Radical Reference: an open-source organization

Shinjoung Yeo and James R.  Jacobs
January 4, 2005

There is a common belief that technology is value-free; in other words, it is neither

inherently good nor bad, but simply a tool. However, many social and political activists are challenging this notion by creating and employing technologies that are imbued with their value system of justice, equality, and community. One such group in the library world is Radical Reference (RR). 

RR is a volunteer-run collective of library workers (Librarians, library Staff, and library students) who believe in social justice and provide free reference services and information access to independent journalists, activists and the general public via their web site and on the street at various political events (dubbed “street librarians”). RR was initially launched in July, 2004 to assist and support the many activists converging to protest at the 2004 Republican National Convention in New York City. The service was so well received by activist communities that it has continued and expanded its services to include fact-checking workshops, skill-sharing sessions at the 2005 ALA midwinter conference in Boston, and plans for projects as diverse as indexing alternative media resources and creating an image archive for the New York City Independent Media Center. Today, there are over 150 volunteers across the United States with a variety of professional backgrounds and the ability to provide reference services in 10 languages.  

In order to provide their services, RR has consciously chosen to employ open source and/or non-commercial software and web hosting. For example, Drupal, a content management system, is used for managing the web site. The system, written in PHP with a mysql database backend, includes easy to use tools for blogging, content creation, site design and organization, and user management. Volunteers communicate with each other and our users via email, ezmlm listserv mailing list manager for qmail and Instant messenger (IM) network with Gaim, an open source IM client. In addition, during political events, Txtmob, a web-based cell phone text messaging service, is relied upon to provide synchronous communication between street librarians and home support volunteers. Last but not least, RR web hosting is provided gratis by Interactivist, a non-profit organization that supports groups working toward issues of social justice. 

Technology is not value neutral; rather it is ideological. In order for RR to achieve its mission of information activism toward social justice, it will always be crucial to implement technologies that reflect the inherent values of RR services as well as the user groups that take advantage of those services. In the name of convenience, libraries often overlook the underlying philosophy and principles of the technologies they employ. RR provides a good example for how an organization can infuse its technologies with its organizational philosophy. 

Please visit the web sites below for more information on Radical Reference and the various technologies mentioned.

· Radical Reference: http:/radicalreference.info 

· New York City Independent Media Center: http://nyc.indymedia.org/
· Drupal: http://www.drupal.org
· Gaim: http://gaim.sourceforge.net/about.php 
· Interactivist: http://www.interactivist.net
· qmail: http://www.qmail.org
· Txt mob: http://www.txtmob.com 

