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A com m on concep tion  of a lib rary is 
that it facilitates the acq u is ition  of 
kn ow led g e , w h ich  m ay in turn de­

ve lop  a person's understanding and w isdom . 
This o ccu rs  through resourcing , co llec ting  
and d issem inating inform ation. Libraries are 
thus the givers of inform ation —  giving to a 
co m m u n ity  of users. Business, genera lly  
speaking, com es from a different paradigm, 
one of trading.

Information is developed through the re­
sources of a com munity, produced by the par­
ticular efforts of certain individuals. W ithou t 
the knowledge base of the com m unity, the in­
d iv iduals w ou ld  not have the raw  materials 
w ith w h ich  to produce their packets of mean­
ing. The question thus arises as to what degree 
the ind ividuals w ho  create information can 
claim  it as their own property. If the creators of 
information have any moral obligation to en­
sure that the com munity benefits to an equal or 
greater extent than what they do, then it has to 
be a duty sanctioned by the com m unity of 
w h ich  that individual is a participant member. 
In contem porary society, utilitarian considera­
tions are not powerful enough to deny an in­
dividual their right to property, with the excep­
tion of the com m unity requiring those 
resources in order to survive. Most information 
does not have that status.

If the creators (or investors) of inform a­
tion are the exclusive owners, or have a con ­
tro lling  stake in it, then under a libertarian 
fram ew ork (w h ich  is congruent w ith  today's 
dom inant econom y), they are free to use it as 
they choose. H o w eve r this brings to light a 
new  clash of values: libraries exist to ensure 
the flow  of inform ation , w h ereas  to ow n 
property is to w ithhold  it.

If lib raries becom e m ore like portals to 
inform ation rather than collectors, then they 
are re in forcing the concep t of private o w n ­
ership, for the docum ents go d irec t to the 
end user and do not linger in areas of pub ­
lic  b row sing . The question  arises as to 
w hether, in serving such 'user pays custom ­
ers', pro fess ional integrity is su ffic ien tly  
m aintained, or w hether such market-driven 
d e livery  is a corruption of the va lue  'to en ­
sure the free flow  of information and ideas to 
present and future generations'.

It is com m o n ly  c la im ed  that ind ividuals 
have the right to political, spiritual and intel­
lectua l self-d irection , w ith  all m em bers of 
the hum an com m un ity  being ob liged  to be 
responsible for creating conditions that a llow  
those rights to be fulfilled. If som e ind iv idu ­
als do not take up that responsibility, then by 
im p lication  they give up their right to c la im  
them . A ll m em bers of the com m u n ity  are

equal in this respect. H ow ever, not all m em ­
bers are equal w ith  respect to the actualisa- 
tion of these rights, for econom ic  opportunity 
is not equal.

If the e co n o m ic  and material cond itions 
do not a llo w  for self-actualisation, then the 
right to it is p ractica lly  worthless. It is s im ply 
not enough to consider the right for self-ac­
tualisation as a negative right, w hereby  ind i­
viduals should be left to pursue their interests 
w ithout interference. Instead there is a call to 
give self-actualisation the status of a positive 
right, w h e re b y  the co m m u n ity  should  be 
p roactive in ensuring that conditions for self- 
actualisation  are m aterialised.

The question thus arises as to w hat role 
a library should play, how  active should they 
becom e in m aking sure that a person's right 
to self-actualisation can be ach ieved ? A re  li­
b rarians and  in fo rm ation  profess ionals the 
ones w h o  do have that special ob ligation  to 
ensure eq u a lity  of access, even  though the 
d om inan t m arket forces com pel them  to ­
w ards b ecom ing  traders rather than givers?

H o w  one sees the re lationsh ip  betw een  
m ind, in fo rm ation  and soc ie ty  underlies  
one 's concep tion  of inform ation rights. If in ­
form ation is data to be used by m inds, as a 
com m od ity , then w h y  not put a p rice on it, 
a cco rd in g  to its scarc ity , its u tility  and the 
am ount of effort put into develop ing  it? If the 
m ind  is a co n ta in e r that holds items, then 
w h y  not c la im  exc lus ive  property rights? But 
w h a t if the m ind is subservient to in fo rm a­
tion , as a m ed ium  through w h ich  ideas 
emerge, propagate and then seed them selves 
in o ther m inds to con tin u e  their d e v e lo p ­
m ent? W h a t  respons ib ilities  thus em erge? 
H o w  are w e  to d ec id e  the va lu e  of k n o w l­
edge and to avo id  p ro v in c ia l w a rfa re  o ve r 
the righteousness of strains of thought —  and 
of peop le?

The concep t of rights goes hand in hand 
w ith  concep ts o f the p r im acy  of the in d i­
v idua l and of a hum an-centric universe. To 
m ove to a m ore en lightened  appreciation  of 
o ne 's  p lace  in the growth of the universe is 
to gain  freedom  from  the constra in ts of 
rights. This idea listic  strategy is beyond  the 
im m ed ia te  con cern s  of lib raries, as they 
struggle to survive and to m aintain their pro­
fessional values. And  yet it is a target that is 
cong ruen t w ith  such va lues (though one 
such va lue  is to recognise and respect in te l­
lectual property rights).

The concep ts of rights stem from  the 
g iven  that w e  o w n  ourse lves. If w e  do n 't 
even  ow n  ourselves, then w e  can  have  no 
c la im  to ow nersh ip  of anyth ing  else. ■
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