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Safe but Illiterate: Fighting Censorship in the Lafayette Public Library System

The end of summer has finally crept into fall. The sound of cicadas is quiet in the trees;

the air is still dense enough to choke on; and the misanthropic students are all trying to return to

their studies. Some will find that easier than others. For the newly driver-license-having teenager

who has been chased out of the house by their family, it might mean finding cheap, alternative

spots to be by themselves. The ever-important ñThird Place.ò (Oldenburg, 1999)

The teenager, weôll call them Ash for convenience's sake, climbs over the center console

since the lock on the driverôs side is broken. They get out of their borrowed car and trot through

the parking lot with their head down. There isnôt yet enough cloud cover to dampen the light.

Then, there is a break in the relentless sun; shade under the walkway which leads to the

ever-reliable white portico in front of the library doors.

The Challenge

They have a routine to attend to, one which is common among their peers. (Becker, 2010)

Word processors tend to not cooperate with them on their phone and their motherôs laptop hasn't

been turning on. Sitting at an empty computer, they start to fish their card out of their backpack.

They've memorized the first few digits but can't keep most of it straight in their head. Upon

typing in their card number they are met with an error. Upon typing it a second time they are met

with an error. They go over each character slowly and deliberately, glancing back and forth

between the screen and the card. The enter key goes down and gives them nothing but a third

error for their efforts. Upon the extreme desire to avoid asking for help, they pick up their things

and amble off into the stacks. The mobile version would have to do. They could work with that

for just one essay.
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In addition to their online word processors, there was also access to their PDFs to worry

about. A physical copy would work just as well, but itôs been lost for them in constant

re-organizing. So, they tap the rows of stickered spines until they find what they need. It had

recently been re-shelved in the adult section; nestled between some medical title and an

adventure novel. Young adult literature seemed to be moved there more and more frequently.

Sometime later, nearing dark, they uncross their legs and emerge from the quiet corner

theyôd settled in. The library is closing. The kiosk is empty so they plan to once again skillfully

avoid social interaction. Upon entering their card number, they are given an error for the fourth

time that day. They wouldn't have any time to come back, so the book had to come home with

them one way or another. With a yielding sigh, they hobble over to the desk. Then, they receive

the news that their card is functioning exactly as intended. It has been automatically restricted

due to their age, and full access would have to be restored with an in-person visit from a parent.

They ask about alternatives, in case a parent is inaccessible during operating hours.

Unfortunately, they are given none. (Taylor, 2024)

This common routine has been successfully disrupted in compliance with state law. A law

that has determined that the discomfort of strangers, completely uninvolved with
whatthe
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The Impact & Call to Action

Because numbers are half of whatôs needed, the spread of information is half of what can

be done. In talking to unaware friends or linking news articles on social media; in stressing to the

disinterested that clear harm is being done but can be helped; in engaging with others openly and

empathically about solutions more appealing and effective for everyone, a sizable step is taken

towards improvement. Among those numbers, the ones who are especially invested have

meetings to attend and lobbies to hold. That is not the main objective being sought out. The great

many who
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