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 John Miller Chancellor dedicated his life to a simple yet profound belief: that libraries are not merely repositories of books, but vital engines of lifelong learning, democratic participation, and personal growth, especially for adults seeking knowledge beyond the classroom. 
His career began in the practical trenches of librarianship. He served as a reference assistant at the New York Public Library, then as a readers’ advisor at the New Haven Public Library in Connecticut, and later as a supervising librarian with the U.S. Bureau of Prisons. These early roles honed his understanding of how libraries could meet people where they were—whether immigrants mastering a new language, workers expanding their horizons, or inmates reclaiming their futures through reading. 
Chancellor’s national influence increased when he became the Adult Education Specialist for the American Library Association from 1934 to 1942. In that role, he championed the integration of libraries into the nation’s adult education efforts. He wrote influential works, including Books for Adult Beginners and Helping Adults to Learn: The Library in Action, and contributed to programs like the library component of the Tennessee Valley Authority’s adult education initiatives.  
His vision was clear and unwavering: public libraries should actively foster “voluntary education through reading,” empowering ordinary citizens to engage with the great ideas of democracy, science, and culture.  
In 1943, at the height of his national prominence, Chancellor made a characteristically principled choice. He resigned from the ALA, moved to Mount Horeb, Wisconsin, and took up farming—an embodiment of the self-reliant, community-rooted life he valued. Yet he did not step away from public service.  
He was appointed to the Wisconsin Free Library Commission (1947–1951) and as chair from 1949– 1951). He helped shape the “Wisconsin-Wide Library Idea,” a forward-looking blueprint for statewide library cooperation and access.  
 
Tribute Statement Upon Receiving American Library Association Honorary Membership in 1962 
 
In 1962, the American Library Association named John Chancellor  Honorary Member—one of its most prestigious recognitions—for contributions “so outstanding that [they are] of lasting importance to the advancement of the whole field of library service. Below is a statement by Ralph Ulveling, director of the Detroit Public Library and a past-president of ALA , upon John Chancellor receiving this honor:  
 
A profession matures and gains stature in two ways: by the distinguished performance of a significant service, and by the creation of a literature which defines philosophically and then expresses ably and sometimes beautifully the aspirations of that profession.  
The first of these has been and is now being well performed by an ever-expanding number of libraries across this country and beyond. Thousands of librarians each year share this aspect of our professional development.  
Far more infrequently do we find someone who has the philosophical and creative capacity to frame in enduring terms a generalized statement of ideals and objectives that can, through changing times, remain ever new and meaningful to succeeding generations. The librarians who have had the qualities of mind and pen to advance librarianship on this more difficult plane have been relatively limited in numbers 
 John Chancellor was one of the ablest of that small body. By his extensive writings in the 1930's and the early 1940's (the years in which he served as adult education specialist on the headquarters staff of the American Library Association) he gave to libraries and librarianship full partnership with the other great educational forces of the country in the vast movement looking toward the development of adult learning in postschool years.  
While his influence thus received recognition from others, to librarians he brought new inspiration and a sense of release that comes when one finds expressed in chiseled clarity some thought that has been nebulous in his mind and that he has vainly tried to express.  
With characteristic integrity, when he felt he had given what he could, he resigned, left his place in the library sun, and took up farming in Wisconsin. Only a person of unusual sincerity and courage would have the forthrightness to leave a career of national achievement and begin anew in another field because he was not content to ride along for the rest of his years on his record of the past.  
Library literature shows an extensive number of books and shorter publications written or edited by John Chancellor. They are important for librarians and for students of librarianship to read today. Most of them are timeless. The ALA Council, by action at the Miami Beach Conference in conferring honorary membership on him, has bestowed an honor that is very seldom given. In doing this it has again brought to the fore the thinking of one whose concerns with the basic goals of our profession are truly classics of librarian ship.  
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