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In 1981, Brown Un iversity was the s ite of th e first (and to date only) co nfe re nce
to be d evo ted e ntirel y to the topic of d eaccessioning rare books. In e ffect, the
Brown symposi um , organized by Samue l Stre it and Tho mas Adams, brought
deaccessioning o ut of the back room and into the light of d ay.' One might have
ex pected a spirited curatorial d ebate to fo llow, mu ch like the one that raged in
the art museum world in the 19705 and '80s. Instead, after an in itia l boomlet of
articles o n deaccessioning of rare books, [he rest has been largely s ilence-a
s ilence which may mean that the topic is simply n o longe r controversial. 2 The fact
that a su bsection o f the "Guidelines for Institutional Practice" in the revised RBMS
Ethics State me nt is devoted to deaccessioning also seems to indicate that there
has bee n widesp read pro fessio nal acceptance of the practice .3
Has deaccessio nin g become a full y establis hed collection management
procedure in most acad e mic special collections? Did the predicti on of the Brown
confere nce organizers that "more and more rafe book a nd specia l collectio ns
libraries will contemplate d eaccessio n as a means of alleviating th eir straitened
circumsta nces,,4 come true as well? And if some li brarians continu e to object to
deaccessio ning, on what grounds do they object? I attempted to answer these as
we ll as re lated questions by sUJveying both cu rrent attitudes and practi ces
re lat ing to deaccessioning of ra re books (man uscripts and other non-book items
were specifically excluded) in college and university special collectio ns. At the
outset, I felt that it would be he lpful to re fer to a ge nerally acce pted defin ition
o f "deaccessioning" (or is it "deaccession," the term prefe rred by the Brow n
conference organizers?). Unfo rtunately, there apparently is no s uch thing. s The
te rm is not listed in the latest editions of the ALA Glossary or Harrod 's Librarian 's
Glossary. In Library Literature, we find only a cross reference to "Disposal o f
books, periodicals, etc. ," a catch-a ll heading that includes guides to runnin g
book sa les and weedi ng o f ge nera l collectio ns. So it beca me necessary to suppl y
my own d efiniti o n. The first diffi cul ty arose in the process of d etermining what
"accessioned" mea ns in the library context. \Vhereas in a museum, single items
are "accessioned" by a registrar, in rare book libraries the conce pt of "accessioning"
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is less precise, since most special collections no lo nger keep accession logs. For
my purposes, both cataloged and uncataloged books are considered part of the
accessioned collection, yet the weeding of gift items w hen they first enter the
door is not considered to be deaccessioning. I also excluded the concept of intrainstitutional transfer, while including external transfer as well as the sale of rare
materials, before arriving at this somewhat cumbersome definition: "For the
purposes of this survey, deaccessioning is considered to be the permanent

removal of printed materials from a library collection. The routine deselection of
non-rare books from gifts at the time they are accepted (even if they are not
actually disposed of until later to comply w ith IRS regulatio ns) w ill NOT be
considered deaccessioning, nor will internal transfers from the rare books/
special collections department to another library unit or de partment at the same
in stitu tion. "

In May 1995, I sent questionnaires to a representative group of o ne hundred
American college and university libraries . I received responses fro m professional
staff at sixty institutions listed in Appendix A; 65% of the responses came from
rare book collections with fewer than 100,000 vol umes and 60% of the responses
were from public institutions. The data I received indicate that deaccessioning
is borh a more widespread and less controversial collection management practice
than it was a decade ag0 6 Those opposed to the practice may , however, take
some comfort in the fact that such acceptance is fa r from unanimous.

To find out how widespread deaccessioning is at present, I inquired if there
had been any such activity in the respondents' institutio ns during the past five
years. Exactly half of the libraries had deaccessioned books from the ir collectio ns
within tha t period. Further, I attempted to gauge whether there was comparatively more or less deaccessioning activity going on today in individual libraries
than there was in 1985 7 Thirty-one librarians (or 55%) sa id there was essentially
no change (but of course the status quo could represe nt e ither a low o r a hig h level
of activity), twenty-two respondents (39%) reported there was somewhat o r
substantially more activity, and only three (5%) said there was less.
Continuing the summa ry of current practice: disposal of duplicates was the
most frequent reason given, followed by "items were deemed to be non-rare" and
"items we re out-of-scope." Uncataloged rather than cataloged items we re more
likely to be candida tes for removal, but over half of those libraries that participate
in some kind of deaccessioning had removed cataloged material from the
collection. Direct sale or trade to dealers without a bid process was the preferred
method of disposal, though sale or transfer to other institutions and direct sale
(e.g., booksales) were also popular. It was surprising that only 20% of the
deaccessioning libraries had used an auction house to d ispose of books.
In an overwhelming majority of those libraries w hich do deaccession rare
books , the department head is the person with primary responsibility for the
process. Collection curators or library directors were given that responsibility in
a much smaller number of institutions, and only two libraries employed
committees to make deaccessioning decisio ns. In 93% of the deaccessioning
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libra ries po lled, funds de ri ved from sell ing ra re books we re rolled back in ro
collectio n developme nt, as the current RBMS ethics statement prescribes s The
same funds a re in a ha ndful o f cases used fo r preservation of mate rials, but they
almost n ever are used to subven t ope rati onal costs or to support capital pro jects.

And everyone ag reed that funds de rived from deaccessioning ha ve p rovid ed a
re latively minor source of revenue fo r their institu tions.
T was personally curio us to see how the deaccessioning process was
regul ated with in various academic environments . For a number of years the

Un iversity o f Texas has h ad a Regents' policy o n the disposal of ra re books and
fi ne art by UT System insti tu tion s, but it seems that th is situ ation is exceptional.
Ma ny pub lic institutions undoub ted ly have d ocuments governing the disposal of
sta te p ro pe rty o r li brary books in gene ral. Also startling is the fact that only eight
libra ries had a w ritte n inte rnal po licy rega rding deaccess io ning. It may be the
case th a t institutional po licy-making si mply has nOt caught up with practice, or
th en aga in perh aps libraries do not wa nt (Q draw undue attention to deaccessionin g
by crea ting w ritten policy documents.

My o pe n-ended q uestio ns , as I had hoped , evoked some strongly held and
d ivergent op inions within th e profession . Overall, some info rmal content
analysis of the resp onses to a question w hether deaccess ioning was more or less

cont rove rsial tod ay than in the mid-1980s indicates that te n libraria ns thought
deaccessioning was more controversial, sixteen less, and eight about the same.
Amo ng th ose w ho think it is just as controversial as ever or even more so,
o pinions are often stro ngly held. One curator re turned th e questionnaire

una nswered , but sta ted in a n accompanying lette r that it was unthinkable that the
library in qu esti on would ever participate in sllch activity. Another rare books
librari an w rote, "if there w as a legitimate reason to put a book into special

collectio ns in the first place, the ch an ces are quite slim that reason would have
changed." In oth er cases, librari ans appeared to rega rd deaccessioning w ith

conside rable personal distaste but put it in the same category with othe r
unpl easa nt structural changes re quired by fin ancial exigency. Other respo ndents
distinguished bet ween int ra pro fessio nal and extraprofessional acceptance of
deaccessioning. Th ey maintained that the practi ce was more controversial than

ever a mong the public because of some w idely publicized e pisodes involving the
sale of c ultural a rtifacts, particularl y in a rt museums, but within the rare books
pro fessio n it was increasingly accepted as an inevitability. Sell ing or trading
duplicate volumes was mentioned as being th e least controversial variety of

deacquisition , with o ut-of-scope withd rawals (assuming "the re is broad agreeme nt abo ut w hat is o ut of scope, " as o ne pe rson added) more so, and high-profile
treasures the mos t apt to ca use problems. T he use of deaccessioning-derived

funds could make a p ro ject more or less controversial ; raisi ng funds fo r a "pet
p roject" fo r exa mple, was exactly the kind of thing to attract atte ntion. Some of
the conseque nces viewed as pote ntial side-effects of pu blic controve rsy we re
alie na tion of d o no rs and a negative impact o n overall library fundi ng. While this
kind of debate cou ld be bad fo r li braries, in another sense controve rsy might
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actually be desirable: "I believe it is a very controversial matter, " one respondent
wrote, "one that must be add ressed with all seriou sness by those responsible. "
Those who regarded deaccessioning as substantially o r somewhat more
generally accepted in '95 than a decade earlier tended to cite funding problemswhat one curator termed "the 90's zeitgeist"-more than any other reason. Here
is a typical response: "greatly increased financial pressures make it easier to
rationalize eliminating materials that would be better used elsewhere and using
moneys brought in by deaccessioning to provide more funds in high-priority
areas is seen as very sensible." It was noted that financ'ial exigency has required
academic libraries to stress building to strength and cutting back on marginal
collections, even "interesting and sometimes valuable " ones, and rare books

have not been exempt from that trend. Only a few librarians referred to space
issues in their replies-for example, one replied, "I am in a position now where
my shelving is 99+ percent full. By deaccessioning at this point, I could create
room until there is some relief. " Paradoxically, the data from a multiple choice
question regarding causes of any increases in deaccessioning at individual
institutions clearly shows that space concerns, and not financial issues, are
actually the primary impetus behind the growth in deaccessioning activity. Even
internal factors, such as changes in state laws, turnover in library administration,
and reorganizations, were cited more frequently than purely budgetary ones. Yet
it seems that there is a widespread, yet mistaken, belief among librarians that all
those other libraries out there are deaccessioning books mainly in order to raise
money.
The other open-ended question inquired, "To what extent should the
deaccessioning of rare books be a matter of public record?" This matter came up
in 1993 during the Section's debate of the revision of the Standards for Ethical
Conduct. The relevant section from the guidelines on institutional practice reads
as follows: "the process of deaccession should be carried out in as open and
public a manner as possible .... To the fullest extent possible, the library must
make public information on the disposition of deaccessioned materials. "9 My
intention was to discover how the phrase "to the fullest extent possible" is
interpreted in practice and, more generally, what the consensus of professional
opinion on disclosure might be.
The results on this score (30 in favor of disclosure; 7 more-or-Iess against)
certainly constitute a ringing endorsement of the concept of public disclosure but
the statements by rare book librarians reflect considerable ambivalence as to how
to accomplish it. Most agreed that some kind of public disclosure is all but
unavoidable in public institutions for obvious legal as well as ethical reasons , or
as one librarian elegantly put it , it is "imperative there be no secrecy, real or

perceived. " But how open is open' At one end of the spectrum, one respondent
indicated that deaccessions should be publicized in advance so as to allow
potential opponents to raise concerns. Others suggested that publicity should be
given to the disposal of large collections or important single items but not for less
valu able items. Various shades of gray appear in several responses: do not
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advertise the deaccession but do make financial or collections records readily
available for public inspection; notify the institution's administra tion of the
d eaccession but do n ot otherwise make a big issue of it; or disclose only to the
extent req u ired by law. And a couple of people raised the issue of wha t forms
pub licity might take-they cited legal notices, a solicitation for bids, and listings
in papers . One response in particu lar distills the professional ambivalence I
found, "in theory, [c1eaccessioning] should be fully open public information. In
practice, the less attention paid to it the better. " Or as anothe r person put it, "there
is a world of d ifference between discretion and denia l or duplicity. "
In summary, th e c1eaccessioning of rare books in academic libraries is an

inc reasingly w idespread b u t far from un iversa l practice. The prediction made by
the organi zers of the Brown symposi um that deaccession ing would be an
importa nt SOUTce of funding for rare books institutions has not come to pass.
Principally because of mounting space concerns and not financia l ones, it has

indeed become more prevale nt in the mid-'90s than it was in the 1980s. Those
w h o oppose it in principle, though now in the minority, appea r to be more
vehement in their opposition than deaccessioning's supporters, who regard it as

an essential feature of a ratio nal collection development policy. The topic
continues to be capable of generating sparks, yet one might reasonably conclude
that the trend toward increasing acceptance within th e rare books profession is

no t o nl y clear but in all probability irreversible.
First presented, in slight~y different fonn , as a seminar paper at the 37th RBMS
Preconference, july 4, 1996.
NOTES
1. Fo r the con ference proceedings, see Deaccession in Resem"ch Libra,ries: Papers Retld
at a SympOSiu m Held at Brown University ju.ne 11-12, 1981. [P rovidence: Brown
U niversity Library, 19811.
2. Most of the sign ificant items from the last decade and a half appeared in a Single
periodica l issue: Samuel Streit, "' Research Library Deaccessioning: Pra ctica l Consider-

ations," Wilson Library Bulletin 56 (982), 658-62; Daniel Traister, "Goodbye to All That,
A Case Study in Deaccessio ni ng ," Wi/son Library Bulletin 56 (982), 663-68; and (a
contrary point of view) Desmond Neill, uDefending Duplicates: T he Value of Variant

Copies," Wilson Library Bulletin 56 (982), 669-72 . Daniel J. Bradbury's "Barbarians
W ithi n th e Gate: Pillage of a Rare Book Collection?" (Rare Books & ManUSCripts
Lib1"arianship 9.1 [1994J: 8-18) describes the writer's unhappy experiences resu lri.ng from
a puhlic flap over the Kansas City (Mo.) Public Library'S deaccessioning of rare books.
3. "Deaccession of Materials from the Collection," Standards for Ethical Conduct Jar
Rare Book, Manuscript, and Special Collections Librarians. 2nd eel. Chicago: Association
of College and Research Libraries , 1994, 4.

4. Deaccession in Research Libraries, v.
5. In lieu of a definition, David H. Sta rn 's ''' Prove All Thin gs: Hold Fast That Wh ich Is
Good': Deaccessioning and Research Libraries," [Deaccession in Research Libraries, 5]
provides a taxonomy of deaccess ion. Like Stam, I am mainly interested in types 8 eThe
Deaccession Duplicative-weeding of second copies often by sale") and 9 ("The
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Deaccessio n Remunerative-the sale of assets for money or exchange").

6.

Thanks to William R. Oram, who compiled the questionnaire data (see Appendix

B).

7. I asked respondents to look back ten years rat her than fifteen (i.e., to the era of the
Brown Seminar) because institutional memories often go back no farther than that,
especially in small shops with lots of curatorial turnover.

8. Standards for Ethical Conduct, xx.
9. Standards for Ethical Conduct, xx.

DEACCESSIONING OF RARE BOOKS

J5

APPENDIX A
Responding Institutions
Anonymous (2)
Antioch College
Arizona State University
Boston University
Brown University
Case Western Reserve University
Catholic University of America
College of William & Mary
Colorado State University
Emory University
Franklin & Marshall COllege
Georgetown University
Indiana University
Johns Hopkins Uni versity
Kent State University
Louisiana State University
Marquette University
Miami University, Oxford, OH
New York University
Northwestern University
Oberlin College
Ohio State University
Rice University
Southern Methodist University
SUNY at Buffalo
Tulane University
UCLA
University of California, Irvine
University of California, Riverside
University of California, San Diego

University of California, Santa Barbara
University of Colorado, Boulder
University of Connecticut
University of Delaware
University of Houston
University of Idaho
University of Illinois, Champaign-Urbana
University of Iowa
University of Kansas
University of Kentucky
University of Miami
University of Mississippi
University of Missouri, Columbia
University of New Hampshire
University of New Mexico
University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill
University of Notre Dame
University of Oklahoma
University of Pittsburgh
University of San Francisco
University of Tennessee, Knoxville
University of Texas, Austin
University of Toronto
University of Tulsa
University of Washington
University of Wisconsin, Madison
Washington & Lee University
Wayne State University
Williams College
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APPENDIXB
Data from Questionnaire o n
Deaccess io ning of Ra re Books in Academi c Libraries
Total responses 60
From private colleges/ universities 24
From public colleges/ universities 36
Collection size (rare books o nly);
Fewer than 25,000 vols. 8
25,000-99,999 vols. 32
100,000-249,999 vols. 12
250 ,000 vols. or more 8
1. Did your library deaccession any rare books during the past five years? (Note:

please review the definition above .) If the answer is "no," please sk ip to
question 10.
• yes 30
• no 30
2. For what reason(s) were these books deaccessioned' (check any that apply):
• subject area(s) was/ were out-of-scope 17
• items are duplicates 25
• items were deemed to b e non-rare 19
• other (please specify) 3 (condition, donor requested transfer to
other institution, superior copies acquired)
3. What catego ries of materials we re deaccessioned' (check any that apply):
• uncataloged materials 27
• cataloged materials 18
4. What methodes) of disposition do you use for materials selected for
deaccessioning' Check all that apply.
• direct sale or trade to dealers (without the use of a bid process) 22
• direct sa le or trade to dealers (through a bid process) 5
• direct sale through other outlets (e.g., public booksales, Friends
auctions) 13
• sale or transfe r to other institutions 16
• auction house 6

• other (please specify) 0
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5. Are there state laws or institutional regulations which specifically apply to the
disposition of rare books (as opposed to library books or state or institutional
property in general)'
• yes 2
• no 28
6. Does your department have a written policy andl or procedure state ment
relating to the deaccessioning of rare books? If so, is this policy part of the
institution 's overall collection development policy?
• yes, part of institution's collectio n development policy 4
• yes, but not part of collectio n development policy 4
• no wri tten policy or procedure 19
7. Who has the primary responsibility for authorizing the deaccessioning of rare
books?
• department head 18
• collection curator 5
• committee 2
• library director 5
• other (specify) 3 (combination of the above [3D
8. Are moneys derived from deaccessioning used to fund? !check any that apply]
• collection development 28
• preservation 3

• library operatio nal costs 1
• cap ital projects 1
• other (specify) 1 (used for endowment fund for historic building
where collections housed)
9. Do you conside r such fund s a
• minor source of revenue 29
• major source of revenue 0

10. Is there more or less deaccessioning activity now in your institution than there
was in 1985?
• substantially more 6
• somewhat more 16
• no change 31
• somewhat less 2
• substantially less 1
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11. [fyou checked "substantially more " or "somewhat more," do yo u bel ieve this
increase is the resu It of
• financial factors 2

• space problems 16
• changes in institutional policy (s pecify the nature of the cha nges, if
possib le) 6 (change in collection development policies [4], creation of special collections dept., staff Changes)
• other factors (please specify) 6 (change in collection d evelopment
policies [2], increased institutional acceptance, n ature of recently acquired collections, s taff changes, creatio n of special
collections d ept.)
12. If you checked "substantially less" or "somewhat less," do you beli eve this
decrease is the result of

• changes in institutional policy (specify the natu re of the changes, if
possible) 1 (staff changes)
• negati ve reactions from admi nistration, pa trons, or other parties

• other factors (please specify) 2 (other priorities, staff changes )
Your though ts, opin ions, or comme nts are solicited on the follOWing matters:

13. To what extent shou ld the deaccessio ning of ra re books be a matter of public
record?

• Generally favorable to public d isclosure 30
• Genera lly opposed to public d isclosu re 7
14. Do you believe tha t c1eaccessioning of ra re books is more or less controversial
in the profession today than it was in the m id-1980s? Please explain.
• More controversial 10
• Less controversial 16
• About the same 8
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