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The People’s Library Manifesto
People’s National Library Policy-PNLP 2024

The People’s National Library Policy-PNLP recognises:

The Right of All Peoples to progress: progress of self, fraternity & society, through access to knowledge, education
and information

The Right to Self-Determination as a Reader, Learner, Thinker and Collaborator to gain freedom from oppression,
inequality & exclusion

The Human Potential of all, in building a peaceful, equitable & sustainable future, deeply rooted in our ties to the
planet, its inhabitants and each other

All People’s Struggles to break the unnatural chains of caste, class, gender, sexual orientation and disability & the
Fundamental Rights enshrined within the Indian Constitution according the Right To Life, Right To Equality, Right To
Read, Right To Education, Right To Information & Freedom of Expression

We shall build a Public Library System that upholds:
o free, Anti-Caste, feminist & Non-Exclusionary reading, learning & information spaces which work to remove
all barriers for All Peoples
o Fxcellence in Library Standards & Services for all members, in line with national & global guidelines
o Peaple’s Ownership & Autonomyin determining their library’s policies, practices & programs
o The Duty of the State to build, support & maintain, for posterity, the Public Library of The People

So that the Public Library system reaches All People with:

Physical & digital books, knowledge & information resources, in abundance & diversity, without restriction and in line
with the people’s needs & aspirations

Reading Programs, Spaces, Policies & Practices that serve all but especially the most vulnerable and
historically-excluded peoples and to invite & include all in reading, education and information access

Equal Opportunities to access books & digital tools, to think & express with freedom and celebrate & preserve
literatures & cultures

Jai Bhim. Satrangi Salam. Johar. Zindabad
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Support for FLN’s People’s National Library Policy 2024

“We strongly commend the efforts of the Free Libraries Network to place the work of
public libraries in India on a more solid footing, so that in turn they can realise their
potential to drive inclusive and sustainable development. The draft policy provides a
great basis for bringing together decision-makers and the wider library community in
order to develop both legislation and practical action plans.”

— Stephen Wyber, Director-Advocacy & Policy, International Federation of Library
Associations and Institutions (IFLA)

"We extend our wholehearted support to the commendable endeavours of the Free
Libraries Network aimed at fortifying the role of public libraries in India, thereby
unleashing their capacity to foster inclusive and sustainable development. The
proposed policy framework offers a promising foundation for fostering collaboration
between policymakers and the broader library ecosystem, facilitating the formulation of
comprehensive legislative measures and actionable strategies."

— Dalit Bahujan Resource Centre (DBRC)

"We endorse the People's National Library Policy and support it as we believe that
libraries should be free and accessible to all specially the marginalised communities.
This proposed policy calls for an inclusive policy and must be implemented at all costs”

— Beena Pallical, General Secretary, National Campaign on Dalit Human Rights

'In a country as demographically diverse as ours, especially economic, with almost
invisible state infrastructure, FLN's unrelenting efforts to provide comfortable, safe, and
well thought-out curated libraries is incredible. They are bridging an invaluable learning
and development gap. This much needed new policy recommendation which promises
a solid blue print for the library ecosystem - across public, digital, community and
including spaces like prisons - which normally aren't part of public discussions, shows
how deeply invested FLN are in placing the role of books and reading as a primary need
for development of children, individuals, the community and as a consequence our
country. At HarperCollins, we value, cherish and promote the idea of reading for
everyone, and are thankful to FLN for taking this lead to change India through a library
revolution.’

— Ananth Padmanabhan, CEO HarperCollins India
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“We extend our full support to the Free Libraries Network in their endeavour to establish
a public library system in India that champions user rights, including privacy and data
security. The Policy's commitment to provide public access to ICT resources is
commendable and we hope that it greatly enhances digital literacy across the nation.”

— Internet Freedom Foundation

Libraries embody magical spaces filled with wonder, curiosity, and exploration. They
supply the building blocks for social architecture and construction. Unfortunately, in
India, we have seen these spaces plagued by exclusion. Designed according to social
and educational privileges, they exclude large sections of Indians from accessing a
crucial environment for personal growth and introspection. For this reason, | strongly
connect on a moral and emotive level with the efforts of the Free Libraries Network. This
network actively dismantles the gatekeeping of knowledge. It welcomes
everyone—young and old, poor and privileged, and all people regardless of their
gender, caste, disability, and sexuality. | believe this inclusion humanizes those different
from us through the common bonds of shared space and a love for reading. It builds
social trust and practically realises the pluralistic values of our republic. If you ever feel
cynical about our democratic future or doubt people's capacity for altruism, | urge you to
visit a center.

— Apar Gupta, Founder, Internet Freedom Foundation & Digital Rights Activist

"Strong public Library system with free access to books is an essential part of Public
life. Free Libraries support life long learning, promote community engagement and
social inclusion . They help to break down social barriers. They empower people of all
generations and promote knowledge."
— Jyoti Mhapsekar, President- Stree Mukti Sanghatana, Mumbai and Former
Librarian

"PNLP24 sets the stage for the people's collective voice toward building library policy
and public libraries through FLN's efforts. More power to FLN's effort"

— Preedip Balaji, Academic Librarian and Researcher

(For a full list of FLN supporters, please see the list at the end of this document.)
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The People’s National Library Policy 2024:
Reforming the Indian Public Library System
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Executive Summary

A core piece missing from the discourse around India’s development trajectory is a
strong public library system, which is freely accessible and relevant to all communities.
Public libraries empower the people by providing knowledge, information and education
resources to support life-long learning, creativity, innovation, research and development,
allowing them to satisfy intellectual hunger & desire for self-improvement and to drive
the upliftment of entire societies.

Presently, the number of public libraries, which are within the reach of all people, is
grossly insufficient in India. Additionally, those that are available aren’t uniformly guided
by nationally-recognised standards that make for an inclusive, welcoming and excellent
library experience. This means that only a small percentage of India’s population has
easy access to libraries, with socio-economic factors like caste, class, gender and
disability proving to be significant impediments for the vast majority. Those who are
excluded are glaringly Dalit, Bahujan, Adivasis, Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes,
Backward Classes, women, non-binary & trans people, religious minorities and persons
with disabilities. This glaring gap goes against the ideas of equity & justice enshrined in
the Indian Constitution.

A national library policy is essential to define and guarantee equitable access to
information & knowledge, empowering all people to contribute to India's societal
strength. It will provide a framework for librarians and all stakeholders, including
lawmakers, to build a library system that meets the diverse needs of the population,
fostering informed communities empowered to steer collective progress.

The "People's National Library Policy 2024" recognises that a robust public
library system, freely accessible to all, is a cornerstone of a healthy democracy.

By doing away with subscription fees and other entrenched social barriers to entry,
public libraries can empower the people to engage in informed decision-making and
participate actively in their communities. This universal access acts to undo both historic
and present day exclusion of people, specifically Dalit, Bahujan, Adivasis, Scheduled
Castes, Scheduled Tribes, Backward Classes, women, non-binary & trans people,
religious minorities and persons with disabilities. This universal access fosters an
environment conducive to achieving the democratic ideals of our society.

The policy envisages a robust anti-caste public library system across the country that
not only provides access to books & builds a widespread culture of reading, but also
promotes literacy and numeracy among citizens of all age groups & identities, apart
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from other learning programmes. All public libraries will also provide universal internet
access.

In order to achieve this, the policy focuses on the planks of excellence in public libraries
and decentralisation of their governance.

To achieve excellence, the policy suggests minimum standards that all public libraries
must adhere to. These are derived from evidence-based international standards,
validated by the experience of varied library practitioners, educators & experts across
different contexts in India, within the Free Libraries Network and from other grassroots
organisations.
These minimum standards include, among other things:

e Free membership and services

e Non-discrimination in access, with specific focus on historic and present day
caste, class, gender, ability, religion based exclusion

e Adequate access for persons with disabilities
e Dynamic and member-oriented curriculum
e Privacy of users’ data and cyber security of digital library infrastructure
e Safety and inclusion of staff members
e Innovative and active funding and sustainability practices
e Archiving and documentation of library records
e Localised and diverse knowledge and information resources
Additionally, the policy recommends updating the curriculum for courses on librarianship

that envisages librarians as community leaders and repositories for delivering
constitutional rights, rather than as merely library record keepers.

To decentralise governance of libraries, the policy outlines a collaborative framework for
fostering a robust and decentralised national library system in India. It emphasises
shared responsibility, local autonomy and effective resource utilisation through distinct
roles assigned to various stakeholders:
The Union Government leads policy and resource allocation -

e Formulates a national library policy with clear standards and guidelines.

e Allocates dedicated grants and facilitates their convergence with other schemes
for library development.

e Leads digitisation initiatives and development of interoperable digital platforms.

www.fln.org.in
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Promotes research in library science and advocates for libraries nationally and
internationally.

State governments adapt and implement -

Adapt the national framework to their specific contexts and develop state-level
library policies.

Establish dedicated library departments or designate responsible entities.

Allocate state funds to supplement central grants and support local government
& non-government bodies.

Invest in infrastructure development, resource sharing, and personnel training.

Invest in training and hiring, utilising reservation to undo historic and present day
caste-discrimination and to ensure adequate representation for all people from
margins.

Monitor and evaluate the effectiveness of library programs and services.

Local self-governments engage communities -

Actively engage local communities in library planning, development, and
programming.

Utilise the mechanism of reservation to undo historic and present day
discrimination.

Ensure efficient operation and accessibility of local libraries.

Select and acquire resources based on local needs and cultural context.
Implement library programs and services addressing community needs.

Collaborate with local organisations, schools, and NGOs for outreach and
engagement.

Explore innovative ways to generate local revenue through partnerships and
fundraising initiatives.

The National Digital Library and RRRLF facilitate and support to -

Maintain a central repository for digitised library resources accessible across the
country.

Act as the implementation arm for the national library policy, providing financial
and technical support.

Develop and share digital resources, best practices, and training materials.

Facilitate collaboration and resource sharing among libraries across regions and
levels.

www.fln.org.in
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e Support research and development initiatives in digital libraries and related
technologies.

This approach fosters a decentralised library system that effectively serves diverse
communities and contributes to national development.

In order to implement the policy, it is recommended that the Union government first
carry out a qualitative and quantitative survey of all public libraries across India.
Secondly, state governments must commission independent audits of their library laws.

Effective implementation of the policy hinges on collaboration, resource allocation and
stakeholder engagement. This involves widespread stakeholder consultation, official
adoption, establishing dedicated implementation bodies with action plans, capacity
building for librarians and staff, monitoring progress and impact, fostering partnerships
and raising public awareness. By embracing this comprehensive approach, India can
strengthen its public library system, improve access to information, and promote
learning for all.

www.fln.org.in
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Introduction

India is a democracy guided by the values of justice, liberty, equality and fraternity we
have enshrined in our constitution. Policies are key to framing the intention to live by
these values, and policy holds us and our government accountable to our intention.
Through policy we create infrastructure and institutions that bring alive the practice of
these constitutional values.

A public library system is a critical infrastructure, and libraries are key institutions that
provide all people with equal access to information which then allows them to participate
in the creation of the society envisioned in our constitution. At present our libraries and
library infrastructure function without the guidance of national policy and are effectively
unmoored from our constitutional values. This is most evident in the uneven access to
libraries afforded the people of India. This uneven access is especially egregious in
perpetuating historic and present day exclusion of people from the margins.

National library policy would provide us with the opportunity to articulate the kind of
information access that is necessary and important for the people of India to achieve
their strength as a society. Without library policy it is not possible for lawmakers and
librarians to provide the libraries people need. This has been borne out historically. India
has no national library policy and the result is a library landscape that is patched
together, and uneven in what it offers people. People in some parts of India enjoy
adequate access to vital information but those in other parts lack any access to libraries
and information. The vast majority of Indians have no access to libraries as a resource
for fulfilling their need for information.

Legislation that follows from strong national and local policy can provide adequate
support for libraries to fulfil their mission of providing equal access to information for all
people, and thereby strengthen people’s participation in decision making and society
formation. Legislation can secure funds and autonomy for libraries and the people they
serve. India already has a broad architecture for provision of such services in other
domains such as food, work, education, and even health to some extent at the
sub-national level. Public Libraries would add to the existing Rights based architecture
of welfare in the country.

“The People’s National Library Policy 2024 begins from the premise that a flourishing
public library system can support society in maintaining the democratic organisation of
political life only if it is free and open to all people. A free library without any subscription
or membership fees is the mechanism by which a library can be open to all. Free is also
the mechanism that can undo historic and present day exclusion of marginalised
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populations from participation in society. And only by being open to all can any library, in
any society, aim to help that society achieve its democratic ideals.

The historic exclusion of vast numbers of people in India from equal participation in our
society was accomplished though excluding them from knowledge and information.
Such exclusion was practised through the caste system, through class and gender and
other social divisions. Such exclusion was practised by the colonial government to
uphold colonial interests and such exclusion can continue to serve hierarchically
organised class and caste based division of society. Free membership in public
libraries is the key that opens the gates to knowledge equally for all people. Only once
the people have this key, and open this gate, can they actively partake of the
constitution’s promise of justice, liberty, equality and fraternity.

History of Public Library System and Policy in India

Early Beginnings

The history of public libraries in India is marked by both a rich tradition and a lack of
central coordination. Critically, it has failed to address generational barriers to access
due to casteist exclusion of Dalit, Adivasi and Bahujan people.

Early library establishments, like the State Central Library in Kerala (1820), the Asiatic
Society Library (1804) and the Assam Library Association (1938), were largely regional
initiatives and education was the principal forerunner of modernization.

In 1910, Maharaja of Baroda State, Sayajirao Gaekwad lll, inspired by American public
libraries, created the Baroda Central Library, whose defining feature was that it was free
& open to all. Maharaja Sayajirao Gaekwad was a firm believer of equity in education
and would go down in history as one of the earliest allies of Dr. Bhimrao Ambedkar,
endowing him with a scholarship to study at Columbia University, USA. However, even
as the Maharaja championed free libraries, his efforts remained isolated against the
forces of brahmanism. There was no widespread library movement to fight casteist
gatekeeping of education and knowledge resources and a vast majority of Indians
continued to be kept out of the halls of learning.

Despite this, the idea that free libraries are tools to dismantle oppression, has been
shown most powerfully by anti-caste movements. From the 1930’s onwards and
throughout his life, Dr. Ambedkar undertook the task of establishing & equipping
libraries across India, in various organisations which fought for the rights of
marginalised people, firmly linking free libraries with the fight for social justice and
collective empowerment.
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Through the 19th and early 20th centuries, libraries were integrated into the emerging
freedom movements. “It was not merely by coincidence that the annual meetings of the
All India Public Library Association (AIPL) used to be held in conjunction with sessions
of the Indian National Congress.” (The Story of Libraries in India by Dwarika N.
Banerjee, 1996, MIT Press). In post-independence India, Prof. SR Ranganathan, hailed
as the Father of Library Sciences, emerged as a champion for defining library missions
and standards in India, and campaigned for creating legislative provisions to institute a
free public library system that served all sections of society.

Kerala in particular was able to solve the problem of access by provisioning a large
number of public libraries that had deep reach into communities, through the early to
mid 1900s. These public libraries had a transformative impact on the state’s overall
literacy and education and continue to serve as a noteworthy model for the rest of the
country to emulate and learn from.

Nevertheless, public libraries in India have never been uniformly free (i.e. free from fees
and free from barriers of caste, patriarchy and ableism) since the unresolved question of
how, and by whom, public libraries are to be funded and governed has never been
decisively addressed through a national library policy in India.

Early to Mid 1900s: First Attempts at National Policy

The first significant attempt at a national library began with the Imperial Library Act of
1902, which established the Imperial Library in Calcutta (now National Library of India in
Kolkata). However, the Act did not address broader issues of public library development
or how reading could flourish when access to knowledge resources was denied along
caste & gender lines. Subsequent decades saw sporadic efforts at policy formulation,
including the Model Public Libraries Bill of 1963 and the National Policy on Education
(1968), which recognized public libraries as essential for literacy and education. From
the 1930s onward the passionate voice of Dr S R Ranganathan was heard arguing for
State level interventions in the library question. He presented numerous Model Library
Acts, including the one that became the basis of the Tamil Nadu Public Libraries Act.
The Act, while progressive, unfortunately disavows Ranganathan’s First Law of Library
Science and restricts membership to paid users. In the The Five Laws of Library
Science S R Ranganathan’s begins, in the first law, from the premise that books are for
use and in order to be used that they must be made free through free library
membership.

1980’s-1990s: Draft Library Bills, State Legislations, and the Rise of Advocacy
In the 1980s and 1990s, several drafts for a national library policy were proposed, but
none were officially adopted. This period also withessed the rise of advocacy groups,
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like the Indian Library Association, pushing for stronger library legislation and resource
allocation. In 1986, the Chattopadhyay Committee gave us a draft ‘National Policy on
Library and Information System’ which defined the task of the government, “to establish,
maintain and strengthen the free public libraries in the country” (Chapter Ill). It made
two essential declarations: (1) public libraries are free, and (2) it is the government’s
responsibility to build and empower them for the people.

Currently libraries are listed as a state subject in the Indian Constitution. 19 Indian
states have public library legislation, although only 1 state (Haryana) defines the public
library as free from subscription fees. In the absence of a definitive demand for libraries
that are free, excellent, and open to all, the Indian public library system has failed to
become a relevant and accessible resource for the people. Rather than a focus on
people's empowerment and social democracy, there is a danger of public libraries
defaulting to the narrow emphasis on libraries as a means to create disempowered
workers that serve the interests of the powerful elite, further deepening their
marginalisation.

2014: National Mission on Libraries and Raja Rammohun Roy Library Foundation

In 2014, public libraries came into focus once more with the launch of the National
Mission on Libraries (NML) by the Ministry of Culture, Government of India. The NML
aimed to strengthen and revitalise public libraries across India by providing grants,
promoting digital initiatives, and improving infrastructure. Raja Rammohun Roy Library
Foundation (RRRLF), as the executive arm of NML, was responsible for implementing
the Mission's objectives and managing grants. It was charged with (1) Upgradation of
existing public libraries, in line with the recommendations of the National Knowledge
Commission, largely focussing on digitisation and ICT interventions. (2) Development of
the National Virtual Library of India. (3) Setting up model NML libraries through
collaboration with state governments. (4) Conducting surveys on the existing library
scenario and (5) Building librarianship skills and capacities for more sensitised and
digitally-empowered library services.

Present Scenario and Challenges

While the NML and RRRLF have made strides in creating the National Virtual Library of
India, it has failed to bring about upgradation in the national public library system that
extends from central libraries to state, district and village/neighbourhood libraries. It has
also failed to address the fundamental issue of access by not responding to the need for
free, inclusive, and excellent libraries. Its disproportionate focus on ICT (including
disproportionate resource allocation to digitising libraries in the name of modernisation),
fails to account for glaring digital inequities such as the lack of high quality internet and
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smart devices in India. Most critically, without a national library policy the NML and
RRRFL fail to respond to the needs of all people, especially underserved and
marginalised communities and be accountable to them.

The existence of a clear and comprehensive policy will add weight to the NML and
RRRLF by directing them to make themselves known to, and serve, existing libraries. It
will also hold them to their mandate of aiding the creation of libraries that are missing
from the Indian library landscape.

Looking Ahead

In order for India’s public library system to foster an ethos of free learning &
empowerment through books & other knowledge resources, it must centre the needs of
the vast majority of Indians who remain outside the threshold of library institutions, due
to their caste & gender identities. The public library must create mechanisms to serve
the needs of these teeming millions from Dalit, Bahujan, Adivasi communities,
Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes, Backward Classes, women, non-binary & trans
people and persons with disabilities. It must cater to the economically disadvantaged
and the working classes and it must invite into reading all those who have been
excluded for thousands of years.

Most recently, the Parliamentary Standing Committee on Transport, Tourism, and
Culture in its 310th Report (dated February 2022) on, “Functioning of Central Libraries
in the country” has drawn attention to the dismal state of public libraries in India. In its
wide-ranging observations the committee noted that, “many public libraries are in a
state of despair and remain largely underdeveloped” (para 32). It further said that, “The
Committee is of the view that public libraries have been neglected for a long time now
and any change would need substantial time and effort from all directions—state,
community, private sector, and non-governmental organisations” (para 33). The
committee noted several problems with the functioning of the public library system
which include the lack of a comprehensive legislative framework and a national policy
for libraries (para 40). Crucially, it observed that one of the primary constraints in the
development of libraries has been the paucity of financial resources. It notes that,
“finance remains the main hurdle for the development of public libraries in India” (para
44). The committee pointed out that, “public libraries are not being attended with
adequate funds either by the State government or by the Union Government” (para 41),
and that funds collected for libraries are not being spent on library development.

The lack of adequate financing for public libraries is reflected in the figures. India
spends a meagre 7 paise per person on libraries, as compared with 35 USD and 44
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AUD in the United States and Australia respectively. India has just 1 rural library for
every 11,500 people and 1 urban library for every 80,000 people, as against the global
norms of 1 library for every 3000 people. Of these, the vast majority are underfunded
and inadequately resourced. Most libraries do not follow minimum standards in terms of
book collections, trained personnel, access to digital resources, accessibility for persons
with disabilities, and facilities such as well-lit reading rooms, internet connectivity, and a
safe welcoming environment for all. The public library system must also relook at key
processes including admission, outreach, curation, staff recruitment, capacity-building
and funding to incorporate reservations for Dalit, Bahujan, Adivasi communities,
Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes, Backward Classes, women, non-binary & trans
people, religious minorities and persons with disabilities.

Public library reform is thus an urgent demand of India’s people, who deserve free and
equal access to excellent knowledge and information resources as a matter of right,
enshrined in the Indian constitution. This must be delivered through a national library
policy that dedicates itself to creating access for all, while addressing the barriers to
reading, thinking, and learning freely, and recognises the public library as an institution
that guarantees justice by addressing knowledge gaps in society.

In the absence of such a guiding policy framework to scaffold legislation, we run the
danger of public libraries becoming a mere tool to enact narrow, exclusionary agendas
that serve only the elite, further disenfranchising oppressed people by gatekeeping
knowledge, policing information, and denying fundamental freedoms.

1. Need for Public Libraries

“The public library, the local gateway to knowledge, provides a basic condition for
lifelong learning, independent decision-making, and cultural development of the
individual and social groups. It underpins healthy knowledge societies through providing
access to and enabling the creation and sharing of knowledge of all sorts, including
scientific and local knowledge without commercial, technological or legal barriers.” ~
IFLA-UNESCO Manifesto - 2022.

Public libraries are critical to democracy, delivering the right to read by providing access
to quality knowledge, education, and information through books and other reading
resources, library programs, curriculum, and policies that foster inclusion. A public
library responds to its community’s demand for individual growth and collective
empowerment and is a community-led institution that evolves dynamically with the
changing needs of the people it serves.
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The public library occupies a central place in the intellectual, cultural, economic and
creative life of any society. It must, by definition, be a space that delivers programs and
resources in a just, and therefore, free and inclusive manner to all. Public libraries that
foster and protect the freedom to read, think, share, and learn, lead to the creation of a
society that is driven by humanistic values and is unafraid to seek and secure for itself
an equitable world.

Free public libraries are essential public goods. They not only contribute to the
improvement of all Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), by supporting universal
literacy and enabling access to information, public libraries generate positive outcomes
which have multiplier effects across sectors, including but not limited to contributing to
higher R&D, GDP, and more importantly higher HDI.

The case for free and excellent public libraries in India is compelling:

1) mmunit that facilitate reading, learning, and free thinking: The public
library is a place for people to collect, commune over, and debate ideas, which
serve to further their needs, hopes, aspirations, and imaginations. It is a space
where knowledge and information resources are meant to be shared by the
collective to drive progress of a society.

2) Access to foundational literacies and education resources: Public libraries provide
resources, curriculum, and programs to access foundational literacies (reading,
numeracy, and digital literacy) to all. Libraries do not replace, rather they
compliment and enhance, school-based and life-long learning. This access is
essential for improving educational attainment, particularly in underserved and
generationally-excluded communities.

3) Bridging the digital divide: Public libraries can overcome digital inequities by
providing high quality internet connectivity, computer access, digital literacy, and
safety for all. This empowers individuals to access information freely and safely,
engage in online learning, and participate in the digital economy. In a rapidly
digitising world, public libraries are crucial for ensuring digital rights reach all with
the goal to empower and enrich them.

4) Promoting social inclusion and community engagement: Public libraries are
inclusive spaces that welcome people from all walks of life, fostering social

cohesion and community engagement. They provide a neutral ground for dialogue,
exchange of ideas, and cross-cultural understanding, promoting social harmony
and a sense of belonging. They acknowledge historical & current systemic
exclusions and create mechanisms for representation of Dalit, Bahujan, Adivasi
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communities, Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes, Backward Classes, women,
non-binary & trans people and persons with disabilities.

Building social and cultural capital: Public libraries perform a democratising
function by helping build social and cultural capital among historically marginalised
and disadvantaged communities, as well as people from underserved regions and
communities. Libraries create access to information, literature, and educational
and cultural resources, as well as diverse groups of people and ideas, creating
more equalising opportunities for people who are otherwise deprived of those.

Nurturing creativity and innovation: Public libraries provide spaces for people to
explore their creativity, engage in intellectual and artistic pursuits,
self-improvement, and collective-growth. They do this by creating opportunities for
reflection, new learning, and skill development. They host workshops, seminars,
and other events that promote creativity and innovation, fostering a vibrant social
and cultural scene and contributing to the development of a well-rounded society.
There is a growing discussion on the lack of fund allocation on R&D in India at the
level of GDP when compared to other countries. Part of the problem stems from a
culture where creativity and innovation are not incentivized from a young age.
Public Libraries would complement existing efforts, such as Tinkering Labs and
start up promotion funds, in cultivating society level creativity and innovation
cultures throughout the country.

Supporting lifelong learning and personal development: Public libraries serve as

lifelong learning centres, providing access to resources and opportunities for
continuous growth. They offer a wide range of adult education programs, language
classes, and vocational training courses, empowering individuals to upskill and
re-skill throughout their lives. A library that is free, anti-caste & feminist can serve a
vital role in delivering equitable opportunities for growth by designing programs to
serve Dalit, Bahujan, Adivasi communities, Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes,
Backward Classes, women, non-binary & trans people and persons with
disabilities.

Preserving cultural and literary heritage. growing new literatures, and knowledge
hubs: Public libraries act as repositories of literary and cultural heritage, preserving

and disseminating valuable historical documents, manuscripts, and artworks. They
play a vital role in safeguarding India's rich cultural heritage, especially in
preserving languages and literatures, and passing it on to future generations. They
do not just preserve heritage but also create spaces for new cultures, literatures,
and languages to thrive. In particular, free libraries, which are owned by the

www.fln.org.in
freell . fing .


http://www.fln.org.in
mailto:freelibrariesnetworkfln@gmail.com

T
FREE
LIBRARIES
ww ww NETWORK

India & South Asia

people, can serve to address the erasure of histories, narratives and languages of
caste-oppressed, tribal and other marginalised communities. For eg: programmatic
interventions for ‘Dalit History Month’ can be powerful in bringing lost stories back
to life.

9) Strengthening democracy and civic engagement: Public libraries provide access to
information and resources that promote informed participation by people in their
society and civic engagement. They host discussions, workshops, and forums on
current affairs, encouraging people to participate in the democratic process and
make informed decisions. Above all, public libraries promote equality of access to
the information people are seeking and thereby empower people’s participation in
society. They are a great force for an equalising and non-hierarchical organisation
of society, and can act as a balance against forces that drive toward hierarchical
organisation of society. For this, public libraries must create reservation-based
representation of Dalit, Bahujan, Adivasi communities, Scheduled Castes,
Scheduled Tribes, Backward Classes, women, non-binary & trans people and
persons with disabilities.

Public libraries are essential pillars of a thriving society, providing access to knowledge,
fostering lifelong learning, and promoting social inclusion. India needs robust public
libraries to empower its populace, bridge social divides, and contribute to the nation's
overall development. Investing in public libraries is an investment in the future of India.

2. Defining Library Policy

India, with its vast population, diverse communities, and historical exclusions along lines
of caste, class, gender, sexuality, religion, disability amongst others, faces unique
challenges in ensuring equitable access to information and knowledge. Public libraries
can play a crucial role in bridging the gap. A strong and comprehensive public library
policy, with an emphasis on libraries being free, excellent, and inclusive, is essential for
this goal. A public library policy should be a people-led vision that:

1) Ensures accessibility and inclusion: The policy should prioritise making libraries
accessible to everyone, which necessitates not just serving the needs of those who
have access to education, knowledge & information resources but building
social-inclusion bridges for those who don’t i.e. people from Dalit, Bahujan, Adivasi
communities, Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes, Backward Classes, women,
non-binary & trans people and persons with disabilities. To achieve this goal,
special attention is to be given to pedagogical approaches, programmatic
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interventions, admission & staffing processes, curation and library best practices
that reinforce anti-caste, anti-hate, feminist and disability-inclusive values.

Addresses the needs of diverse communities and acknowledges barriers to
access: A public library policy should define the institution as fundamentally free,
anti-caste, feminist and disability-inclusive. It must recognize that different
communities have specific needs and preferences when it comes to library
services. It should take special cognisance of the most vulnerable and excluded
sections of society, for whom quality knowledge, information, and education
resources remain inaccessible till date. The policy must create specific curriculum
& programmatic bridges by which those who have been and continue to be socially
excluded - Dalit, Bahujan, Adivasi communities, Scheduled Castes, Scheduled
Tribes, Backward Classes, women, non-binary & trans people and persons with
disabilities - are invited into the library, into reading and into digital literacies. It
should empower communities to engage as stakeholders, promoting flexibility and
adaptability, allowing libraries to tailor their collections, programs, and outreach
initiatives to cater to the cultural, linguistic, and socioeconomic realities of their
communities.

Codifies standards of excellence and guidelines for all public libraries: National
library policy must lay out the framework for best practices, infrastructure,
curriculum and programs that are enacted across the public library system in order
to ensure minimum standards of excellence in all services delivered to the people,
free from fees and systemic socio-economic barriers. All standards and guidelines
must be founded in the universal, humanistic, and constitutional values of equality,
liberty and justice. They must be anti-caste, anti-hate, feminist and
disability-inclusive in all respects.

Strengthens local governance, community ownership, and partnerships: A public
library policy should emphasise the importance of local involvement in library
governance. This could include community representation in library boards,
participatory planning processes, and collaboration with local organisations to
develop and deliver relevant programs, services, and resources. Accounting for
historic & contemporary barriers like caste & gender, community-ownership must
also be fostered through reservations in recruitment & funding libraries for Dalit,
Bahujan, Adivasi communities, Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes, Backward
Classes, women, non-binary & trans people and persons with disabilities. Special
efforts must be made to extend the library network to those communities that have
never had access to library services & resources before.
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Promotes sustainability and resource mobilization: The policy should address the
chronic underfunding of public libraries in India. Funding for a public library system

must be sustainable and this can only be ensured through allocation of public
funds through legislative provisions for assured funding such as through library
cess and/or budgetary allocation, in addition to needs and project based grants.
This allocation should account for per capita expenditure that meets per capita
need for excellent library services, that are in turn tied to standards and guidelines
as outlined in this policy. The policy can encourage innovative funding mechanisms
like public-private partnerships, community fundraising initiatives, and resource
sharing models for additional funding for library operations. When funding new
libraries or extending the existing library network, special focus & resource
allocation should be on libraries that serve Dalit, Bahujan, Adivasi communities,
Scheduled Castes, Scheduled Tribes, Backward Classes, women, non-binary &
trans people and persons with disabilities.

Fosters digital access, innovation, and technology integration: The policy must
address the urgent need to make the Internet, ICT resources, and digital literacies

available to all and should acknowledge all current barriers to this i.e. unequal
distribution of such resources in rural & remote India, as well as in working class,
Dalit, Bahujan and Adivasi communities and gender minorities. Besides
infrastructure, the policy must address the lack of digital literacies in these same
marginalised & underserved communities. It must safeguard the rights of all
people to access digital resources freely, without censorship or surveillance, and
without fear of losing ownership over their data and privacy. The policy should
encourage libraries to integrate technology into their services, offering digital
resources, e-learning platforms, and innovative literacy programs that cater to the
needs of a digitally connected population.

The policy must address:

1)

Community engagement and leadership: Mechanisms for community involvement
and leadership in library governance, planning, and program development.

Resource allocation: Strategies for ensuring adequate funding and resource
allocation for libraries, including exploring innovative funding models.

Collection development: Guidelines for building diverse and culturally relevant
collections that cater to the specific needs of local communities.

Services and programs: Framework for providing essential library services and
developing innovative programs tailored to community needs.
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Technology integration: Strategies for promoting technology adoption in libraries,
including digital resource acquisition, e-learning platforms, and technology-based
literacy programs.

Accessibility _and inclusion: Measures to ensure access to library services for
people with disabilities, marginalised communities, and those living in remote
areas.

Staffing _and training: Guidelines for adequate staffing levels, professional
qualifications, and training opportunities for library personnel.

Monitoring and Evaluation: Mechanisms for monitoring the implementation of the
policy and evaluating its effectiveness in meeting community needs.

By addressing these critical areas, a robust public library policy can empower libraries
to become vibrant hubs of learning, knowledge sharing, and community engagement,
contributing significantly to India's social and intellectual development.

3. Goals and Objectives

The primary goal of the public library is to be an open & barrier-free space for lifelong
learning, reflection & collective engagement for all, regardless of caste, class, age,
religion, gender, disability, ethnicity, educational qualifications or nationality.

1)

Equitable access to knowledge & information: Public libraries must provide
resources and services, across a variety of media, to meet knowledge, education,
information and personal development needs, including recreation and leisure.
They have an important role in the development and maintenance of a democratic
society by giving the access to a wide and varied range of knowledge, ideas and
opinions and by providing the collective safe & welcoming spaces to meet in a
world of ideas.

It must be a key mission of the Indian public library system to narrow the gap
between information-rich & information-poor communities. The public library must
be the nodal point for accurate, relevant & timely information for their well-being,
safety & development, in a format & language that is accessible to everyone in the
co