United States v. American Library Assn., Inc.

Decisions

The Court upheld the Children's Internet Protection Act (CIPA) that made federal money for libraries dependant on compliance with pornographic filtering devices for the libraries' public computers. Chief Justice Rehnquist's plurality opinion rejected the notion that such stipulations induce libraries' to violate the First Amendment rights of their patrons. While recognizing the need for libraries to have broad discretion in deciding what materials to offer patrons to allow them to best facilitate learning and cultural enrichment, the Court was not concerned with the tendency of filters to "overblock" and prevent research efforts because the filter could be disabled in such instances. The plurality also reaffirmed the principle that Congress has wide latitude to attach conditions to the receipt of federal funding to further policy objectives. When the government appropriates public funds to establish a program, it is entitled to broadly define the program's limits. The Court viewed the government's interest in protecting young library users from inappropriate material as worth the small burden placed on adult users who may need librarians to disable the filter for certain sites. Justices O'Connor, Scalia, and Thomas joined the Chief Justice's opinion. Justices Kennedy and Breyer filed concurring opinions that upheld the law on different grounds. 

 

Justice Stevens dissented on the grounds that a library could choose to use filters, but the decision should remain with the individual libraries and should not be imposed on all libraries. He argued that CIPA prevents local decision-makers from tailoring their responses to local problems. He disagreed with a "blunt nationwide restraint" on adult access to constitutionally protected speech. Therefore the government was placing unconstitutional conditions on subsidies. This dissent was joined by Justices Ginsburg and Souter. In his own dissenting opinion, Justice Souter went one step further to hold content-based restrictions on communication in the library's control unconstitutional. Unlike Justice Stevens, he did not think that any library could make the decision to install pornographic filters on machines that were supposed to give adult patrons full Internet access. 

