Ellen Tice, President Talks about the Importance of Promoting Libraries

On the last day of the Institute, Ellen Tise in her role as President Elect of IFLA, spoke of the importance of libraries and the importance of our responsibility to speak up for libraries.  She began with a quotation from James Baldwin, an important black American writer http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/James_Baldwin_(writer) :

Quotation: James Baldwin
“My life had begun on Park Avenue, uptown Park Avenue where the railroad tracks are. It had begun in the invincible and indescribable squalor of Harlem. Here in this ghetto I was born. And here it was intended by my countrymen that I should live and perish.

And in that ghetto I was tormented. I felt caged like an animal. I wanted to escape. I felt if I did not get out I would slowly strangle.

I wanted school to save me from Harlem….. I knew I was black, of course, but I also knew I was smart. I didn’t know how I would use my mind or even if I could. But that was the only thing I had to use. And I was going to get whatever I wanted that way and I was going to get my revenge that way. So I watched the school the way I watched the streets, because part of the answer was there.

Part of the answer was in Dickens and Destoyevsky, too. I went to the 135th Street library at least three or four times a week, and I read everything there. I read every single book in that library. I read books like they were some weird kind of food. I was looking in books for a bigger world than the world in which I lived. In some blind and instinctive way I knew what was happening in those books was also happening all around me. And I was trying to make a connection between the books and the life I saw and the life I lived.

You think your pain and your heartbreak are unprecedented in the history of the world, but then you read. It was books that taught me that the things that tormented me the most were the very things that connected me with all the people who were ever alive, or who had ever been alive.”
That was James Baldwin speaking in a TV Programme in 1981.

To quote the American Library Association slogan of a few years ago: “Libraries change lives”. Baldwin was socially excluded from the mainstream. But the Public Library included him. He was clearly motivated to learn and the public library facilitated him to do so on a life-long basis. He became a world-class author – accessible to millions of other people in libraries around the world. Isn’t that what cultural policies drive towards? The public library enabled his own personal economic growth. They do that for whole communities as well as for individuals.

