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HISTORICAL NOTES

Race and librarianship: part I

Eric Moon, editor of Library Journal,
called it the ‘‘Silent Subject’’ [1].
The racial segregation of libraries,
the nonexistence or inadequacy of
library collections and services for
minorities, and inequities for librar-
ians were often beneath the sur-
face—undiscussed or unrecog-
nized. Efforts to move librarianship
toward integration and civil rights
were painfully slow, sometimes re-
flecting changes in society as a
whole and, at other times, at their
own pace.

Spectre at Richmond

The American Library Association
(ALA) conference in Richmond,
Virginia, brought visibility to the
subject in 1936. ALA was ‘‘anxious
to have Negro librarians attend in
large numbers. Because of the tra-
ditional position of the South in re-
spect to mixed meetings,’’ ALA felt
it advisable to send a ‘‘semi-offi-
cial’’ letter from a local librarian to
African American members in-
forming them of the conditions
they should expect. Although ALA
had arranged with the host hotels
that all delegates could use the
same entrance, hotel rooms and
meals were forbidden to black del-
egates by Virginia laws. Meetings
that were part of meals were not
open to black delegates, although
they could attend sessions followed
by meals, if they did not participate
in the meals. Seating in the front
right hand section of meeting
rooms was to be reserved for them
[2].

The library press made the letter
public. Library Journal solicited
comments from readers on the in-
ability of ALA to extend full rights
and privileges to all members [3].
Stanley Kunitz wrote a scathing ed-
itorial in the Wilson Bulletin for Li-
brarians, denouncing the ‘‘spectre at
Richmond.’’

[Y]ou must agree with me that a mi-
nority group of the A.L.A. has been
greatly offended. If you permit this
organized insult to pass unchal-

lenged, there is but one conclusion to
be made: that American librarians do
not, in their hearts, care for democ-
racy or for the foundation principles
of decent and enlightened institu-
tions. . . You may say, as assuredly
will be said, in defence of the Negro
policy at the conference, that it is
merely conforming with the laws of
Virginia. To this I reply that there is
a higher law . . . Other organizations
make a practice of convening only in
communities where their own stan-
dards of eligibility and respectability
are honored. [4]

In response to the situation, ALA
created a Committee on Racial Dis-
crimination, approving its report in
December 1936. It resolved that the
association would stipulate in ad-
vance the provisions under which it
would accept hospitality ‘‘with
proper regard for its own self re-
spect and that of its members.’’ Al-
though it was opposed to eliminat-
ing any geographical part of the
country from consideration for the
annual conference, selection of fu-
ture meeting places would be con-
ditional upon the admission of all
members to rooms and halls on
terms of full equality [5].

Coincidentally, the Medical Li-
brary Association (MLA) held its
own Annual Meeting in Richmond
in 1937. However, there was no
controversy, because MLA appar-
ently had no black members.

Integration of the Medical
Library Association

MLA lagged behind other profes-
sional associations in integrating its
membership. Not until the end of a
decade of discussion in the 1930s
were black libraries admitted. One
explanation may be the emphasis
on institutional members. With a
limited number of institutions de-
voted to the education of African
American health professionals,
there was less pressure to admit
their libraries. However, it must be
said that the personal beliefs of
some MLA members, including

leaders in the association, also
slowed the process.

Under MLA policy, library mem-
bers, rather than individual mem-
bers, possessed voting rights. The
Membership Committee solicited
new library members, and the Ex-
ecutive Committee approved each
application. Libraries were re-
quired to meet collection and staff-
ing standards to ensure that they
would be full participants in the
work of the association. In partic-
ular, MLA was concerned that they
contribute to the Exchange, the cen-
tralized exchange of duplicate
medical literature among members.
Various types of libraries were ex-
cluded or discouraged at times—
including corporate, foreign, and
dental libraries—primarily due to
doubts that they could serve as
partners in the Exchange. However,
black libraries were excluded for
another reason; as the chairman of
the Executive Committee wrote to
the chairman of the Membership
Committee, ‘‘the first objection is,
of course, purely social and exists
only because we are such a small
organization’’ [6].

Throughout the 1930s, the librar-
ies of Meharry Medical College and
Howard University School of Med-
icine attempted to join MLA but
were excluded. The Executive Com-
mittee was described as having
voted on the question three times
[7] and having discussed it at every
meeting for nine years [8]. There
was some confusion about the un-
official ‘‘code.’’ Howard was appar-
ently solicited in 1934 [9], and sub-
sequent instructions for a newly
appointed Membership Committee
member contained the admonition
not to ‘‘solicit libraries of colored
medical schools and of commercial
companies’’ [10].

By 1939, the effort to resolve the
issue over whether to admit How-
ard and Meharry seemed carefully
organized. Perhaps some in MLA
felt the action was inevitable and
correct. The president of Meharry
wrote to MLA to ask if an appli-
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cation for membership would be
considered, after the denial of a few
years earlier, describing the strides
made in developing its library and
the need for access to the Exchange
list [11]. A representative of the
Rockefeller Foundation wrote in
support of the Meharry application.
He noted that Howard had unsuc-
cessfully applied four years earlier,
and, that although some other
point was involved, the real trouble
lay in the race problem; he urged
that the two libraries be admitted
[12].

Janet Doe, as secretary of MLA,
distributed the letters to the Exec-
utive Committee and polled them
on two questions: ‘‘a) Shall Mehar-
ry Medical College Library be ad-
mitted? b) If so, shall other negro
libraries be advised of our change
of policy?’’ [13]. The results ‘‘to ad-
mit negro libraries to membership
provided they meet regular re-
quirements’’ were 6 voting yes, 2
no, and 1 not voting. On the second
question, there was a tie of 4 yes
votes and 4 no, with 1 not voting
[14].

Mary Louise Marshall, by then
chairman of the Executive Commit-
tee, explained her abstention in im-
passioned letters that reflected the
convictions of others in MLA cor-
respondence.

As a scientific body there is of course
no reason for the exclusion of negro
library members. On the other hand
one of the principal advantages of
our Association,—I might even say
its greatest advantage, has been the
opportunity which has been offered
for close acquaintance with others in
our field, and the amalgamation of
our whole group . . . With my head
I know this is a wrong attitude, and
with my heart I regret it from the
bottom of my heart, but I truly be-
lieve a serious social problem will be
created for our meetings if negro li-
brarians come to our meetings, and
become a part of our group. [15]

To her credit, once the decision
to admit the libraries was made,
Marshall supported it with equal
vigor. Two members wrote to her
recommending that the question be
put to the entire MLA membership
by secret ballot [16, 17], and the

MLA president cautioned her that
the association should proceed
carefully in light of ‘‘passive op-
position in the air’’ [18].

Marshall responded to each cor-
respondent with similar, long let-
ters. She stressed the finality of the
decision by the Executive Commit-
tee—its authority, the thorough de-
liberation over the years, and the
overwhelming vote to proceed. She
argued that the black libraries must
have membership with no restric-
tions, including representation at
meetings, not just Exchange privi-
leges as some opponents had sug-
gested. The association’s attitude
was hindering its efforts to secure
foundation support for endowment
of the Exchange. She also outlined
reasons that the decision would
work—the unlikely case that simi-
lar libraries would become eligible
and the acceptance into the Asso-
ciation of American Medical Col-
leges and American College of Sur-
geons of black members (and, ac-
cording to her, the acceptance of
those members of segregated meet-
ing sites). Despite her personal
dread, in her role as chairman, she
felt that MLA’s ‘‘prime motives are
not social’’ and that MLA should
follow ‘‘practically all national
medical and scientific associations
[in] accept[ing] colored member-
ships’’ [19].

Doe, who had supported the ad-
mission, wrote to Marshall in a
personal note: ‘‘There are bound to
be some complications, but we sin-
cerely hope they won’t be as serious
as if the principle of impartial treat-
ment were not accepted’’ [20].

Meharry and Howard were ad-
mitted as library members for the
1939/40 year [21], and a Howard
librarian attended the 1940 Annual
Meeting [22].

However, some evidence conflicts
with the timeline described above.
Howard was listed as a new library
member approved by the Executive
Committee in 1929/30 and on in-
ternal membership lists for 1931
and 1933, disappearing after that
point [23–25]. There was no clari-
fication found while researching
this column, and no indication dur-
ing the controversy that Howard

had once been a member. One pos-
sible explanation is that it was a
technical way for the library to take
advantage of the Exchange, and
that the designation was later re-
considered. Eileen Cunningham, in
a letter during this period support-
ing a membership application from
Meharry, noted that Howard, as a
comparable library, was participat-
ing in the Exchange [26].

Rachael Anderson, in her Janet
Doe Lecture in 1989, described the
long-term effects of racial prejudice
on librarianship and in MLA.

The deeply felt, negative, personal
convictions of several individuals
who were among the association’s
most active members and leaders for
another generation betoken a con-
tinuing inhospitable climate for re-
cruiting minorities to the field for
many years thereafter . . . We can ask
ourselves with regard to both major
societal issues—gender and race—to
what extent we are now reaping the
consequences of our profession’s past
inhospitality to women and minori-
ties. [27]

Editor’s note

Part II of this column will focus on
the involvement of the library pro-
fession in the civil rights movement
in the 1960s and 1970s and will be
published in a future issue.
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