to improving services. However, Al has also revealed how existing
privacy laws are vulnerable to access by law enforcement and third parties. Forty-eight states
protect patron confidentiality through statutes, with most requiring a court order for disclo-
sure. While these statutes have been adequate before the digital age, advancing technology
means that they are no longer up to task when facing Al and third-party doctrine. The prac-
ticality and convenience of Al means that it is increasingly ubiquitous in our lives and that it
is harder to remove ourselves from its influence. Libraries have not been an exception to this
rule, with AT changing not only how libraries operate but transforming where their privacy
laws stand. This Memorandum is a starting point for organizations who are zealous about
helping libraries be proactive against the new challenges, allowing libraries to not only sur-
vive but thrive in the Al boom.

A formatted, state-by-state version is of this paper is available at https://www.
everylibraryinstitute. org/ state_level _library_patron_privacy_laws_ai
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The Politicization Antibody Effect: How
Community—Embedded Directors Can
Neutralize Library Politicization

JOHN MACK FREEMAN

ABSTRACT

National debates over book challenges and culture war politics often frame rural and
conservative communities as particularly likely sites of conflict with public libraries. Drawing
on constructivist grounded theory interviews with public library directors in the state of
Georgia, this article identifies a counterintuitive pattern: In some of these counties, directors
report relatively few formal challenges or overt politicization. The article argues that, under
specific conditions, these directors function as a “politicization antibody” for their communi-
ties: specifically, when a director is deeply embedded in a service area of roughly forty thou-
sand residents or fewer. In those settings, long-standing personal relationships with influen-
tial stakeholders can quietly resolve conflicts before they escalate into public controversies.
This informal protection has benefits for directors’ job embeddedness and retention, but it
also depends heavily on local political alignment and long tenure. Further, it can encourage
self-silencing and boundary blurring as directors adapt to the expectations of their political
environment. The article contrasts these cases with communities where the antibody effect is
absent, including rural systems led by nonlocal or newly appointed directors and larger urban
or suburban systems where the number of stakeholders makes this kind of personal mediation
infeasible. It concludes by outlining implications for local governance, state-level support, and
library advocacy organizations and policy networks that view quiet communities as evidence
of safety or stability.

Introduction

Public libraries have become increasingly visible sites of political conflict in the United
States, serving as targets of local culture war ire while also experiencing threats to federal
funding sources (American Library Association 2026; Benitez et al. 2025; Jensen n.d.; Trump
2025). National reporting and advocacy narratives often frame rural and politically conser-
vative communities as especially vulnerable to organized challenges and legislative interven-
tions. Demographically, many Georgia counties fit that profile: small populations, conser-
vative electorates, and close fiscal ties between county government and the public library.
Yet not all such communities experience the same degree of overt conflict. Some appear to
remain comparatively calm, reporting few formal challenges and limited public controversy
around library services.

The Political Librarian, vol. 9.1 (July 2026)
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This article examines that apparent calm as a substantive phenomenon rather than as
an absence of politicization. Drawing on a qualitative grounded theory study of public library
directors in Georgia, the analysis identifies a pattern in which some directors in small com-
munities function as a “politicization antibody.” Under particular conditions, these directors’
deep community embeddedness and strong identification with the director role allow them
to intercept, deflect, or quietly resolve conflicts before they become public disputes. At the
same time, this buffering role is contingent. It depends on local context, scale, and time, and
it imposes costs on the individuals who perform it.

The analysis proceeds in three steps. First, it introduces the concept of the politiciza-
tion antibody and describes the forms of community and role embeddedness through which
it operates, situating these findings in relation to job embeddedness theory. Second, it con-
siders cases where the antibody fails to emerge, including rural communities with new or
nonlocal directors and larger systems where politicization cannot be mediated through per-
sonal relationships alone. Third, it discusses implications for directors, boards and appointing
authorities, state libraries and systems, and advocacy organizations, with attention to bound-
ary work, succession, and the limits of relying on individual embeddedness as the primary
defense against politicization. The goal is not to idealize quiet communities for their lack of
overt politicization; rather, it is to make visible the governance work and personal strain that
often underlie an apparent absence of conflict.

Drawing on these cases, the article contributes to debates on public sector politici-
zation by (1) conceptualizing the ‘politicization antibody’ as a form of community and role
embeddedness; (2) specifying the scale and tenure conditions under which this buffering role
emerges; and (3) tracing the governance implications for boards, state agencies, and advocacy
organizations that currently depend on embedded directors as informal stabilizers.

Literature Review

Research on politicization' in public administration has shown that misalignment
between political leaders and career administrators can increase pressure on managers and
raise turnover intent. Politicization operates both through the broader political environment
and through internal organizational dynamics, reshaping expectations of what counts as
competent performance and the implications that has for who stays and who turns over (Ali
2018; Lewis 2003). In local government, relatively small groups of actors (elected officials,
organized interest groups, or mobilized users) can exert outsized influence on department
heads through targeted scrutiny, media attention, and board-level pressure, even when formal
structures remain unchanged. Turnover and retention among public managers thus reflect
not only individual preferences but also how their roles are embedded in local political and
governance arrangements. This maps closely onto how public library boards and directors
experience political pressure.

Within library and information science, recent work and advocacy reports have docu-
mented a sharp rise in challenges to library materials and programs, particularly those related
to LGBTQ+ users, race, and diversity initiatives. National groups have supplied templates,
talking points, and model policies that make it easier to translate broad culture war narra-
tives into specific demands on local boards and administrators (American Library Association

" For this study, politicization is defined as volatility introduced into an organization through rapid shifts in regu-
lation, funding, or oversight that stem from changes sought by political leaders that ultimately seek to place the
administrative functions of government at the direct control of political elements (Limbocker et al. 2022).
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2026; Benitez et al. 2025; Jensen n.d.; Mechan et al. 2023). These challenges frequently
target the technocratic dimensions of library work (e.g., collection development policies,
reconsideration procedures, and codes of conduct) as much as individual titles. Yet much of
this literature focuses on sites of visible conflict: systems experiencing waves of challenges or
high-profile legislative interventions. Communities that, on paper, appear vulnerable to polit-
icization but report few formal challenges are often treated as low-risk, with less attention to
the informal governance work that may sustain that quiet or to the emotional and political
costs borne by directors in doing so.

Many library directors have a low propensity for turnover, and their embeddedness in
the role can be a defining factor in their retention. Job embeddedness theory and related turn-
over research offer tools for understanding why public employees, including library direc-
tors, stay within or leave politicized environments. Job embeddedness emphasizes links, fit,
and sacrifice as key pull-to-stay forces that tie individuals to organizations and communities
(Mitchell et al. 2001). More recent emotional labor scholarship underscores that managers in
politicized settings also perform substantial relational and affective work that is rarely cap-
tured in formal job descriptions but can contribute to both embeddedness and strain (Gabriel
et al. 2023). What remains underexplored, however, is how these forms of community and
role embeddedness may function not only as retention mechanisms but also as informal buf-
fers against politicization in communities that otherwise appear demographically at risk. This
article addresses that gap by examining how long-tenured, locally rooted directors in small
Georgia counties operate as a “politicization antibody” and what opportunities and vulnera-
bilities accompany that role for local governance and policy design.

Study Context and Methods

This study was originally conducted as doctoral research through Valdosta State
University in a dissertation entitled “Retention in Increasingly Politicized Bureaucracies: A
Study of Public Library Directors in the State of Georgia.” This was a constructivist grounded
theory exploration of individuals employed as public library directors in Georgia between
2016 and 2023. Interviews were conducted between July and November 2024 (with approval
from the Valdosta State University IRB) with a semistructured set of questions related to
tenure in position, professional history, and views on current public library politicization. All
seventy-eight individuals who had been public library directors in the state of Georgia during
this period were invited to be interviewed; thirteen interviews were ultimately conducted
using a maximum-variation approach that captured a range of geography, system size, and
reported levels of politicization.

All interviews were transcribed and anonymized, with each participant receiving a
gender-neutral pseudonym. Interviews were coded using an iterative, constant comparison
approach consistent with constructivist grounded theory, with particular attention to themes
related to politicization, community relationships, and turnover intent (Charmaz 2014).
Coding proceeded until theoretical saturation was achieved and no substantially new themes
were emerging around politicization, retention, and community relationships; the politici-
zation antibody pattern discussed here was one of several categories generated through that
process. While the principal focus of the study was on retention and turnover of public library
directors, a corollary finding emerged regarding how some small communities experienced
no library politicization despite demographics and political leanings implying that the alter-
native would be true.
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Findings

Antibody Effect

The interviews indicated the existence of a politicization antibody effect (hereaf-
ter “antibody”). The antibody refers to a pattern in which a long-tenured, community-em-
bedded public library director acts as an informal buffer between the library and its political
environment. Through dense local relationships and accumulated trust, these directors inter-
cept, deflect, or quietly resolve potential conflicts before they become visible challenges or
public controversies.

The study suggests that the antibody is contingent rather than universal. It was most
evident where two conditions aligned: (1) a relatively small service population (below approx-
imately forty thousand individuals) with a limited and knowable set of influential stakeholders
(community embeddedness), and (2) a director who was either locally rooted or had accrued
at least five years of tenure with low turnover intent’ (role embeddedness). In those set-
tings, directors could build and maintain dense relational networks and draw on accumulated
trust to address emerging concerns informally. Where cither condition was absent, directors
described greater exposure to politicization pressures and less ability to intervene in conflicts
before they became public.

Community Embeddedness

Community embeddedness in this context refers to an individual’s connectedness and
attachment to the social web of their local community as it relates to the concept of relational
embeddedness (Gulati and Gargiulo 1999). Directors described a pattern of dense, overlap-
ping relationships in which the library director is firmly embedded in the local social fabric.
They sce residents at religious gatherings, school events, civic meetings, and local businesses;
they participate in festivals and fundraisers; they are known as neighbors and volunteers as
much as administrators. For these directors, strong ties and the relative absence of public
controversy translated into feeling valued and integral to local civic life. They were sought
out for advice by county officials, invited into local planning efforts, and publicly thanked
for the library’s contributions. One director in a small county described routine, informal
interactions with local officials:

They're friends, you know what I mean, or they have become
friends. I'll go up to the county court, I mean, up the county
offices. “Hey, [name], how you doing? Come on back.” You know
that kind of thing. The mayor brings his . . . or he doesn't as much
as he used to, but he used to bring his kids in once a week to the
library to check out books. (C. Frost, interview with author, July
29, 2024)

These kinds of interactions not only signal personal familiarity but also provide routine,
low-pressure opportunities to surface concerns and resolve minor issues before they escalate.

’ Turnover intent is a self-reported measure of the “conscious and deliberate willfulness to leave the organization”

(Matz et al. 2014, 234) or one’s current role within a measured time frame (typically 6—24 months), or a mea-
sure of the probability of leaving within that period (Sousa-Poza and Henneberger 2004, 116; Tett and Meyer
1993).
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In places like this, residents and officials often view controversy as something that happens
elsewhere. They are aware of national debates but see their own community as insulated
because they personally know the local players. That perception, combined with long-stand-
ing relationships, can blunt the urge to escalate concerns into formal complaints.

Role Embeddedness

Longer tenure begets longer tenure; directors who have been in their jobs for a long
time are more likely to have lower turnover intent and to remain in their current roles. These
individuals have role embeddedness: a strong personal identification with the position itself,
layered onto connections with the specific employer and community context. Over time,
directors come to see the role as an extension of their own identity and professional narra-
tive, as who they are as much as what they do. As one interview subject put it, “This is my
mission in life, and that’s to help others” (R. Blake, interview with author, October 9, 2024).
Additionally, familiarity with local procedures, long-refined routines, and accumulated tacit
knowledge make the day-to-day work easier to navigate, reducing cognitive strain and uncer-
tainty and making the position feel comparatively manageable, even under challenging exter-
nal conditions. Changing positions would require rebuilding this ease from the ground up:
learning new systems, norms, and relationships, and accepting a temporary loss of compe-
tence and status while doing so. Directors described this potential disruption as a significant
personal cost, involving not only the practical burdens of job transition but also the loss of a
role in which they feel competent, recognized, and at home.

Relationship to Job Embeddedness Theory

Job embeddedness theory (JET) offers a way to connect the low-conflict environments
described by some directors with their decisions to remain in positions where they function
as politicization antibodies. Rather than focusing solely on individual attitudes such as satisfac-
tion, JET emphasizes how links, fit, and perceived sacrifices tie workers to their organizations
and communities (Mitchell et al. 2001). Although JET was developed primarily to explain
individual voluntary turnover in organizational settings, its components are useful for under-
standing how directors weigh staying or leaving in politicized governance environments and
what that choice implies for ongoing organizational responses to politicization.

In the cases examined here, community embeddedness maps onto dense local links
and a strong sense of fit with the community, while role embeddedness reflects the perceived
sacrifice associated with leaving a position that has become central to one’s professional iden-
tity. This suggests that embeddedness in politicized environments is not simply a background
condition that reduces turnover. In low-conflict, high-trust communities, community and
role embeddedness reinforce each other, fostering a sense of being valued that supports long
tenure. Where those ties are weak, contested, or overshadowed by hostile local politics,
directors are more likely to treat their positions as precarious and to consider exit as a ratio-
nal response to sustained or anticipated conflict, as the contrasting cases in the next section
illustrate.

When Antibodies Fail

The dynamics described above were not present in all communities in the study.
Examining cases where the politicization antibody failed to form is essential both for analytic
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balance and for clarifying the conditions under which community embeddedness can and
cannot buffer public libraries from politicization.

The antibody is not dependent on community characteristics alone. Several directors
worked in counties that closely resembled the small communities described earlier: low pop-
ulations, conservative electorates, and close formal ties between county governance and the
library. However, these directors were ecither relatively new to their positions, not local to the
area, or both. They had not yet developed dense relational networks with local power brokers,
and they lacked the accumulated history that underpins the perception of being “one of us.”
In these settings, the informal pathways that allowed embedded directors to address concerns
quietly were largely absent, and conflicts were thus more likely to appear in the formal arena.
Complaints were more likely to surface directly in board meetings or through formal chan-
nels, and directors reported feeling exposed when controversies arose because they did not
yet know which allies they could rely on or how far their informal influence extended.

Alternatively, urban and suburban directors faced a different constraint. Some had sub-
stantial tenure or local roots, but the scale and complexity of their environments made inten-
sive personal mediation infeasible. Larger jurisdictions encompassed multiple municipalities,
school systems, and community organizations, alongside a wider range of organized interest
groups. Directors in these systems could cultivate strong relationships with some stakehold-
ers, but they could not realistically maintain close ties with all significant actors. Politicization
pressures were more likely to emerge through public campaigns, media coverage, or coordi-
nated social media efforts that could not be defused through a phone call or hallway conversa-
tion. Even when directors were well embedded in particular neighborhoods or networks, that
embeddedness did not translate into a systemwide antibody effect.

Across these contrasting cases, the findings reinforce that the antibody depends on
both scale and time: a small, knowable stakeholder environment and a director with suffi-
cient tenure to build deep relational capital. New or nonlocal directors have not yet built
the ties that could function as an antibody, and urban or suburban directors, regardless of
tenure, operate at a scale where those ties cannot encompass the full stakeholder environ-
ment. In these contexts, politicization is more likely to manifest as visible conflict (e.g., public
challenges, board meeting confrontations), and directors report higher levels of stress and a
greater orientation toward potential exit.

Discussion

Boundaries and Self-Silencing

Taken together, these findings suggest that the same embeddedness that enables direc-
tors to function as politicization antibodies also imposes specific forms of boundary work and
self-silencing. While community and role embeddedness provide significant advantages, they
also create pressures and potential costs. Directors must constantly navigate a dual role as
both community members and professional leaders. Their personal beliefs may not align with
the dominant political or religious views of their community, yet they are expected to manage
the library in ways that fit local norms and expectations.
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Some directors described consciously setting aside their own views in order to operate
effectively within their political environment. One director noted that the local political cli-
mate is a key factor in deciding where to work:

I look more at what is happening in my local politics. Who is
clected? What are their beliefs? Because I have seen that all it takes
is one change there for your entire outlook, your beliefs, and your
visions to be challenged. It is our local politics who appoint our
library board members. And when that's good, that's good, but
when challenges arise there that can be an incredibly stressful and
... life-changing moment. (B. Humphrey, interview with author,

October 15, 2024)

In these environments, directors often feel responsible for maintaining equilibrium
between local power holders and the broader professional standards of librarianship. That
boundary work can include quiet self-censorship, strategic framing of issues, or deliberate
avoidance of certain public statements, all in service of preserving overall support for the
library. This balancing act is a form of emotional labor that can have consequences for both
work effectiveness and personal health (Gabriel et al. 2023). The same relationships that cush-
ion against overt politicization can also make it difficult for directors to voice dissent or push
for changes that they believe are professionally necessary but locally unpopular.

Recognizing the politicization antibody as a distinct pattern also has implications for
how directors understand and narrate their own work. Naming the role (being able to say,
in effect, “I am functioning as an antibody, and this has costs”) can make invisible labor more
legible within local governance conversations and professional networks. It can also provide
a basis for boundary-setting and succession planning. Directors who see themselves in this
description can begin to ask what supports they require to continue in the role sustainably and
what will happen to the library when they retire or leave. Framing these questions explicitly
may help shift expectations away from individual sacrifice as the primary defense against
politicization and toward more shared, structural forms of support.

It is also important to note that low-conflict communities do not necessarily mean the
library has achieved equity for all potential users. In relatively homogeneous communities
where directors and key stakeholders share similar social backgrounds and political orien-
tations, embeddedness may dampen overt conflict by leaving some users’ concerns unheard
or by discouraging dissent from staff who do not share local norms, particularly those from
marginalized communities (e.g., LGBTQ+ teens, racial or ethnic minorities, or recent immi-
grants). This article focuses on directors’ perspectives; future research that incorporates
staff and user voices is needed to assess how the benefits and burdens of the antibody are
distributed.

Embeddedness can therefore be seen as both protective and constraining. It supports
the library’s stability and shields staff and users from some direct conflict, but it can also place
significant emotional and political strain on directors who must continually reconcile their
personal and professional commitments with the expectations of local leaders and community
members.
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Boards and Appointing Authorities

Routine governance decisions (e.g., replacing a director, restructuring a board, altering
appointment patterns) can have unanticipated effects on the library’s vulnerability to politici-
zation. A board or local authority that moves quickly to refresh leadership at the director or
board level may inadvertently remove or weaken the very antibody that has kept controversy
at bay.

These dynamics pose a difficult question for boards and appointing authorities: Should
they explicitly value deep local embeddedness when hiring and evaluating directors, or does
that reliance create its own risks? On one hand, the findings suggest that local roots and
long tenure can equip directors with the relationships and tacit knowledge needed to manage
conflict effectively and maintain broad-based support for the library. On the other hand,
overreliance on a single, highly embedded individual can create a governance vulnerability.

The evolving nature of library boards intensifies this dilemma. Historically, many local
boards operated in low-conflict environments, focusing on budgets, facilities, and basic ser-
vice oversight. Appointments could be made with limited attention to ideological alignment
or capacity to navigate politicized disputes. As libraries have become more visible in wider
culture war conflicts, board roles have shifted. Trustees are now expected to respond to chal-
lenges, interpret legal guidance, and make decisions that carry symbolic and political weight.
Based on the patterns observed in this study, appointing authorities who continue to treat
board seats as largely apolitical or honorary positions may be unprepared for the governance
demands that accompany politicization.

Elected officials face a similar tension. Public libraries typically represent a very small
share of local budgets, and it can be tempting for officials to treat them as low-salience policy
arenas. The findings suggest that such approaches can be shortsighted. Decisions about direc-
tor appointments, board membership, and public positioning on library issues can either rein-
force existing informal antibodies or dismantle them. A more nuanced understanding from
elected officials would recognize both the limited fiscal footprint of libraries and their some-
times disproportionate role in local cultural life.

For boards and appointing authorities, the practical implication is to treat embed-
dedness as a factor to be recognized and managed, not just celebrated or ignored. This may
include deliberate succession planning for highly embedded directors, attention to how board
appointment practices affect the library’s informal conflict-management capacity, and explicit
discussion of the trade-offs involved in prioritizing local rootedness versus bringing in exter-
nal candidates. It further implies the need for more structured support of newer directors
as they build community embeddedness. Governance training that frames politicization as a
shared responsibility of boards and elected officials would better align local practice with the
evolving political environment.

State Libraries

The politicization antibody also has implications for the work of state libraries. State-
level actors are well positioned to develop monitoring, support, and research strategies that
are sensitive to local context while still identifying patterns that warrant attention.

From a monitoring and early-warning perspective, state libraries can treat “quiet” and
“noisy” counties as signals to be interpreted rather than as simple performance indicators.
Low numbers of formal challenges may reflect an effective politicization antibody, but they
may also reflect underreporting, informal pressure, or local norms that discourage formal
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complaint processes. Conversely, a sudden spike in challenges or director turnover may indi-
cate the erosion of an existing antibody or the introduction of new political actors or issues.
Rather than imposing uniform thresholds, state libraries can use a combination of indicators
to identify libraries where targeted support might be warranted. Crucially, this monitor-
ing should be informed by local knowledge gathered from regional consultants and system
directors.

New or nonlocal directors in small counties may benefit from help building the kinds
of relationships that underpin community embeddedness: introductions to county officials,
guidance on local political calendars and decision points, and opportunities to learn from
peers in similarly situated jurisdictions. Directors in larger urban or suburban systems, by
contrast, may need tools for managing politicization at scale where no single individual can
function as an antibody for the entire system. State libraries can also provide confidential
spaces for directors to discuss boundary work and self-silencing, including the limits of these
strategies and when it is appropriate to seck state-level support or intervention. Such efforts
are more likely to be effective if they explicitly acknowledge the unevenness of politicization
across a state: Some directors will be acting as antibodies in relatively low-conflict environ-
ments; others will be working in settings where conflict is overt and continuous; still others
may be in transition between the two.

In sum, the role of state libraries is not to attempt replication of the antibody at a larger
scale. Rather, it is to recognize where local antibodies are operating; where they are absent or
fragile; and how support, training, and research can be aligned with the specific configura-
tions of community and role embeddedness present in different parts of the state.

Advocacy Organizations, National and Local

The politicization antibody has implications beyond local governance for how advocacy
organizations and professional networks conceptualize and support nonpoliticized communi-
ties. At the national level, advocacy groups can recognize that long-tenured, locally embed-
ded directors in small counties often function as active buffers, not simply as administrators
in low-risk environments. In addition to high-visibility campaigns in crisis settings, these
organizations can offer low-profile support to antibody directors who deliberately keep con-
flict off the public stage: confidential strategy consultations, sample talking points for quiet
conversations with officials, and legal or policy guidance that can be deployed informally.
Centering anonymized antibody narratives alongside more dramatic conflict cases in reports
and trainings can also help external stakeholders understand that an absence of formal chal-
lenges may reflect sustained, invisible work rather than a genuine absence of politicization.

State-level organizations can use their broader vantage point to scale these insights to
different local configurations. Data on director tenure, local origin, challenge patterns, and
turnover can be used to anticipate the loss or erosion of antibodies (e.g., pending retirements
in libraries with long-tenured directors) and to prioritize transition support and trustee edu-
cation in those settings.

Finally, individual staff and local allies play a role in making the antibody effect more
sustainable. Within libraries, staff can help spread the buffering function by cultivating rela-
tionships with users, educators, community leaders, and civic organizations, so that the capac-
ity to defuse emerging conflicts is not located solely in the director’s person. Staff and local
partners can also act as an early warning system when embedded directors appear strained,
face sustained pressure, or signal an intention to leave, quietly surfacing concerns to system



The Politicization Antibody Effect 91

leaders or state-level contacts. In doing so, they help ensure that support and planning occur
before a local politicization antibody fails entirely.

Limitations and Future Research

This study has several limitations that shape the scope of its claims. First, the findings
are based on a qualitative design focused on a single US state. The interview-based approach
was appropriate for identifying and describing the antibody as an emergent pattern, but it does
not support strong causal claims or statistical generalization about all public libraries. State-
specific factors may influence how community and role embeddedness operate and how polit-
icization pressures manifest. The antibody described here should therefore be understood as
analytically suggestive rather than universally representative.

Second, the communities in which the antibody effect was most visible tended to be
small, with relatively homogeneous staff and long employee tenures. These characteristics are
themselves part of the embeddedness story, but they also limit the diversity of perspectives
captured in the data. Directors in such settings often supervise staff who share similar social
backgrounds, political orientations, or long-standing community ties. Larger and more het-
erogencous systems, with more frequent staff turnover and more varied internal views, may
experience politicization and embeddedness dynamics differently. The present study centers
the perspective of directors; it does not systematically include staff-level or user perspectives
on how these dynamics are experienced throughout the organization. Accordingly, the gov-
ernance and policy recommendations offered here should be read as grounded in the specific
patterns observed in Georgia rather than as universal prescriptions.

Future research could extend this work in several ways. A multistate qualitative study
of public library directors, including both small and large systems across different regions,
would help assess whether the antibody appears under similar conditions elsewhere in the
United States or whether it is tightly bound to specific institutional and political contexts.
Comparative designs that pair interview data with basic descriptive statistics on director
tenure, local origin, staff composition, and challenge activity could deepen understanding
of how embeddedness, politicization, and turnover interact over time. Finally, incorporating
staff and trustee perspectives would illuminate how the burdens and benefits of the antibody
effect are distributed within organizations and governance structures, informing more realis-
tic policy and governance designs for libraries under political pressure.

Conclusion

This study has argued that in some small, politically conservative communities,
long-tenured and locally embedded public library directors function as a politicization anti-
body. Where community embeddedness and role embeddedness intersect in specific ways,
directors draw on dense local ties and strong identification with their positions to manage
potential conflicts informally. Concerns that might escalate into formal challenges elsewhere
are instead addressed through conversations with community leaders and longtime users. In
these settings, embeddedness stabilizes leadership, protects staff and users from some of the
most acute forms of politicization, and contributes to directors’ decisions to remain in their
roles.

At the same time, the antibody is neither universal nor costless. It depends on both
scale and time. New or nonlocal directors in small counties lack the relational capital that
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underpins the antibody. Directors in urban and suburban systems cannot feasibly maintain
the breadth of personal relationships that would be required to mediate conflict at the system
level. Even where the antibody is present, it relies on boundary work and self-silencing
that can strain directors’ well-being and narrow the perceived options available to them.
Embeddedness is thus protective and constraining. It shields libraries from visible politiciza-
tion while increasing the emotional and political burdens borne by individual directors.

These dynamics have implications for how governance and professional networks
respond to politicization. For boards and appointing authorities, embeddedness should be
treated as a factor to be managed rather than as an unqualified asset. Succession planning for
highly embedded directors, trustee education on politicization, and more deliberate support
for new leaders in small counties can help avoid abrupt losses of local antibodies. State librar-
ies and systems can use their broader vantage point to monitor where antibodies are operating
or eroding, and to tailor training and technical assistance to different local configurations
rather than assuming a single best practice model. Advocacy organizations at the state and
national levels can recognize antibody directors as active buffers, offer low-profile support for
their work, and help prepare communities for leadership transitions in places where a single
individual has long played this role.

Finally, naming the politicization antibody offers directors and their allies a way to
describe and interrogate work that is often invisible. It provides language for acknowledging
that keeping the peace in a politicized environment is not simply a matter of personal style but
rather a form of governance that draws on and reshapes community and role embeddedness.
Recognizing this pattern opens space for more realistic expectations about what individual
directors can sustain and for broader, shared approaches to supporting public libraries under
political pressure. Further research across additional states and organizational contexts can
test the boundaries of the antibody effect and explore how its benefits and burdens are distrib-
uted within library organizations and their governing structures.

References

Ali, Susannah B. 2018. “Is All Turnover Intent the Same? Exploring Future Job Preference and
Environmental Considerations.” Public Management Review 20 (12): 1768—89. https://doi.
org/10.1080/14719037.2017.1417464.

American Library Association. 2026. “Censorship by the Numbers: Banned Books Data.”
Accessed May 8, 2026. https://www.ala.org/advocacy/bbooks/book-ban-data.

Benitez, Laura, Madison Markham, and Kasey Mechan. 2025. The Bills Igniting Book Bans:
Evolving State Legislative Efforts to Censor Public School Libraries. PEN America, December
18. https://pen.org/report/the-bills-igniting-book-bans/.

Charmaz, Kathy. 2014. Constructing Grounded Theory. 2nd ed. SAGE.

Gabriel, Allison S., James M. Diefendorff, and Alicia A. Grandey. 2023. “The Acceleration
of Emotional Labor Resecarch: Navigating the Past and Steering Toward the Future.”
Personnel Psychology 76 (2): 511—45. https: //doi.org/lo. 1111/peps.12576.

Jensen, Kelly. n.d. Author profile. Book Riot. Accessed May 8, 2026. https://bookriot.com/
author/kellyjensen/.

Lewis, David E. 2003. Presidents and the Politics of Agency Design: Political Insulation in the United
States Government Bureaucracy, 1946—1997. Stanford University Press.


https://doi.org/10.1080/14719037.2017.1417464
https://doi.org/10.1080/14719037.2017.1417464
https://www.ala.org/advocacy/bbooks/book-ban-data
https://pen.org/report/the-bills-igniting-book-bans/
https://doi.org/10.1111/peps.12576
https://bookriot.com/author/kellyjensen/
https://bookriot.com/author/kellyjensen/

The Politicization Antibody Effect 93

Limbocker, Scott, Mark D. Richardson, and Jennifer L. Selin. 2022. “The Politicization
Conversation: A Call to Better Define and Measure the Concept.” Presidential Studies
Quarterly 52 (1): 10—-37. https://doi.org/10.1111/psq.12767.

Matz, Adam K., Youngki Woo, and Bitna Kim. 2014. “A Meta-Analysis of the Correlates of
Turnover Intent in Criminal Justice Organizations: Does Agency Type Matter?” Journal of
Criminal Justice 42 (3): 233—43. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jcrimjus.2014.02.004.

Mechan, Kasey, Jonathan Friedman, Sabrina Baéta, and Tasslyn Magnusson. 2023. School
Book Bans: The Mounting Pressure to Censor. PEN America, September 1. https://pen.org/
report/book-bans-pressure-to-censor/.

Mitchell, Terence R., Brooks C. Holtom, Thomas W. Lee, Chris J. Sablynski, and Miriam
Erez. 2001. “Why People Stay: Using Job Embeddedness to Predict Voluntary Turnover.”
Academy of Management Journal 44 (6): 110221 https://doi.org/10.5465/3069391.

Sousa-Poza, Alfonso, and Fred Henneberger. 2004. “Analyzing Job Mobility with Job
Turnover Intentions: An International Comparative Study.” Journal of Economic Issues 38
(1), 113—37. https://doi.org/10.1080/00213624.2004.11506667.

Tett, Robert P., and John P. Meyer. 1993. “Job Satisfaction, Organizational Commitment,
Turnover Intention, and Turnover: Path Analyses Based on Meta-Analytic Findings.”
Personnel Psychology 46 (2): 259-93. https://doi.org/10.1111/§.1744-6570.1993.
th00874 .x.

Trump, Donald J. 2025. “Continuing the Reduction of the Federal Bureaucracy”
(Executive Order 14238). Federal Register, March 20. https://www.federalregister.
gov/documents/2025/03/20/2025-04868/continuing-the-reduction-of-the-federal-
burcaucracy.

About the Author

John Mack Freeman, DPA, MLIS (he/him) is the assistant dean for interdisciplinary initiatives, direc-
tor of Clough Undergraduate Learning Commons, and head of public services librarian at the Georgia
Institute of Technology. He was the 2026 president of the Georgia First Amendment Foundation and
the 2024 president of the Georgia Library Association. His research interests include the politiciza-
tion of US libraries, service improvements in high volume libraries, intellectual freedom, and open

government.


https://doi.org/10.1111/psq.12767
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jcrimjus.2014.02.004
https://pen.org/report/book-bans-pressure-to-censor/
https://pen.org/report/book-bans-pressure-to-censor/
https://doi.org/10.5465/3069391
https://doi.org/10.1080/00213624.2004.11506667
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1744-6570.1993.tb00874.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1744-6570.1993.tb00874.x
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2025/03/20/2025-04868/continuing-the-reduction-of-the-federal-bureaucracy
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2025/03/20/2025-04868/continuing-the-reduction-of-the-federal-bureaucracy
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2025/03/20/2025-04868/continuing-the-reduction-of-the-federal-bureaucracy

Not Defeated, or Attacks on Literacy
Are Attacks on Liberty: Identifying and
Confronting the Political, Legal, and
Technological Changes Promoting and
Sustaining the Censorship Movement

PAUL T. JAEGER

ABSTRACT

As the energized, closely coordinated, and politically empowered censorship move-
ment continues to grind across the United States, education, knowledge, memory, and cul-
tural heritage institutions are confronting different challenges from it. Public libraries face
book bans; schools have their curricula altered; museum exhibits are censored; public media
is defunded. A series of legal, political, and technological changes has increased the power of
this censorship movement. While the parallel attacks on education, knowledge, memory, and
cultural heritage institutions focus on different functions of these institutions, they are uni-
fied by goals of erasing the representation of marginalized populations and undermining the
literacy of the general population. This article attempts to identify and explore unities within
the facets and actions of the censorship movement as a means to better understand their goals
and tactics, as well as ways to respond effectively.

Introduction

Given the swift and wide-ranging successes of the censorship movement currently
reshaping the contents of library collections and events, museum content, gallery exhibitions,
school curricula, public media, and government websites, it can seem as if it appeared from
nowhere during the pandemic to relentlessly consume the presence and representations of
marginalized populations across the US. However, an interrelated series of technological,
legal, and political changes has enhanced the ferocity and the scope of the movement.

This movement is focused on eliminating representations and perspectives of certain
populations, as well as the institutions that provide access to these representations and per-
spectives (Jaeger 2026). The movement does not care one iota what the institution calls itself.
Education, knowledge, memory, and cultural heritage institutions all share significant com-
monalities in their missions. In the current political context, libraries, museums, schools,
archives, public media, and galleries are practically indistinguishable to those working to
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censor and erase cultures. Their differences in the materials they provide access to and the
educational activities they offer are irrelevant to those who seek to holistically prevent access
and education.

The marginalized populations being targeted include Black, Indigenous, and people
of color (BIPOC); lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer, intersex, asexual, and beyond
(LGBTQIA+); disabled; immigrant; and Jewish populations (Jaeger 2025a; Jaeger et al.
2023a; Jaeger et al. 2023b; Padron et al. 2025). The censorship movement wishes to rob
those who are marginalized of their voices and their ability to participate in society, with the
goal of ensuring that these perspectives are driven from the general culture. The changes that
have expanded the inclusion and rights of marginalized populations are viewed by the Trump
administration and the censorship movement as having robbed them of their rightful domi-
nance over culture (Stanley 2018, 2024).

Simultaneously targeting education, knowledge, memory, and cultural heritage insti-
tutions at local, state, and national levels has thus far proven a distressingly effective method
for achieving their goals of widespread censorship. While BIPOC and LGBTQIA+ com-
munities have thus faced the most prominent efforts, the movement secks to erase all the
groups they fear and prevent others from learning about them as well. Ultimately, they seck
to make marginalized populations—even the largest marginalized populations—disappear
while trying to ensure that people do not even realize that any population has been erased
(Jaeger 2026). Thus far, public libraries and public schools have received the greatest amount
of attention from the censorship movement. What is happening to these libraries and schools
will continue to spread inexorably to all these other kinds of education, knowledge, memory,
and cultural heritage institutions if the censorship movement continues unabated.

All these institutions, from the Public Broadcasting System (PBS) and the Smithsonian
at the national level to the smallest local public libraries and public schools, are equally vul-
nerable to being targeted by the censorship movement. Recognizing the commonalities in
the threats to all education, knowledge, memory, and cultural heritage institutions has the
potential to help these institutions work collectively to craft responses and narratives and to
close the menacing, gaping vulnerabilities they face from these movements.

Under Many Pressures

Pinpointing a single specific starting point for such a large movement is likely impossi-
ble, but the series of changes that coalesced to create unprecedented pressures on education,
knowledge, memory, and cultural heritage institutions can be explored in related categories.
It is also important to note that these specific legal, political, and technological changes have
occurred within a general environment that has been far more receptive to and supportive of
disinformation and far more resistant to the idea of education and authority (Jaeger 2025a,
2025b, 2026). The upsets of the pandemic and the proliferation of medical disinformation—
often propagated by the first Trump administration—have exacerbated the impacts of these
legal, policy, and technological changes. When the sitting vice president of the United States
asserts that “universities are the enemy” (Svrluga et al. 2024, A6), it is much easier to use the
forces of law and politics to drastically alter school curricula, library collections, museum
exhibitions, and public media programming.
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a. Social Media and the Presence of Marginalized Populations

One of the largest drivers of the censorship movement is the increase in the availability
and accessibility of materials representing marginalized populations. The recent explosion
of censorship is, ironically enough, heavily fueled by the efforts of publishers to create more
books that represent the lives and stories of marginalized communities that have long been
underrepresented in publishing (Nyby and Ellis 2023). As libraries have increased their col-
lections of works by LGBTQIA+ and BIPOC authors to better serve their patrons and to
better represent their communities, the likelihood of censors encountering books about mar-
ginalized populations has skyrocketed (Ishizuka 2018; Jefferson and Dziedzic-Elliot 2023;
Knox 2026).

The presence of books representing the lives of marginalized populations in library
collections makes not only the books themselves but also the library as an institution inev-
itable targets for those promoting cultural erasure (Engstrém et al. 2024; Knox 2026).
Public schools also began to change their curricula in reaction to the Black Lives Matter
(BLM) movement to teach a more inclusive version of US culture and history, which provided
another avenue by which the lives of marginalized populations were brought to the attention
of those who fear them, particularly during the period of pandemic-induced homeschooling,
when many parents witnessed the learning experiences of their children.

The need to better represent populations previously neglected by publishers was also
reflected in changes to curricula at all levels of education and in the stories told through
museum displays and collections. These activities have been packaged by censors under the
meaningless catchall term of diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI). By demonizing the idea
of DEI, the censors can justify erasing the populations whose presence has been increasing in
public contexts. At the federal level, the second Trump administration has used fear of DEI to
alter the programming of the Kennedy Center for the Arts in 2025, dissolve the President’s
Commission on the Arts and Humanities, eviscerate the National Endowment for the Arts
(NEA) and the National Endowment for the Humanities (NEH), sideline the Commission on
Fine Arts, and require White House approval of guidelines, plans for future work, and con-
tent of current exhibitions at the Smithsonian Institution museums (Kennicott 2025a, C1-3;
Kennicott 2025b, E1, E7-8; Kingsberry 2025, E2—3; Smee 2025, E1, E16—18). The second
Trump administration has not only tried to purge government agencies of what it calls DEI
programs and the people involved in them, but has also promised to create a restitution fund
for people claiming to have been harmed by DEI programs (Bendavid and Wootson 2025,
Al, AS).

The increased presence of books, exhibitions, and lessons from marginalized perspec-
tives and representing marginalized lives in library collections, museums, and school curric-
ula has also occurred in conjunction with social media making the lives and activities of mar-
ginalized populations far more visible and well known to others. In 2022, former President
Barack Obama explained this growing anger at people with different beliefs: “Forty years ago,
if you were a conservative in rural Texas, you weren’t necessarily offended by what was going
on in San Francisco’s Castro District, because you didn’t know what was going on” (quoted in
McQuade 2025, 8). Now, being able to instantly view the experiences of previously margin-
alized populations through social media makes those lives “a direct affront to their traditions,
their belief systems, their place in society” to people who had never previously thought about
the experiences of marginalized peoples (quoted in McQuade 2025, 8).
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This ability to encounter marginalized lives and experiences through social media plays
no small part in the legislative efforts in many places to limit social media use by minors.
Nationalist politicians have turned this greater awareness of marginalized lives into a very
successful fear-based narrative to justify their statements and policies. BIPOC, LGBTQIA+,
immigrants, non-Christians, and disabled people are thus turned into “an existential threat”
whose goal is “to deny America as a Christian nation, deprecate America as a White nation”
(Muirhead and Rosenblum 2019).

b. Astroturfing, Censorship Scripts, and Online Erasure Academies

Recent revolutions in technology have also made it possible for astroturf organizations
to create limitless fake grassroots movements in communities across the nation. Most of the
current censorship actions are taken by organized groups, primarily formed since 2021, that
exist to use social media to spread claims about what should be censored and connect those
calls for censorship to local and state legislators (Friedman 2022; Weber 2023). These groups
are established to falsely appear to be local organizations, a tactic known as “astroturfing” in
contrast to a true grassroots movement (Stewart 2025). Rather than a group of community
residents organically joining together in the classic grassroots sense, astroturf organizations
are leadership-driven national groups using faux grassroots aesthetics to prompt individu-
als to participate in preplanned, coordinated actions. No Left Turn in Education, Parents
Defending Education, and, most successfully, Moms for Liberty, are astroturf organizations
that have driven the censorship movement (Bader 2021; Stewart 2025; Stroshane 2022).
Moms for Liberty officially claims to have been founded by three typical concerned mothers.
However, all were politically connected and active before starting the group; one of those
everyday mothers is married to the former chair of the Republican Party of Florida (Knowles
and Natanson 2023; Stewart 2025).

The enormous expansion of censorship in recent years has been built through these
astroturf organizations. The ALA notes that before the rise of the current censorship move-
ment, “the vast majority of challenges to library books and resources were brought by a single
parent who sought to remove or restrict access to a book their child was reading” (2026, par.
5). Now, the calls for censorship are “evidence of a well-organized movement, the goals of
which include removing books about race, history, gender identity, sexuality, and reproduc-
tive health from America’s public and school libraries” (American Library Association 2026,
par. 5). Another innovation driven by the astroturf organizations has been moving the focus of
censorship efforts from a single book to an entire set of books. By 2022, 90 percent of censor-
ship efforts included multiple books, and 40 percent included more than one hundred books
(McArdle 2023). As a result of such organizations and the trainings, PEN America summa-
rizes that this censorship movement “seeks to impose restrictions on all students and families
based on the preferences of a few parents or community members” and “is an organized effort
by advocacy groups and state politicians with the ultimate intention of limiting access to cer-
tain stories, perspectives, and information” (Meehan et al. 2023, par. 1).

Since 2020, the censorship movement has developed a sophisticated playbook for local
discussions of books. The move to censor materials in a school or library often begins with
irate speakers at public meetings or hearings of the public library board of trustees or the
school board (Friedman 2022). Using signs or props—such as a quote from a book out of
context on a sign or an enlarged image from the book itself—targeted titles are included in
a larger set of angry accusations against specific marginalized populations and the institution
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that supports them. Pro-censorship speakers delegitimize the expertise of teachers, librari-
ans, and the public school as an institution, while also arguing that the BIPOC or LGBTQIA+
perspectives represent a danger to children (Bowman and Spiering 2026). A dramatic reading
of a small passage from the book, entirely out of context and designed to give the wrong
impression, usually completes the performance (Jennings-Roche 2023).

The lines of attack and talking points are often provided by the astroturf organizations
(Stewart 2025). Those advocating for censorship are guided to hold public protests in front
of the school or library, encourage local media to provide news coverage of the protests, and
push the narrative of the threats posed by the book on social media platforms and on local
websites.

Not only do these astroturf organizations provide a preexisting framework to plug out-
rage into, but censors can also take online training courses to be more effective super-censors
(Stewart 2025). Some enthusiastic censors pledge to use what they learn from these training
courses to challenge at least one book a week; even being publicly proved wrong about the
content of a book does not deter further attempts to have books banned (Natanson 2022;
Natanson 2023). While these tactics have primarily been used in the context of libraries and
schools thus far, there is no reason to expect they will not be translated into similar attacks on
institutions like museums and galleries.

c. Supreme Court Decisions and Project 2025

Another set of changes that are greatly assisting the censorship movement are the
massive alterations of law and policy resulting from recent Supreme Court decisions and
the Project 2025 policy blueprint. The most relevant legal changes fueling the censorship
movement begin with the Supreme Court’s 2010 decision in Citizens United v. Federal Election
Commission. The holding removed all limitations on campaign contributions, claiming that
spending money was a form of freedom of expression.

The result has given the wealthy infinite ability to try to sway elections. Elon Musk—
the world’s richest man and owner of SpaceX, Tesla, and X, among other things—spent about
$300 million of his own money toward supporting Trump’s reelection campaign (Schouten et
al. 2024). Musk genuinely seems to agree with Trump on most issues, but he was also likely
ensuring that extremely lucrative contracts held by his companies with the federal govern-
ment would continue. Simultancously, the billionaire owners of major technology companies
curtailed fact-checking activities in their corporations and donated many millions of dollars
to Trump’s reelection campaign and inaugural fund, including the leaders of Amazon, Meta,
and OpenAl (Folkenflik 2025; Mullin 2025; Passantino 2024; Isaac and Schleifer 2025; Slisco
2024). Even the astroturf groups that are so central to censorship and erasure at the local level
are funded primarily by the billionaire families that own several major American corporate
entities (Stewart 2025).

Along with allowing a small number of the hyperwealthy elite to underwrite the cen-
sorship movement, the Supreme Court also handed them a permission slip for their censoring
and erasing. By ending affirmative action in higher education admissions in its 2023 decision,
Studentsjbr Fair Admissions, Inc. v. President and Fellows quarvard College, the Supreme Court
gave legal backing to the campaign to end anything that could be labeled DEI. By the end
of the 2023—2024 academic year, more than fifty major public colleges and universities had
discontinued hundreds of race-conscious scholarships worth tens of millions of dollars due
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to efforts by state legislatures or Attorneys General in states like lowa, Missouri, Ohio, and
Wisconsin (Johnson 2024).

The battle plan for censorship and erasure, known as Project 2025 (Heritage Foundation
2024, builds a huge number of policy changes on these Supreme Court holdings. The second
Trump administration implemented scores of Project 2025 recommendations, many of which
were designed to gain control over government information and knowledge infrastructures,
to dramatically reshape what information is available and who it represents, and to wholly
eliminate programs and agencies, like the Institute of Museum and Library Services (IMLS),
that promote access to information (Curliss et al. 2025; Jaeger 2025b). Since taking office in
January 2025, the second Trump administration has made seismic reductions to the indepen-
dence and accuracy of government information and knowledge infrastructures to eliminate
representations of and protections for marginalized populations.

Many of the policies specifically punish already vulnerable communities by eliminating
health care, housing, and other core aspects of the social safety net (Ryan et al. 2026). Not
only does it promote the banning of any terms related to civil rights and applying any civil
rights protections, but Project 2025 also ties marginalized populations and the federal pro-
grams that serve them directly to fraud, waste, and abuse that need to be eliminated. Two
examples of this are instituting a lifetime cap on benefits from Medicaid and eliminating
federal oversight over the educational rights of disabled students, both of which would sig-
nificantly harm disabled Americans (Doherty 2025; Ives-Rublee and Doherty 2024; Murphy
2024; Turner 2025). As disability policy expert Casey Doherty has so perfectly observed of
Project 2025, “The cruelty is the point” (2025, 1).

The confluent strands of these legal and policy changes are neatly encapsulated in
President Trump’s order for widespread censorship of materials in Department of Defense
school libraries, the schools on military bases that serve children of military personnel and are
the only schools the executive branch has direct control over (Cochran 2025; New York Times
2025). The executive order censored materials available in the school libraries and classrooms
and banned many topics from lessons, activities, and organizations. The school libraries were
closed while the books were reviewed for compliance, and those deemed non-compliant were
removed. The banned books list issued by the Department of Defense for these libraries over-
whelmingly focused on LGBTQIA+ and BIPOC populations, as well as using intentionally
nebulous terms such as “gender ideology” and “discriminatory equity ideology” against biog-
raphies, books about identity, books about puberty, and even psychology books (EveryLibrary
20254).

d. Access and Literacy

This censorship movement is not only working to limit access to materials, but also
to limit the long-term ability to understand materials. Project 2025 recommends sending
teachers and librarians to jail, as well as forcing them to be registered as sex offenders, if
banned books are found in their libraries or classrooms. Since 2021, many US states have
passed laws that put them well down this path, creating legal jeopardy for librarians and
teachers simply because a book on a state or local banned book list is present in a school or
library (Jaeger 2025a; Jaeger et al. 2023a; Jaeger et al. 2023b). These laws are intentionally
written so vaguely that anyone working at a library could be held legally accountable for a
banned book discovered on site, even if patrons cannot access it. These laws can include jail
sentences of up to ten years and fines of up to $10,000 per book, harsher penalties than many
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violent crimes. While they have not yet been actively extended to other kinds of institutions,
they could readily be applied to museums, galleries, or archives.

In 2025, scores of bills were introduced in state legislatures across the US that threaten
library professionals with incarceration (EveryLibrary 2025b). Laws such as these have not
been part of previous censorship movements in the US, and they demonstrate how embold-
ened those seeking to censor and erase marginalized populations have become (Jaeger 2025a).
The symbolic and practical power of these laws criminalizing librarianship cannot be over-
stated, as jailing librarians is historically an action taken by dictators as they consolidate
power (Kalder 2018; Vaidhyanathan 2004).

In July 2025, at the behest of President Trump, Congress took back public media
funding that had already been approved. The Republicans in Congress who voted to take
away this previously approved funding justified these actions with claims that public media
did not really represent America, was too liberal, or served no purpose. All these claims
were taken directly from Trump’s Executive Order "Ending Taxpayer Subsidization of Biased
Media," which orders the end of federal support for the Public Broadcasting System (PBS)
and National Public Radio (NPR) (2025). None admitted that—despite PBS being one of the
most trusted institutions in the US for decades—the far-right has long distrusted PBS and
NPR for their focus on public education (Bennet 1987; Croteau et al. 1996; Hoynes 2002;
Phillips 2007; White 1994; Zansberg 1994).

Since the debut of Sesame Streer in 1970, PBS has built a huge range of programs that
teach general literacy to children, along with introducing specific literacies like science and
math. For adults, PBS works to continually expand knowledge of politics, law, and history,
as well as lifelong literacies in arcas of constant change such as science and technology. Along
with removing access to materials about marginalized populations from schools, libraries,
and museums, the evisceration of public media, if successful, would take away a key resource
through which people not only learn but also learn to ask questions. Courts are limiting these
attempts to defund public media, but the intent to limit access, education, and literacy is
unmistakable (Kunzelman 2026; Noyer 2026).

As democracies depend on an educated population, the parallel focus on materials in
collections, curricula in schools, and education through public media is a coordinated attack
on literacy. And since a literate population is essential to democracy, attacking literacy is

attacking liberty (Jaeger and Taylor 2021).

Conclusion: Not Defeated

In response to threats to its federal funding, PBS adopted the new slogan “Defunded,
Not Defeated.” That attitude is admirable and could be of great use to libraries, schools, muse-
ums, archives, and other entities targeted by censorship, as well as the populations subject to
erasure. Tell those who seek to erase you that you refuse to be erased.

While they are experiencing different types and levels of impact thus far, all education,
knowledge, memory, and cultural heritage institutions in the US are threatened by the ener-
gized and aggressive censorship movement. With its focus on removing the representations of
marginalized populations and reducing overall literacy, the censorship movement is not going
to leave any institution alone simply because it is not called a library or a school. All these
institutions, however, can share insights into the threats they face and learn from the experi-
ences and responses of other institutions that are currently being targeted.



Not Defeated, or Attacks on Literacy Are Attacks on Liberty 101

There is terror in knowing the extent of the movement and how it operates, but there
can be power in such knowledge for the institutions that the movement is targeting as well.
The success of this movement has been greatly enhanced by major changes in law, politics, and
technology. However, being attentive to the ways in which the movement is advocating for
and deploying such changes will be vital in tracking its efforts, responding to its impacts, and
seeking alterations to law, policy, and technology that support the institutions rather than the
censorship movement. As those seeking to censor and erase marginalized populations have
shown that all types of education, knowledge, memory, and cultural heritage institutions are
within their sights, coordinating responses and building collective awareness are in the best
interests of all these institutions.
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The Political Threats of Vanishing
Culture and the Need to Protect Our
Future Memory

MICHAEL MENNA AND LILA BAILEY

ABSTRACT

Written from the perspective of the Internet Archive and the Our Future Memory
movement, this article repeats an urgent call for four digital rights that would allow librar-
ies, archives, museums, and other cultural heritage organizations (“memory institutions”)
to uphold their shared public service mission of preserving history and providing access to
information. The ongoing transition from physical media sales to digital licensing markets
has unleashed a new wave of archival ephemerality, which endangers these memory insti-
tutions’ core operations and threatens to plunge society into a digital dark age. This article
presents this phenomenon of “vanishing culture” as a first-order political crisis by surveying
several social contexts wherein that crisis hinders people’s ability to educate themselves and
freely participate in public life. To fortify our shared knowledge against that epistemic threat,
the article reintroduces the background and substance of the Statement on Digital Rights
for Protecting Memory Institutions Online (2024), which came to inspire the Our Future
Memory campaign’s growing global coalition. That framework asserts that memory institu-
tions must have practical options and legal protections to undertake four basic practices with
digital materials that they were previously allowed to do with physical ones: (1) collection, (2)
preservation, (3) access, and (4) collaboration. In licu of a formal conclusion, the article ends
with a call to action, asking memory institutions to sign the Statement, join the movement,
and work together to protect their critical role in the digital age.

1. Introduction

We are living through a troubling paradox: Digital technologies have enabled the pro-
duction and distribution of more information than ever, yet access to that information is
increasingly fragmented and fragile. These technologies should permit us to engage and learn
from all the digital content at our fingertips. Instead, many of the basic rights we grew accus-
tomed to in the physical world are now being overtaken by aggressive market tactics that do
not reflect the public-interest values the law was meant to protect. If copyright, privacy, and
other regulatory frameworks were designed to balance the interests of creators and users
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with the public’s need to access and contribute to the wealth of human knowledge, then our
increasingly digital information economy has thrown that balance out of whack.'

In this new media environment, publishers and other content providers have unprece-
dented power to control knowledge and culture with technical restrictions and exclusionary
licensing terms. Governments also have an casier time censoring what people can see by
scrubbing their websites and pressuring commercial platforms to do the same. These sudden
changes will feel familiar to anyone who has logged onto a streaming service or social media
app to find a movie or news story suddenly missing. But for libraries, archives, museums, and
other cultural heritage organizations (“memory institutions”), it poses an existential risk to
their core public service mission of preserving culture and protecting history. When these
organizations can no longer collect and provide access to digital materials, members of the
public cannot place their trust in a stable record—which affects their ability to confidently
participate in democratic discourse.

We write this paper from our perspective at the Internet Archive, a nonprofit research
library that specializes in web archiving, digitization, and the preservation of media in all
forms. We feel the harms from these shifts firsthand and hear many of the same complaints
from our partner memory institutions around the world. That shared frustration with today’s
digital landscape has given rise to an emerging consensus among libraries, archives, museums,
and their allies, calling for better legal protections and practical options to continue their
services and preserve cultural memory in today’s information age.

This two-part paper (1) presents the looming threat of “vanishing culture” as a first-or-
der political crisis, and (2) discusses the key role that libraries and other memory institu-
tions can play in meeting that crisis.” In the first part, we examine the underlying causes of
vanishing culture and trace its ripple effects along several different facets of modern life: (a)
educational resources, (b) journalistic integrity, (c) civic engagement, (d) religious study, and
(e) environmental policy. In the second part, we reintroduce a framework of four rights that
would ensure memory institutions’ ability to work together to collect, preserve, and provide
access to digital materials. This framework rests on the simple proposition that memory insti-
tutions should be allowed to do the same things in the digital world that they’ve historically
done in the physical world. It originated in the 2024 statement titled Four Digital Rights for
Protecting Memory Institutions Online® before it became a global rallying cry for the Our
Future Memory movement and its growing list of library, archive, and museum signatories.*

Together, these memory institutions are striving to combat the political causes and
effects of vanishing culture by speaking with one voice to the importance of memory work
in an age of digital ephemerality. That is why we call on all memory institutions, large and
small, to sign onto the Statement and join the movement. Individuals and communities need
memory institutions to educate themselves and freely participate in civic life, and every time a
content provider lets critical information disappear online, it offers further proof that today’s

' Both copyright and privacy legislation in the United States and Europe have foregrounded the need for balance,

i.e., between “the rights of creators, and the needs of users” (from the House Report No. 94-1476 on the 1976
Copyright Act) and between “the protection of natural persons” and “free movement of personal data” (from the
European Union General Data Protection Regulation) (see U.S. Congress 1976; European Union 2016).

We use the term “vanishing culture” from the title of the Internet Archive’s inaugural report on the same sub-
ject. That report broadly defined culture as “any publicly disseminated human creation,” in its attempt to iden-
tify the many analog and digital materials now falling into obscurity and oblivion (Messarra et al. 2026, 5n6).
See Part 3 for an overview of the Statement’s origin story and global reception (Archivo Nacional Aruba 2024).
Throughout this article, we denote signatories to the Digital Rights Statement and members of the Our Future
Memory coalition with the symbol (&) (Our Future Memory, n.d.-c.).
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digital markets alone do not constitute a viable alternative. If things do not change soon, we
risk sleepwalking into a future where both memory institutions and the public they serve will
become passive consumers, rather than active stewards of human knowledge.

2. Vanishing Culture: A First-Order Political Crisis

Over the last few decades, the accidental and intentional loss of information has metas-
tasized into an urgent and ongoing crisis of vanishing culture.” Knowledge preservation has
never been perfect across generations, and many have written about intentional efforts to
burn libraries and bomb archives to obliterate cultural legacies and assert political control.®
Nowadays, though, this sort of erasure has become an integrated feature of our digital infor-
mation infrastructure. As more of the public record circulates only in data packets, many have
raised the alarm that we are tectering on the brink of a digital dark age.”

Last century, it was necessary for creators and their distributors (e.g., publishers,
record labels) to sell their work in books, newspapers, records, and other material goods.®
Pcople who owned physical media knew it would remain available for future use because they
could touch, feel, and keep the objects they had bought. Even better, they could trust librari-
ans and archivists’ expertise in acquiring and preserving special materials even when they no
longer had commercial value. Now, the shift from physical sales to digital licensing models
has complicated the question of what will survive and remain available for years to come. Even
more concerning, it has cast into doubt whether the people who pay to enjoy something and
work to keep it safe will get to decide.

Today’s consumers know the frustrations of “disappearing content” all too well,” but
the vanishing culture crisis is so much bigger than paying high prices for the unreliable offer-
ings of a streaming service.'” It represents a first-order threat to the project of historical
preservation and, consequently, the intellectual freedoms and democratic participation that
depend on it."" As computer networks become the default means of disseminating knowledge,

The Internet Archive (i) is working to document the “ongoing” nature of this crisis by embarking on a series of
Vanishing Culture reports. The second volume, edited by Ashia Aubrey, Chris Freeland, and Michael Menna, is
set to release in 2027.

Rebecca Knuth (2003, 19-48) develops a theoretical framework and analyzes several modern case studies
for this phenomenon in her book Libricide: The Regime-Sponsored Destruction of Books and Libraries in the Twentieth
Century. But this tradition of cultural devastation goes way back, as one can gather from the “List of Destroyed
Libraries” on Wikipedia (2026b).

Public commentators are turning again to this “dark age” language, which was used decades earlier by archival
specialists to characterize the epistemic threats of digital ephemerality. James Bridle (2019, chap. 7, paras.
18-26) describes a technocratically engineered “New Dark Age,” wherein “we cannot know our own history,
nor understand what we are truly capable of,” thanks in great part to state agencies’ ability to manipulate records
behind closed doors. But in a more positive historical account of web-preservation efforts at the turn of the
millennium, lan Milligan (2024, chap. 2) also tells how memory professionals mobilized around the concept of
a “digital dark age” to develop systems that could preserve fragile communications transmitted online (see also
Kuny 1997).

For a book-length discussion of this transition, see Perzanowski and Schultz (2016).

Mark Lemley (2021, 1257-68) introduced the term “disappearing content” to explain media markets’ gradual
shift away from the “buy-and-keep arrangements” attendant to physical sales and digital downloads.

Several online commentators have begun identifying and critiquing growing costs of “streamflation” (see, e.g.,
Lawler 2024).

Nancy Kranich (2020, 131) offers a thorough explanation why “Democracy is a hollow concept without unfet-
tered access to information,” citing Thomas Jefferson to support the proposition that “An informed citizenry is
at the heart of a dynamic democracy” (141).
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it is growing harder—not easier—to account for everything that is deleted or obscured from
public view. If, in 2009, tech reporters saw the remote deletion of George Orwell’s 1984 from
Kindle devices as a scandalous irony, with Amazon playing the part of the dystopian novel’s
conspiratorial censor, the Ministry of Truth, then the costs of digital ephemerality and era-
sure have become an accepted fact of twenty-first-century life (Stone 2009).

Of course, none of this is to say that those engaged in the production and dissemination
of knowledge should not get to exercise any control or receive adequate compensation for
their work. There would be little for memory institutions to do, after all, were it not for these
creators’ and distributors’ contributions. Our point is simply that the customary freedoms we
once took for granted have fallen by the wayside in a digital marketplace that pushes content
and monetizes attention by restricting consumers’ ability to own and cultivate an enduring
relationship to the media they pay for. In lieu of selling books and other physical items to
eager buyers, many of today’s digital publishers have become “data cartels,” looking to gather
personal information, analyze behavior, and sell what they collect to governments, insurers,
employers, landlords, and anyone else willing to pay.”

The overall effect is that we are lurching toward something like a peep-show knowl-
edge economy, whose social and political downsides fly in the face of the internet’s potential
to democratize access. Decades ago, we were led to believe that digital technologies and
networked communications would allow anyone and everyone to learn from the aggregate
of human knowledge, and we must not lose sight of that promise, even as we come to realize
that more information every day is getting published only to disappear into a digital black
hole.” It would be well beyond the scope of this article—and an inherently impossible under-
taking—to fully document every instance, cause, and effect of vanishing culture. Still, we
group several recent and scary trends in an effort to itemize some of the most salient societal
impacts. On their face, topical issues in education, religion, and climate change may look
entirely distinct, but here we gather five examples to draw out a conceptually coherent surface
area for policy intervention. In truth, each and every one of the following urgent concerns
subsists, at least in part, on the vanishing culture crisis.

a. Library Holdings and Educational Resources
Can libraries sustainably service students and patrons when forced to rent their collections?

Libraries have historically been a bulwark against the disappearance of culture and
remain to this day a go-to resource for textbooks, how-to manuals, and all sorts of useful and
educational information. In the traditional sense, a library was “a building with books,” where
librarians would purchase titles of interest and relevance to patrons, then keep those items
on the shelves for as long as would serve that community.' In building out these collections,
libraries developed their own policies about who could access books and for how long—with-
out the publisher having any say in the matter. Unfortunately, this is no longer the case in the
digital age.

12

For a book-length treatment of this new business model, see Lamdan (2022).

" Wikimedia () cofounder Jimmy Wales offered a tidy encapsulation of this techno-optimistic outlook when his

“Vision Statement” for that organization asked people to “Imagine a world in which every single person on the
planet is given free access to the sum of all human knowledge” (Wikipedia 2026c).

Scott Douglas (2008, 165) reminds us that, even when libraries functioned primarily as storage and lending
centers for books, they became a popular resource and cultural touchstone thanks in great part to those who
offered and received these services. “People made the library,” he writes. “Without them, all the sacredness was
gone. It was just a building with books.” Emphasis added.
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E-book lending works differently from physical lending, and as we are seeing in other
media markets, publishers and e-book platforms have shifted their focus away from permanent
sales and toward temporary licensing arrangements.” This development has squeezed many
libraries into the vulnerable (and increasingly familiar) position of a content subscriber, forced
to rent rather than own their collections. As a result, publishers and their commercial vendors
are the ones who get to decide which books are available, who can access them, and when.

One recent example illustrates the threat of this licensing model to the long-term
availability of educational resources. In 2022, the textbook publisher Wiley withdrew 1,300
e-books from a large multidisciplinary collection for which George Washington University
had paid a subscription fee.'® That business decision took effect without any advance notice,
right before the start of fall-term classes, leaving students and professors across the institution
scrambling in a way that would never have happened if the university had been permitted to
own and lend copies of those same books. We risk more incidents like this one if things con-
tinue the way they’re headed and libraries have to allocate more resources to temporary access
that is designed to expire.

b. News Preservation and Journalistic Integrity
What happens when the first draft of history is never saved?

Though news professionals have referred to their work as “the first rough draft of his-
tory,” publishers typically left it to others to collect and keep their output safe.'” By purchas-
ing and preserving stories in their original state, libraries and archives stepped in to make
sure that future generations would be able to make sense of the past on its own terms. Even
when one day’s hot news became butcher paper the next, these memory institutions were
allowed—and often encouraged—to preserve that ephemeral “first draft” for posterity.'®
The process was simple, even if it involved complex technologies: Buy what went into print
circulation and, where necessary, convert those bulky copies into more compact formats like
microfilm and microfiche."

Still, the transition to digital news publishing has thrown a wrench into the gears of
this system. It’s not just that online articles can now be stealth-edited.”” It’s that entire swaths
of content can go dark when a media outlet pulls materials from its website’" or goes out

Dave Hansen, Yuanxiao Xu, and Rachael Samberg (2025) at the Authors Alliance (i) give an exhaustive descrip-
tion of this phenomenon of “contractual override” in their article of the same title.

For coverage of this debacle, see D’Agostino (2022).

Though not the first to arrive at this language, the “rough first draft” characterization was popularized by Philip
Graham, when he delivered the following remark to Newsweck correspondents in 1963: “Let us today drudge on
about our inescapably impossible task of providing every week a first rough draft of a history that will never be
completed about a world we can never really understand” (Ratcliffe 2016).

One prominent example of this understanding is the collaboration between the National Endowment for the
Humanities and the Library of Congress on the National Digital Newspaper Program “to develop an inter-
net-based, searchable database of U.S. newspapers with descriptive information” (Library of Congress 2025).
For a fuller account of this history, discussing the early challenges of having to preserve bulky and fragile news-
papers, see Mills (1981).

Even reputable news outlets have been caught committing and quietly amending embarrassing mistakes, as many
came to learn in 2023, when The New York Times surreptitiously deleted “Death” from its published “List of Ways
You Can Still Cancel Your Federal Student Loan Debt.” See the fact-check from TruthOrFiction.com (LaCapria
2023).

This is what happened to MT Vnews.com, when its parent company Paramount Global pulled thousands of arti-
cles and interviews without warning (see Spangler 2024).

20
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of business.”” In a world where more national and local news sources are available only in
digital form, libraries and archives cannot resort to their traditional means of purchasing
and preserving stable copies. Instead, they must work proactively to collect online materials
before any sudden changes or deletions occur.”® Though some news organizations have, thank-
fully, worked to collaborate with memory institutions and improve long-term access to their
reporting,” others have taken an adversarial position to these sorts of preservation efforts (see
Deck and Tameez 2026).”* This hostility obstructs memory institutions and threatens them
with legal exposure just for undertaking the public service of archiving the news.

The upshot of this paradigm shift is that society’s relationship to news media as a
“first rough draft” is changing—and frustrating journalism’s purpose of promoting public
awareness and accountability. If publishers alone get to decide what stories survive, the stable
record now housed in archival repositories will gradually turn into a private subscription ser-
vice subject to ongoing edits.?® Thatisa chilling prospect and compounding cause for concern
when we consider our low-trust information environment and the effects of echo chambers,
filter bubbles, and other forms of algorithmic overdetermination in delivering news media to
increasingly biased and polarized audiences. If verification has been put forth as one tried-and-
true means of combating misinformation, then it stands to reason that things will only get
more overwhelming and contentious when even the savviest news consumers cannot access
and confidently check the source, date, and other contextual clues surrounding something
they see online.”

c. Movement Archives and Civic Engagement
Will change still look achievable when history is reconstructed entirely by those in charge?

In the last century, activist movements tended to promulgate off-screen and off the
airwaves in pamphlets, zines, and other DIY formats. Now, the popularity of political engage-
ment and activism online raises long-term questions for the many grassroots campaigns that
benefit from the internet’s powers in message amplification. It all goes back to an urgent point
Gil-Scott Heron (1970) was making when he wrote his famous spoken-word poem, “The
Revolution Will Not Be Televised.” In a world where the powers that be operate dominant
systems of communication, the brave few trying to change the world must seek alternative
means to build real community and preserve its legacy. Otherwise, resistance movements that
try to hold governments, corporations, and other powerful actors accountable risk exposing
themselves to punishment and erasure on today’s megaplatforms.

? This is what happened to Gawker.com after Hulk Hogan sued Gawker Media Group for invasion of privacy and
forced the company to file for bankruptcy (see Chappell 2016).

For a description of this race to preserve, see Kahle and Bailey (2024).

The Texas Digital Newspaper Program and its contributions to the Portal to Texas History offer an excellent
example of successful newspaper-library collaboration (see University of North Texas Libraries, n.d.; see also
“The Portal to Texas History,” https://texashistory.unt.edu/.)

For instance, some news publishers decided to limit the Internet Archive’s access to their websites out of a stated
concern that AT companies would train their models on that material.

While it is true that some well-resourced publications do offer paid subscriptions for archival access (e.g., The
New York Times, The New Yorker, and Publisher’s Weekly), those services offer little guarantee that their databases
are complete or unedited. What’s more, library access to these databases comes with the same expensive and
restrictive licensing terms that we see with e-book licensing agreements.

In their rigorous overview of eighty-one scientific papers from across the world, Anastasia Kozyreva and col-
leagues named “lateral reading and verification strategies” as one of nine proven methods for combating misin-
formation (see Kozyreva et al. 2024, 1044).


https://texashistory.unt.edu/
https://texashistory.unt.edu/
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For one, as challenging as it’s been to collect and preserve the posters, handouts, and
other materials that brought about women’s suffrage, Black civil rights, and other key social
reforms, even those fragile materials have far greater durability than the hashtagged tweets
and comment threads that can be silently altered or deleted at any moment. The prospect of
“under-the-radar censorship” may sound like the work of Orwell’s Ministry of Truth, but it’s
a recurring theme in human history now rearing its head in today’s age of digital ephemer-
ality.” Last year, Google undertook an overnight campaign to delete hundreds of YouTube
videos pertaining to alleged human rights abuses in Palestine (Mazurov and Valdez 2025).
According to public reports, Google did so at the behest of the United States government’s
efforts to enforce sanctions of the International Criminal Court (ICC) and other cooperative
efforts to investigate war crimes.” That is just one conspicuous example of online services
undertaking censorship in the name of compliance.

Even worse, it’s impossible to learn from what’s been lost, since YouTube, TikTok,
and other platforms do not keep lists of everything they’ve deleted from people’s feeds. That
is why vanishing culture poses an existential threat not only to public awareness, but to the
very tradition of participatory democracy. Reform movements thrive on the rich history of
people trying (and sometimes failing) to bring about change, so whether or not you want
Gil-Scott Heron’s type of “revolution,” these media effects concern just about anyone who
thinks society could be better and that everyday people should have a say in the direction of
its improvement. The Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) offers a perfect
case study: Though that interracial, nationwide coalition dissolved in 1970, the SNCC Legacy
Project (SLP) emerged to “preserve and extend” its struggle for racial equality by digitizing
its records for a new generation (SNCC Legacy Project, n.d.). If that effort helps us see the
archive’s value in shaping future democratic participation, it also begs the question of what
could happen were we to lose all reliable documentation of movements past.

d. Communities of Faith and Religious Study
Can digital technologies help sustain faith without exploiting the faithful?

Bibles and other religious texts would seem like the ones least likely to disappear, given
their astounding proliferation in material formats across the globe.* Still, that does not mean
their sacred contents cannot be taken in by the ebbs and flows of digital ephemerality, or that
their very ubiquity does not make them a target for other sorts of information manipulation.
If anything, the unique connection that worshippers have to these written works offers a clear
window into the ways that vanishing culture controls and exploits people’s choices, as it desta-
bilizes the record upon which they must base those choices. It’s one thing for TV watchers
and podcast listeners to accept the feedback loop between data collection, advertising, and

For a full video explainer on recent instances of “under-the-radar censorship,” see Lorenz (2026).

It is worth clarifying that the International Emergency Economic Powers Act that the Trump administration
cited as authority for its [CC sanctions expressly limits the president’s power to prohibit the flow of “informa-
tional materials” from other countries—“regardless of format or medium of transmission” (see Mazurov and
Valdez 2025; International Emergency Economic Powers Act 1994).

The Guinness World Records (n.d.) website names the Christian Bible as the “best-selling book of all time.” But
more fundamentally, the material proliferation and endurance of sacred texts owes to their “iconic function” in
religious practice. “Scriptures are icons,” James W. Watts (2008, 137) writes. “They are not just texts to be inter-
preted and performed. They are material objects that convey religious significance by their production, display,
and ritual manipulation.”
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algorithmic preferencing on their streaming apps.’! It’s another when that business model
comes for the chapters and verses people use to cultivate their relationship to faith—which is
one of the most personal, private relationships they will ever have.

Too many of the most popular religious spaces online tend to exploit individuals by
purporting to support their worship. Look no further than the advent of Bible apps like the
King James Bible Study app or the YouVersion Bible, which have both racked up millions of
downloads.” Though these services provide instantaneous, worldwide access to scripture
in thousands of different languages, they have also been called “data devils” for their busi-
ness model of collecting and selling personal information (see Hodge 2019).** Unlike the
paper Bibles you can find in a church, library, or hotel drawer, these apps can and do spy on
their readers. What’s more, they use the data they collect to influence what users can and
cannot see through the selection and presentation of different passages. Rather than prioritize
spiritual discernment, these recommendation engines use pattern recognition and predictive
modeling to maximize engagement.’* A single service may present different perspectives of
scripture at different times, and without the ability to compare across apps or even within
updated versions of the same app, one simply has to believe these platforms when they say that
“the differences in the verses do not alter any core doctrines” (YouVersion, n.d.).

None of this is to say that digital and networked technologies cannot be a great boon
to believers in an age of declining religious participation,’ as they allow people to connect
and share in the unprecedented distribution of theological texts.*® Really, it’s to emphasize
that those benefits depend upon digital intermediaries handling devotional materials with
the same care and respect that allowed those materials to accrue meaning as manuscripts
and printed books. Many librarians and archivists understand this weighty responsibility, and
thanks to their careful efforts, religious scholars of different faiths can now consult a growing
digital catalog of canonical and instructional texts online. Their work photographing aging,
at-risk manuscripts’” and curating open repositories of high-quality theological scholarship®®
is a testament to the potential of preserving and providing digital access to religious thought
and history. But it’s also an indictment of other outfits” systematic efforts to capitalize on
devotion, muddy the waters, and compromise adherents’ ability to worship in good faith.

Messarra (2026, 14—15) touches on this “datafication of cultural consumption” (and cites several authorities sup-
porting it) in his individual contribution to Vanishing Culture (see also Chester and Montgomery 2024; Lamdan
2022).

On the Google Play Store, the King James Bible Study app had more than ten million downloads as of April 2026.
YouVersion had more than one hundred million.

Tim Hutchings (2017, 210) noted that YouVersion’s 100 percent free status depended upon its identification and
utilization by publishers “as an opportunity to promote their products.”

These powers of algorithmic preferencing are brought further to light by the rush to incorporate chatbot and
other Al features into these services (see Jackson 2025). More than a decade earlier, Nir Eyal (2013) had already
identified YouVersion as “a case study in how technology can change behavior when it couples the principles of

consumer psychology with the latest in analytics.”

Pew Research found in a recent study that the global population of religiously unaffiliated persons rose by nearly
a percentage point (Hackett et al. 2025).

For a comprehensive survey of scholarly approaches to various religions’ interactions with digital technologies,
see Campbell and Cheong (2024).

The Hill Museum & Manuscript Library (HMML, n.d.) (&) has worked for more than sixty years to photograph
aging religious manuscripts from all faiths, with special attention to at-risk collections in Iraq, Ukraine, Gaza,

and other war zones.
The Open Access Digital Theological Library (n.d.) offers a cataloged collection of high-quality materials from
institutional repositories, scholarly societies, and stable public domain collections.
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e. Scientific Records and Environmental Policy
How can we hope to track and mitigate ecological shifts without a stable record?

Climate change doesn’t happen overnight: It’s gradual and all but impossible to detect
without sophisticated approaches to robust evidence and trustworthy information. That is
why “cumulative data” need to accumulate—which is to say, persist in time. It’s not just that
we can better observe the effects of industrialism on natural landscapes by looking at old
paintings and ]ohotographs.39 It’s that the very foundation of experimental and observational
science rests on recorded findings, not forgotten ones.

The stakes of this high school lesson are now being thrown into stark relief, as we bear
witness to the United States government’s systematic efforts to scrub tax-funded environmen-
tal assessments from the web.*” These peer-reviewed national reports are of immense help to
state and local administrators, particularly since the most recent study came with an inter-
active atlas of county- and community-specific data. Though physical copies of past reports
are still stored in the library of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, the
federal government essentially implemented an access embargo on officials, advocates, and
scientists working to build and research climate-conscious policy. Harvard climate scientist
John Holdren called it a “demolition of science infrastructure”—not just by redirecting funds
or firing professionals, but through the leveraging of digital controls (Borenstein 2025).

In a world where -gate has become a familiar suffix, it’s no secret that officials some-
times hide or destroy records to misrepresent state action.' Still, the context of climate
change brings to life how the short-term effects of information manipulation are only com-
pounded by the long-term effects on the education of a public that might otherwise push
for better policy. National, state, and local officials will certainly have less to go on when
preparing communities for a warming world. But even worse, curious citizens are now being
stymied in their individual efforts to research and understand the differential impact of a
global phenomenon that is as hard to fathom as it is to detect. Just a few months ago, the
EPA removed the user-friendly environmental justice mapping and screening tool, E]JScreen,
replacing its infographics and tutorials with an error message: “Sorry, but this web page does

42

not exist.”"” That sort of misleading disavowal isn’t new for many climate-change denialists,

but here, it’s being delivered in the simple language of a technical restriction.” As a single
example, it paints a vivid picture of how vanishing culture can fuel the collective amnesia
that, historically, has clouded environmental awareness and kept people from asking more of
their elected officials.

In one recent study, Hana Skokanova and her coauthors selected, localized, and analyzed 112 landscape paintings
from Moravia and eastern Bohemia between 1728 to 1976—not only to demonstrate these artworks’ accurate
depiction of the local ecology, but to trace the effects of “afforestation of less fertile soils” and “spread of built-up
areas” in the second half of the twentieth century (Skokanova et al. 2021, 122).

For coverage of these takedowns, see Borenstein (2025).

In 1989, long before its usage in “Monicagate,” “Bridgegate,” and “Beergate,” the Oxford English Dictionary defined
-gate as a “terminal element denoting an actual or alleged scandal (and usually an attempted cover-up), in some way
comparable with the Watergate scandal of 1972.” Emphasis added.

The Environmental Data & Governance Initiative (2025) covered this development in its online article “EPA
Removes EJScreen from its Website.”

Wikipedia’s (2026a) nearly twenty-year-old page on “Climate Change Denial” offers a history and taxonomy of
efforts to downplay the effects of global warming, from public commentary about cold weather to systematic
efforts to dispute and obstruct scientific research.
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3. Memory Institutions’ Key Role in Meeting the Vanishing Culture Crisis

If the examples above manifest some of the most acute symptoms of today’s vanishing
culture crisis, then the cure must begin with an acknowledgment and recommitment to the
memory institutions that exist to prevent it. We selected these different areas of concern to
illustrate that vanishing culture is not just one thing. It is a systemic as well as an epistemic
threat, affecting countless communities through all sorts of media technologies. That does
not mean vanishing culture is an inevitable byproduct of technological progress. To the con-
trary, it is a policy choice—one that, together, we can change.

Historically, memory institutions coevolved with the producers of human knowledge
and cultural expression. Just as scholars, artists, and other creators must rely on previous
advancements to inspire and support their work, memory institutions would have nothing to
preserve were it not for these bright minds’ productive industry. This reciprocal relationship
can work beautifully, where dedicated professionals are able to responsibly collect and pre-
serve the materials that bring special value to their communities, and where members of the
public are able to browse and contribute to secure repositories. That said, it has never been
perfect. Every library, archive, and museum must make tough choices in deciding what to
leave and what to keep, even where outside forces like fires, floods, and war do not put their
holdings at risk. Moreover, like all institutions, memory institutions have internalized social
biases that sometimes prevent them from building representative collections and making
them freely and equally accessible to every member of the public. In confronting these diffi-
culties and improving their services, memory workers have developed a unique appreciation
for the fragility and profound importance of a stable, dependable record. That is why they
were among the first to see the dangers of vanishing culture in our digital information envi-
ronment—and why we must look to their well-honed methods to ensure that our cultural
heritage does not disappear.

Indeed, after decades of research and advocacy on this topic,** memory institutions
and their allies are beginning to coalesce around a simple statement of principle: If we want to
preserve the cultural output and historical record of our increasingly digital world, then we must allow
these organizations the same rights and responsibilities online that they previously held offline (Our
Future Memory, n.d.-d.). This most recent statement of the problem had its beginnings in
2022, when the Internet Archive convened and distilled the feedback of librarians, lawyers,
and technologists into an articulation of library practices as basic rights, called Securing Digital
Rights for Libraries (Bailey and Menna 2022). When presented with a draft of that report at the
Library Leaders Forum in San Francisco, Peter Scholing of the Biblioteca Nacional Aruba saw
its promise for the at-risk archives of his island nation. He wanted to collaborate on making
an even broader statement encompassing all memory institutions, their distinct collections,
and their diverse approaches to the project of preservation. The result was the Statement on
Digital Rights for Protecting Memory Institutions Online, which Aruba became the first
country to endorse in April 2024 (Adams).** After that, once organizations around the world

* As carly as the 1990s, papers about preservation issues posed by “restrictive intellectual property and licensing
regimes” were being presented at the General Conference for the International Federation of Library Associations
and Institutions (IFLA) (i) (see Kuny 1997, 3). In the United States, the American Library Association (2025)
(n) had already adopted an interpretation of its Library Bill of Rights focused specifically on digital access and
security issues. That interpretation has since been amended four times, in 2005, 2009, 2019, and 2025.

* The authors of this article were behind the drafting of that Statement.
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began independently signing their own versions of the Statement, Internet Archive Europe*
launched the Our Future Memory campaign as a way to give memory institutions and their
allies a rhetorical framework and community network to advocate and implement these four
rights (Our Future Memory, n.d.-a.):

1. TO COLLECT MATERIALS IN DIGITAL FORM, whether through digitiza—
tion of physical collections, or through purchase on the open market or by other
legal means;

2. TO PRESERVE DIGITAL MATERIALS, and where necessary repair, back up,

or reformat them, to ensure their long-term existence and availability;

3. TO PROVIDE CONTROLLED ACCESS TO DIGITAL MATERIALS for

advanced research techniques and to meet patrons where they are—online; and

4. TO COOPERATE WITH OTHER MEMORY INSTITUTIONS, by sharing or
transferring digital collections, so as to aid preservation and access (Our Future
Memory, n.d.-d.).

These rights shouldn’t be controversial. If anything, their familiarity ought to signal
that traditional principles can help guide our path forward in today’s treacherous information
environment. That is how Stephen Wyber (2025) of the International Federation of Library
Associations and Institutions (IFLA) put it when he explained his organization’s reasons for
joining the coalition and signing onto the Statement: “What struck us about the Our Future
Memory campaign is, firstly, that it looked obvious, but then that realization that it is neces-
sary to state the obvious, to point out that some of these old guarantees, some of the things
that we used to take for granted, we can’t anymore.” It is precisely because these four rights
are both “obvious” and at grave risk that so many different kinds of memory institutions see
themselves, their work, and the survival of that work in the Statement.

Critically, this alignment arises primarily from memory institutions’ sense of duty, not
their self-interest, or even their justifiable fears about the unprecedented challenges wrought
by the digital age. Memory institutions are, to a degree, defined by their pursuit of a public
service mission, not a profit margin. That orientation is what allows them to play their critical
part in our information ecosystem and preserve niche, culturally specific materials irrespec-
tive of commercial viability. It is also what has motivated Our Future Memory signatories to
stand up for the moral imperative behind their practices. That is how Hannah Whelan from
the After Violence Project laid it out when she characterized the Statement’s four rights as
a “critical condition” for that organization: “The communities we work with, namely people
impacted by police brutality, mass incarceration, and the death penalty, deserve archives that
can collect thoughtfully, preserve carefully, and share their stories without interference”
(Menna 2026).

In what remains of this paper, we spell out why each of these four rights—collection,
preservation, access, and collaboration—is absolutely necessary to mitigate the vanishing cul-
ture crisis and restore a healthy information environment.

* Internet Archive Europe is an independent research library based in the Netherlands. Though a separate legal
entity from Internet Archive United States and Internet Archive Canada, it works together with these mis-
sion-aligned organizations in support of the Our Future Memory campaign. See https://www.internetarchive.
eu/.


https://www.internetarchive.eu/
https://www.internetarchive.eu/
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Collection

To steward information responsibly, memory institutions must be able to select,
acquire, and exercise discretionary control over their materials. Those practices were a given
in the age of physical distribution, when the act of buying a book typically meant owning that
object and, as a result, deciding what to do with it. Still, that given came under pressure in
the digital age once libraries had to adopt integrated collections strategies to better service
their patrons and tap into the wealth of online materials.*” If, early on, the prospect of a per-
fectly networked infrastructure had some wondering whether collection development might
become obsolete, today it takes only one web search to know that the internet is far from a
well-indexed catalog—and that there are still great benefits to letting specialists select, item-
ize, and curate helpful information for their respective communities.*® That work requires
building and managing reliable digital collections, which in many cases is becoming harder
for memory institutions to do.

Above, we discussed how libraries are being strong-armed into temporary licensing
agreements, which keep them from developing the collections they need to perform their
most basic functions.*” Some providers prevent libraries from filtering out unwanted content
by only offering bundled packages,*® whereas others prohibit digital access altogether.®' These
restrictions also loom large for archives and museums, now that many pertinent cultural
objects are moving from attics and basements to proprietary platform servers.*” Essentially,
by wrenching control over what resides in the custody of memory institutions, content pro-
viders make themselves the sole arbiters of how materials are documented, where they are
stored, and when they can be retrieved and displayed. In this respect, collection is both the
starting point for all memory work and an essential prerequisite for the other three rights.

Preservation

The core function and most familiar feature of memory institutions is that they pre-
serve knowledge and culture for coming generations. The entire project of history depends
on this process, which means that it depends on the ability to keep and transmit information
across time.

The “Collections Grid,” developed by Lorcan Dempsey and Eric Childress, offers one illustration of how librar-

ies have adapted to this complexity. For an overview of that heuristic, see Dempsey et al. (2014, 16-17).

* John Kennedy (2006, 8—9) offered a prescient and eloquent takedown of this “utopian” vision in his short, book-

length overview, Collection Management: A Concise Introduction:
[1]t is useful to consider for a moment what those who see no future for collection management in an
internet-dominated environment are in fact predicting. It is not merely a world without paper-based books
and journals. ... In this world there is no need in any institution to download materials and hold them for
reasons of reliability or convenience in local networks, an activity which would create a digital collection
and require the selection skills of collection managers, and some policy or methodology for periodically
‘weeding’ the caches of downloaded material.

Juliya Ziskina (2023) at Library Futures (i) gave an overview of this problem—and suggested several pathways

to meet it—in her policy paper Toward a New Access Paradigm: Digital Ownership for Libraries and the Public (see also

Hansen et al. 2025, 705-20).

Librarians were complaining about the inability to pick and choose materials from Hoopla even before a wave of

low-quality Al slop arrived on the platform (see Woodcock 2022; see also Maiberg 2025).

This is the business strategy that Amazon adopted at the beginning of this decade (see Statt 2021).

For example, archivists, technologists, and other professionals at the Strong National Museum of Play describe

how console games are often walled off by digital rights management (DRM) access controls, how web-browser

games are not always downloadable, and how many of today’s “digital-born games require online services and

servers in the form of developer-run servers or cloud-based services (e.g., Google services, Facebook)” (Bensch

ctal. 2023, 27).
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To the layperson, preservation may look like a static act of storage—say, a warehouse
full of dusty books and paintings—but that wasn’t true even before the advent of digital
technologies. Many ancient Greek texts only survive thanks to the diligent labor of medieval
scribes, who copied and translated those works from fragile papyrus to durable vellum man-
uscripts.®® That process of preserving by reformatting is of even greater importance in our
era of accelerating media turnover. Today, memory institutions must be able to continually
transfer aging data into new containers, lest we lose troves of knowledge to “bit rot” and other
kinds of information degradation.** By the same token, if these institutions are unable to dig-
itize and extend the life of fragile artifacts, then rare manuscripts, vinyl records, VHS tapes,
and other obsolescing media will wither away in time. Memory professionals have specialized
in these and other modes of active, constant conservation, which is why we must trust their
expertise if we want to stem the tide of vanishing culture.

Access

If the laborious work of preservation allows aging information to survive, then why
undertake that process for an object no one can behold? The value of any memory institution’s
materials can only be realized when people are actually able to experience their contents,
whether by seeing or hearing a record from the past or by playing a retro video game. For
this reason, data scientists follow the tenets of information retrieval, which teach the design
of systems to store and deliver information in a manner calculated to meet individuals’ “infor-
mation needs.”** Memory institutions understand this principle well, even if they must grant
and limit access in accordance with the nature of their collections and the public they serve.
Some might follow the “free to all” model of a lending library, allowing people to borrow
books on and off the premises.”® Others might follow the “look but don’t touch” model of a
typical art museum, trying to keep irreplaceable treasures safe and secure.” Access policies
must be tailored to the specific demands of a collection and its users, and it’s precisely because
memory institutions have proven methods to meet a wide range of possibilities that they must
be allowed to confront the difficulties and sensitivities of handling digital knowledge accord-
ing to their standards—mnot the terms of service thrust upon them by a commercial platform.

Collaboration

No single memory institution can preserve the entirety of human culture, and the abil-
ity to pool resources and coordinate workflows has long been foundational to library, archive,
and museum functionalities. Interlibrary lending was so critical to twentieth-century infor-

mation stewardship that Congress encoded it into the 1976 Copyright Act (see § 108(d), (¢),

The staple scholarly account of this generational process can be found in Scribes and Scholars: A Guide to the
Transmission of Greek and Latin Literature (Reynolds and Wilson 1991).

Trevor Owens (2018, 14) retheorizes this active and ongoing practice of “conservation”—and explains why “dig-
ital media should be understood as part of a continual process of remediation”—in his now essential book. Emphasis
added.

See, e.g., Bernard ]. Jansen and Soo Young Rieh’s (2010, 1517) streamlined rearticulation of the canonical

?

definition by C.J. van Rijsbergen (1979): “information retrieval is finding material of an unstructured nature that
satisfies an information need from within large collections.”

The motto, “free to all,” is carved above the center doorway of the Boston Public Library (n.d.), which claims to
be the the first free municipal library in the United States and “the first public library to lend its books.”
Scholars like Constance Classen (2007, 899) have researched how early museums did not always prohibit the
handling of their items—and how, for some, “notions of civility evidently included being allowed to handle

N

N}

museum pieces, even small items stored away in the doors.” Her article proceeds to elaborate on how early
curators balanced this demand with the need to secure and preserve valuable and delicate items.
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(g)), and for many museums looking to repair transgressions of the past, cross-border coop-
eration is what is currently enabling the secure return and restitution of cultural property.**

If anything, digital technologies have only increased the need for coordination in the
structuring, cataloging, and processing of collections. That is why standards-setting efforts
like the Open Archival Information System and the Dublin Core Metadata Initiative (DCMI)
have stressed the promise of interoperability—mnot just conformity—in the development of
best practices to ensure reliable service (see Consultative Committee for Space Data Systems
2024, sec. 6).*” Unfortunately, commercial content distributors have different priorities,
which can obstruct or outright deny opportunities for memory institutions to collaborate. For
example, while OverDrive has allowed some collective bargaining with library consortia in
the e-book licensing space, it limits many libraries’ ability to share the access they’ve bought®
or disclose the terms of their agreements.®' More than an operational frustration, these efforts
to silo information are anathema to memory institutions’ long history of working together to
improve their operations and serve the public.*

4. In Lieu of a Conclusion, a Call to Action

If, as we have come to learn, the dangers of vanishing culture extend well beyond our
computer screens and into political reality, then these four digital rights do more than pro-
tect the basic functions of memory institutions. Really, they offer a coherent defense of those
institutions’ shared mission and special functions in a changing world, where that critical,
time-honored work is under greater threat than ever before. As guardians and stewards of
cultural heritage and scientific knowledge, memory institutions ensure that the historical
record remains reliably available to the public. They do this by working collaboratively to
collect, preserve, and make information accessible where and when people need it. That is
not the way that commercial content producers and distributors operate—even if platform
technologies have endowed those entities with new power to pursue higher profit margins by
dictating what people can see, where they can see it, and for how long.

Thankfully, memory institutions are not sitting idly on the sidelines and watching this
nightmare scenario unfold. True to their collaborative ethos, they are demonstrating that a
collective voice is a stronger voice, as they join the Our Future Memory coalition in support
of the Statement on Digital Rights. Libraries, archives, and museums of all shapes and sizes

5

2

Ernesto Ottone, Assistant Director-General for Culture at UNESCO (2024), explained the need for ongoing
communication and bilateral cooperation at a 2023 roundtable. “Return and restitution are not the end of a
process,” he remarked, “but the beginning of a relationship based on broader, forward-looking cooperation.”

See also the DCMUI’s explanation of its initial motivations to achieve “rough interoperability across languages and

g

disciplines through a core of shared semantics” (Dublin Core, n.d.).
" Some organizations, like the Boston Library Consortium (2025; see also 2024a, 2024b) (i), are working to
adopt, normalize, and periodically update “Resource Sharing Policies” for their own interlibrary lending and
delivery services—including with “digital assets.”
In a wonderful example of resource sharing, the Scholarly Publishing and Academic Resources Coalition
(SPARC, n.d.) () hosts a repository of contracts that libraries and consortia have reached with large publishers.

Other materials on the website offer guidance on how to counteract confidentiality clauses and nondisclosure

6

agreements .
6!

Indeed, collaboration among memory institutions can extend well beyond day-to-day functions and into the
realm of advocacy and fundraising. On this point, the Association of Research Libraries (i) published a helpful
article by Guy Berthiaume (2020, 6), reflecting on his service as librarian and archivist of Canada and empha-
sizing how a series of summits in the second half of the last decade equipped galleries, libraries, archives, and
museums (GLAMs) with “a narrative for the entire sector” and “a study of the value” that these memory institu-
tions provide the public.
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are encouraged to sign the Statement because we are most vulnerable when we stand alone.®
Together, our voices can speak with greater authority to policymakers, rightsholders, and
funders, making it harder for legal and technical restrictions to marginalize our role. If we do
not move fast, we risk falling backward into a dark age of forgetting, where the never-ending
flow of new content forces us to lose sight of the cumulative history of human knowledge—
and the essential workers that kept it safe.
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