Activist Librarianship:  Heritage or Heresy?

One librarian’s short list of some relevant and thoughtful reading for the 
Activist Librarian 
Neutral institutions perpetrate such social ills as racism and sexism. They don’t go around advocating that blacks and women be denied equal rights and libraries don’t brag that their collections contain nothing but the story of John Q. Wasp…but burying one’s prejudices in a bureaucracy does not qualify one as neutral.  Mary McKenney, 1971.

The broad social responsibilities of the American Library Association are defined in terms of the contributions that librarianship can make in ameliorating or solving the critical problems of society; support for efforts to help inform and educate the people of the United States on these problems and to encourage them to examine the many views on the facts regarding each problem; and the willingness of ALA to take a position on current critical issues with the relationship to libraries and library service set forth in the position statement.  ALA Handbook of Organization, 2002-2003 

Abdullahi, Ismail. E.J. Josey: An Activist Librarian.  Metuchen, NJ: Scarecrow Press, 1992. E.J. Josey believed in the connection between libraries and human rights.  This series of essays by librarians who were influenced by him reveals the vast contributions that he made to librarianship.

Battles, Matthew.  Library: An Unquiet History. 2003, New York, Norton.  A brief history of the library in all its splendor and worthy traditions. Shows how the library has been at the fulcrum of changes and contoversies.

Bundy, Mary Lee and Frederick J. Stielow.  Activism in American Librarianship, 1962-1973.  New York, Greenwood Press, 1987.  A collection of articles by librarians, who, with the exception of one, were all deeply involved in the movements of the “sixties.”

Buschman, John.  Dismantling the Public Sphere: Situating and Sustaining Librarianship in the Age of the New Public Philosophy.  2003, Libraries Unlimited. “Buschman asserts that a significant shift has occurred from the library as a contributor to the public good to a model where economic rationality directs policy. He challenges much of the current thinking and assumptions guiding libraries… linking the profession back to democratic and public purposes as the core essence of the field.”
D’Angelo, Ed.  Barbarians at the Gates of the Public Library: How Postmodern Consumer Capitalism Threatens Democracy, Civil Education and the Public Good. 2006, Library Juice Press. “…a philosophical and historical analysis of how the rise of consumerism has led to the decline of the original mission of public libraries to sustain and promote democracy through civic education.”
Everything You Always Wanted to Know about Sandy Berman But Were Afraid to Ask. Jefferson, NC: McFarland, 1995.  Minnesota’s own pioneer in cataloging for the people is celebrated with a series of essays.

Horn, Zoia. Zoia! Memoirs of Zoia Horn, Battler for Freedom.  Jefferson, NC: Mc Farland & Co., 1995. Perhaps Zoia is best known for going to jail for her refusal to testify in the Harrisburg 7 conspiracy case in 1972.  But her experiences as chair of ALA’s Intellectual Freedom Committee in 1976-1977 also make illuminating historical reading.

Josey, E.J. ed. The Black Librarian in America.  Metuchen, NJ: Scarecrow, 1970.  The thoughts, experiences and perspectives of African Americans in librarianship are brought together here by one of their exemplary practicioners.
Kister, Kenneth F.  Eric Moon: The Life and Library Times.  With a Forward by John N. Berry III.  2002: Jefferson, NC, McFarland. Moon was ALA president in 1976-77, but what led to that was Moon’s struggle inside the ALA for social responsibility. This biography conveys the spirit of the times, the tumult inside the association over such touchstone American issues as racial segregation, and the Vietnam war.

Litwin, Rory, ed. Library Juice Concentrate.  2006. Library Juice Press. Rory pioneered a great email newsletter Library Juice, which is now a blog.  From that, a book imprint.  In this first book in the imprint he reprints interesting controversies and debates from the pages of Library Juice.  Other books have and will follow.

McCook, Kathleen de la Pena.  A Place at the Table: Participating in Community Building. 2000, Chicago, ALA.  Kathleen is a giant in the field of progressive librarianship and librarianship in general, with an awesome number of books to her credit.  In this one she writes about how to get involved as librarians in community planning and development.  She has a number of other titles of interest as well.
Robbins, Louise.  Censorship and the American Library:  the American Library Association’s Response to Threats to Intellectual Freedom, 1939-1969. Westport, CT:  Greenwood Press,, 1996.  The freedom to read became a guiding principal of American librarianship during this period.  Yet how did the ALA respond to challenges?
Robbins, Louise.  The Dismissal of Miss Ruth Brown: civil rights, Censorship and the American Library.  2000: Norman, OK, University of Oklahoma Press.  Brown was the town librarian at Bartlesville (OK) Public Library for thirty years when she was fired in 1950 ostensibly for refusing to remove books and periodicals from her library’s collection.  But Miss Brown’s case was far more complex than a “simple” censorship issue.

Samek, Toni.  Intellectual Freedom and Social Responsibility on American Librarianship, 1967-1974.  2001: Jeffferson, North Carolina, McFarland. An examination of some crucial years in which librarians engaged in a debate on the purism of intellectual freedom versus libraries as agents of social change.

Samek, Toni.   Librarianship and Human Rights: A Twenty-first Century Guide. 2007, Oxford, Chandos.  “This book is conceived as a direct challenge to the notion of library neutrality, especially in the present context of war, revolution, and social change. This book, for example, locates library and information workers as participants and interventionists in social conflicts.”
Schuman, Patricia Glass, ed. Social Responsibilities and Libraries: A Library Journal/School Library Journal Selection. Schuman. New York: R.R. Bowker Co., 1976. These articles originally appeared in the pages of Library Journal.

Venturella, Karen. Ed. Poor People and Library Services.  with a forward by Sanford Berman.  Jefferson, NC: McFarland, 1998.  The ALA has a “Policy on Library Services to Poor People” which recognizes the barriers that poverty presents to information access. This collection of essays describes the barriers and what can be done to eliminate them.
Website:           http://libr.org
Has links to all the many organizations for “change” librarians including, SRRT, the PLG and Information for Social Change, based in the UK. 

History does not refer merely, or even principally, to the past.  On the contrary, the great force of history comes from the fact that we carry it within us, are unconsciously controlled by it in many ways, and history is literally present in all that we do.  James Baldwin
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