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REPETITIVE STRAIN INJURIES, 
ERGONOMICS REGULATION, 

AND CATALOGERS

by John Gehner

A decade ago, Roberta Furger profiled the problems of repetitive strain 
injuries (RSIs) for the magazine PC World and noted, “todayʼs [com-
puter] users work at the keyboard for hours at a time, never varying 

their activity” (Furger, par. 14). In her report, she proffered as cautionary 
tales a few casualties of this trend: a Merrill Lynch vice president who could 
no longer carry his own briefcase; a veteran editor who could not type with-
out extreme pain; and her own experience with debilitation that forced her 
to use a tape recorder to compose articles. As industry and business adapted 
computers to an ever-expanding number of office tasks, more could be ac-
complished from a single location. In turn, employees unwittingly began to 
spend greater time in sedentary — and largely unnatural — positions. 

It seemed we got ahead of ourselves. Or technology got ahead of us. Forced 
into awkward poses while operating machines for extended periods, hu-
mans exhibit signs of stress, immediate and cumulative. Years spent sitting 
at “poorly designed workstations” with “ill-fitting chairs” wreak havoc on 
the health and well-being of white-collar workers, who suffer symptoms 
that were once more familiar to blue-collar counterparts on assembly lines 
and in manufacturing plants (Furger, par. 13). One of the chief culprits of 
so much pain,  numbness,  and fatigue is carpal tunnel syndrome  (CTS), 
a musculoskeletal disorder caused by “entrapment and compression of the 
median nerve [in the forearm] because of structural, muscular, and postural 
misalignment” (Thornton, 10). In 1999, employees afflicted with CTS spent 
a median 27 days away from work, ranking CTS the number one nonfatal 
occupational injury or illness (“The Editorʼs Desk”).

How did we let this happen? The study of ergonomics — or “human fac-
tors” as it is also known — was in place well before the explosive growth of 
PC use. James and Witt suggest it can be traced back nearly three hundred 
years to when Italian physician Bernardino Ramazinni wrote of the injuries 
of workers who “all day long stand or sit, stoop or are bent double” (James, 
par. 3). Unfortunately, the best principles and practices of designing “tasks 
and work environments so that people can work within their capacities” were 
not initially applied to computer hardware and peripherals and workplace 
design (James  par.  6).  Though information about preventing RSIs  like 
typing-related CTS is now widely available, Furger was writing of these 
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injuries well before the boom and bust of the New Economy, the dominance 
of Google, or even the ubiquity of e-mail. 

In 1993, employers and health providers were just beginning to contemplate 
policies and programs to combat RSIs through employee training. Wrist 
rests, split keyboards, special braces, and fully adjustable workstations and 
chairs were only beginning to enter the market. When reports and complaints 
of computer-related injuries became a matter of widespread public discus-
sion, three things happened: 1) many companies, including PC makers IBM 
and Compaq faced lawsuits for selling “inherently defective equipment” 
that purportedly caused injury due to poor design; 2) employers encountered 
increasing injury and compensation claims; and 3) specialty manufacturers 
identified an opportunity to profit from the “epidemic” and began to peddle a 
wide array of products to make the human/machine interface more comfort-
able (Furger, par. 19).

Furgerʼs article is a useful benchmark of the countryʼs collective complaint 
and the resulting response to computer-related RSIs. Today, everyone who 
uses a computer in the workplace benefits at least minimally from the height-
ened awareness of RSIs, their causes and impacts, the greater variety and 
evolution of computer accessories, and the understanding that regular breaks, 
exercise, and better work habits are as much a part of smart computing as 
ergonomic equipment. 

There is, however, one aspect of the RSI issue that has enjoyed little progress 
since 1993: government action. Librarians, particularly cataloging and tech-
nical services librarians who spend time a great deal of time keyboarding, 
would be well-advised to know that they are largely on their own with regard 
to the prevention of workplace RSIs. Overall, libraries and library manage-
ment nationwide do seem to be concerned with preventing problems like 
carpal tunnel syndrome (CTS) and in creating comfortable and healthy work 
environments. Unfortunately, implementation and enforcement of stringent 
(read: mandatory) federal ergonomics standards remains unlikely in the cur-
rent political and economic climate and for the foreseeable future.

What follows is a brief overview of noteworthy events relating to ergonom-
ics regulations and a few tips on what catalogers should consider to ensure 
healthy lives and limbs.

On July 20, 2000, Eugene Scalia—son of Supreme Court Justice Antonin 
Scalia—appeared before the House Committee on Education and the Work-
force. Speaking on behalf of Gibson, Dunn & Crutcher LLP, a law firm that 
represents businesses in labor disputes, Scalia read a prepared statement that 
called into question the guidelines of a proposed Occupational Safety and 
Hazard Administration (OSHA) rule on recordkeeping. His three-part argu-
ment attempted to 1) prohibit personally identifiable symptoms from being 
considered “illness and injury,” essentially limiting judgment and definition 
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of illness and injury to doctors and employers; 2) remove any language (and 
liability) with regard to including the “aggravat[ion of] a pre-existing condi-
tion” in the definition of a “work-related” injury; and 3) exaggerate OSHA̓ s 
“confusion” over its own recordkeeping mandate (Scalia, par. 7). Scaliaʼs 
logic and rhetoric successfully play up images of unconscionable employees 
who, injured playing weekend football or already suffering arthritis, take 
advantage of their employers and benefits by claiming pain at the job site. 
At the heart of Scaliaʼs testimony was Big Business  ̓fear that changes in re-
cordkeeping regulations would increase the scope of data collection, which 
would eventually statistically confirm the widespread problem of workplace 
musculoskeletal injuries. In his close, Scalia noted:

I am concerned … that if this recordkeeping proposal becomes law 
it will force businesses to record non-occupational musculoskeletal 
complaints as work-caused injuries; I am concerned that OSHA will 
then use those records to contend that employers have “recognized” 
an ergonomics hazard in the workplace (Scalia, par 18).

In turn, businesses could expect subsequent government reform, more strin-
gent ergonomic standards, increased liability, and—most loathsome of all—
unwanted expense. Overall, Scalia finds the proposed OSHA ergonomics 
rule “deeply flawed” and attempts to deflect blame for the pain of CTS-suf-
ferers from work, workplace, and employers.

Business-friendly politicians have balked at reform in ergonomics rules for 
some time. While Republicans who rail against the notion of “big govern-
ment” and its regulatory excesses are largely responsible for these delays, a 
fair number of Democrats have dug in their heels as well. Ironically, it was 
a Republican, Elizabeth Dole, who initially proposed an “ergonomic initia-
tive” in 1990 when she served as Secretary of Labor during the first Bush 
administration (Mayer, par. 14). In time, the eminent National Academy of 
Sciences (NAS) would conduct several comprehensive studies on RSIs and 
related workplace injuries. As recently as 2001, NAS reported that muscu-
loskeletal disorders affect “about 1 million workers and cost the nation be-
tween $45 billion and $54 billion in compensation expenditures, lost wages, 
and decreased productivity.” In addition to the cost issues, the NAS noted 
that “Americans make nearly 70 million visits to physicians  ̓ offices each 
year seeking treatment for MSDs” (“Some Jobs Increase Risk” par. 8).

Such reports have, however, fallen on deaf ears in Washington or have been 
met with outright ridicule. William Kilberg, a Washington labor attorney 
who represents corporations, has not been alone in questioning the need for 
establishing ergonomics guidelines. Nor has he been alone in claiming “there 
is no scientific evidence linking specific injuries to the workplace” (Mayer, 
par. 5). Eugene Scaliaʼs remarks were recorded in the final months of Presi-
dent Bill Clintonʼs second term in 2000. Throughout Clintonʼs two terms, 
his administration had worked fruitlessly to enact new OSHA ergonomics 
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regulations. During those eight years, six total weeks of public hearings were 
held on ergonomics regulation issues, an ample length of time described by 
Ralph Nader as “almost unprecedented for OSHA” (Nader, par. 4). Despite 
this attention and focus, reticence prevailed in Congress. “While the Clin-
ton administration estimated its [proposed] rules would have cost businesses 
$4.5 billion, industry estimated the costs would run as high as $100 billion” 
(Mayer, par. 16). 

New ergonomics rules would not be implemented until after the 2000 elec-
tion — and absent Congressional approval — when President Clinton chose 
to issue a last-minute executive order before leaving office. The new regula-
tions would, among other things, require that injured workers be compen-
sated for their injuries in some cases (Strope, par. 11). While Clinton was in 
office, and with Democrats in key positions at the Department of Labor and 
its sub-agency OSHA, American workers at least had the countryʼs work-
place safety officers in their corner. Until January 2001, OSHA disagreed 
with the business lobbyʼs estimate of $100 billion a year in costs to comply 
with standards and stated that business groups “grossly exaggerated costs 
by basing calculations on the most expensive solutions assuming the agency 
would mandate use of those solutions” (Roemer, par. 3). In contrast, OSHA-
under-Clinton estimated that costs of $4.5 billion a year “would be offset by 
a savings of $9.1 billion a year from the prevention of 4.6 million injuries 
over…10 years” (Roemer, par. 3). 

The country and its political culture changed dramatically after the 2000 
election, and so did the ergonomics debate. Clintonʼs last-ditch and some-
what questionable action on behalf of labor —  the timing of which Ralph 
Nader claimed, “avoided losing business contributors to the Democrats  ̓po-
litical campaigns” — was ultimately for naught (Nader, par. 3). The newly 
elected President George Bush immediately froze the pending Clinton regu-
lations, which were to have gone into effect as of January 16, 2001. By April 
2001, through use of the Congressional Review Act — a “fast-track way to 
repeal … regulations, by mandating a simple up-or-down vote and permit-
ting now filibusters or amendments” — the Bush administration successfully 
repealed Clintonʼs mandate, disingenuous insisting that it would revisit the 
ergonomics issue at a later time (Green, par 15). 
 
Mere weeks after the April 2001 repeal, President Bush nominated a new 
Department of Labor (DOL) solicitor, a position that oversees the DOL̓ s 
legal teams. If advocates for ergonomic standards felt a measure of defeat 
in the repeal, it was compounded by the announcement that Eugene Scalia 
— the man who painted RSI as “psychosocial science” and who wrote that 
“the employees most likely to complain of musculoskeletal discomfort are 
those who do not like their jobs” — would lead the DOL̓ s 500-plus attorneys 
(Green, par. 3). Throughout 2001, the Democrat-controlled Senate blocked a 
vote on Scaliaʼs nomination. Like Clinton, Bush utilized an exceptional legal 
measure to seat Scalia in the DOL̓ s number-three spot: during a Congressio-
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nal recess in January 2002, the President was able to employ special powers 
that grant him license for recess appointments. 

In the announcement for perhaps its most substantial research report on 
musculoskeletal injuries, the National Academy of Sciences emphasized the 
need for better data collection.

Because the nation lacks a uniform and comprehensive method to 
gather and track data on MSDs, a coordinated and standardized 
data-collection system is needed…To that end, the Bureau of Labor 
Statistics [an agency of the Department of Labor] should provide 
more comprehensive surveillance of work-related MSDs by obtain-
ing from employers specific information about jobs, workplace ill-
nesses, and the characteristics of workers performing certain jobs. 
Standardized coding procedures and more precise and consistent 
descriptions of risk factors also should be developed for large data 
systems (“Some Jobs Increase Risk” par. 10).

The tone and position of the NAS recommendations were exactly the oppo-
site of Eugene Scaliaʼs testimony before House members in July 2000 (and 
on, no doubt, other occasions) and was largely regarded as unwanted advice 
by the Big Business-influenced Bush White House. Scalia and others had 
argued for narrowed definitions of illness and injury and pressed for reduced 
recordkeeping, saying “recording is unnecessary to humanely responding to 
workers  ̓ difficulties” (Scalia, par. 9). With Scalia and similar-minded ap-
pointees leading the Department of Labor, progressive and aggressive data 
collection would be unlikely. By ignoring the NAS research and by limiting 
the amount of data collected by the U.S. government on RSIs, musculoskel-
etal injuries, and carpal tunnel syndrome cases, reportage of epidemic-scale 
numbers is minimized. Without numbers, there is no epidemic and, in turn, 
no dire story to tell the American public. Absent a story that might rile the 
public, government leaders (and their campaign contributors in the business 
world) need fear no pressure for reforms in ergonomic standards or work-
place conditions. As a result, stringent federal ergonomics guidelines are 
— and will continue to be — virtually impossible to imagine.

So what does all this political history and maneuvering have to do with li-
brarians and catalogers? Because catalogers spend so much time using com-
puters for data entry and other work, they should be aware that no current 
federal mandates specifically protect them from poorly designed worksta-
tions or equipment. At best, OSHA offers ergonomic recommendations and 
voluntary industry guidelines. 

This is not to say that libraries are not being responsible for or are not at-
tuned to their employees  ̓ergonomic needs and RSI prevention. If anything, 
library-science literature suggests that the profession is aware of the issues 
and conscientiously works to implement smart workplace design and educa-
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tional programs. Thankfully, librarians do not hesitate to distribute surveys 
and collect information and statistics. In 1992, for instance, Elizabeth Stein-
hagen and Carolyn Mueller surveyed the heads of cataloging in 185 U.S. 
academic libraries. They observed in Technical Services Quarterly:

Although librarians have successfully made use of the computer 
to work more efficiently, library workers have been less successful 
in adapting themselves and their psychological needs to it and to 
the environment required by the machines. Through lack of funds, 
inadequate planning, or simple neglect, librarians often have not 
created environments that are conducive to the most efficient inter-
action between humans and computers (Steinhagen 33).

Data collected by Joyce Thornton from the Association of Research Librar-
ies membership in 1996 showed “a need for administrators to take imme-
diate action to prevent and reduce the potential for [CTS] injury,” and it 
prompted Thornton to argue that, “financial constraints must not be used as 
an excuse to do nothing or to do very little” (Thornton 17). When Elizabeth 
Dole was first introducing the word ergonomics to her colleagues in the early 
1990s, the Sterling C. Evans Library of Texas A&M University was already 
“actively maintaining records on complaints that were believed to be CTS” 
and implementing both relief and preventive measures through new chairs, 
keyboards, workstations, education, and training (Thornton, “Battling Car-
pal Tunnel,” par. 1). In contrast to the sort of Eugene Scalia-like claims that 
only people who hate their jobs complain about musculoskeletal problems, 
librarians have been finding that “especially conscientious and productive 
workers are often most severely affected: those who work through lunch, 
volunteer for overtime, and take on projects — in short, the ones who do 
whatever it takes to get the job done” (Furger, par. 10). Despite a somewhat 
limited amount of reportage in the profession, in many ways libraries have 
been ahead of the curve in policy and prevention.

Under OSHA supervision, half (26) of the U.S. states currently administer 
their own occupational safety and health programs, which requires them to 
meet and/or exceed OSHA̓ s federal guidelines. To date, only California and 
Washington (and potentially North Carolina) have adopted state ergonomics 
standards — the only U.S. jurisdictions willing to keep pace with places like 
British Columbia, Sweden, and the European Union in terms of workforce 
safety measures (Minn. Dept. of Labor and Industry 3). Minnesota is one of 
the 26 state-plan states, and in October 2002 the Minnesota Department of 
Labor and Industryʼs (MDLI) Ergonomics Task-Force issued its long-await-
ed ergonomics recommendations to the MDLIʼs commissioner. The recom-
mendations are mixed, with a primary emphasis on expanded education for 
reducing work-related musculoskeletal disorders and with roughly half of 
the task force recommending that the state follow the federal voluntary ap-
proach (MDLI 4). Part of Minnesotaʼs own Occupational Safety and Health 
Act “requires employers in high-hazard industries to maintain a written acci-
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dent-reduction program, focused on the particular hazards for that employer” 
(MDLI 3). Libraries, naturally, do not fall in that category. Similarly, it is 
important to know that under federal OSHA guidelines, certain employers 
are exempt from keeping injury and illness records. Educational services 
(SIC code 82), which include schools, colleges, universities and libraries, 
count among those employers (U.S. Dept. of Labor). 

As noted previously, absent numbers as proof of health epidemics, no one 
feels any pressure to undertake or enact reforms. It is up to catalogers and 
their colleagues to ensure that employers (libraries) and library management 
are responsive to their ergonomic needs, that data is kept on the prevalence 
of RSIs like CTS, and that proactive ergonomics policies are in place. Susan 
Henricks advises that every library have an ergonomics plan that includes 
three parts: education, work-site analysis/environmental changes, and orga-
nizational/behavioral changes. She explains:

Through education all staff will become aware of the potential 
risk of injuries, their causes, symptoms, prevention, and treatment. 
Work-site analysis will include a health and safety review to iden-
tify jobs and workstations that may contain musculoskeletal haz-
ards and potential risk…Organizational and behavioral changes are 
critical to the success of the ergonomic program. New strategies… 
such as job rotation…[and] task enlargement… [allow employees] 
to break up the day with varied tasks… Revising the break sched-
ule may also be considered. Studies have found that more frequent 
breaks that are shorter prevent the body from being fatigued or be-
coming vulnerable to over-use (Henricks, par. 10).

Colorado State University Libraries provides a model and comprehensive 
“ergonomics and wellness” plan online at http://mant.library.colostate.edu/
pers/ergo.html.

Recommendations and measures for preventing CTS and other RSIs are 
widely available online and on library shelves. Consequently, I have not 
bothered to outline best practices here. Catalogers can benefit significantly 
from smart workspace design, healthy living and working habits, and by 
making the right decisions when their bodies begin to complain. However, 
they should also remember that technology, particularly software, can help 
reduce fatigue and injury. 

If repetition is the culprit and cause of lasting CTS injuries, reducing unnec-
essary keystrokes from tasks is likely to reduce the likelihood of future pain, 
lost workdays, and medical expenses. Reducing keystrokes can be as com-
plicated as reengineering and restructuring department work processes or as 
“simple” as making the most of software already being utilized. A few techni-
cal services professionals have suggested standard software features to avoid 
duplication and “reduce the userʼs involvement in workflow by automating 
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certain labor-intensive or error-prone tasks,” particularly “a standard macro 
scripting language that will allow the development of sophisticated subrou-
tines unique to your libraryʼs workflow patterns” (Padham Ouderkirk, par. 
9). The best Integrated Library Systems (ILSs), “should provide the tools to 
automate any function that can be input by an operator and should eliminate 
the need to add the same information more than once” (Padham Ouderkirk, 
par. 13). (Unfortunately, some redundant aspects are entrenched in design: 
consider the “double-click” requirements when operating a mouse.) Much 
apparently depends on careful planning and consultation with a libraryʼs ILS 
vendor during the design phase, but tech-savvy catalogers can do much on 
their own. Librarian John Archer spent one afternoon to write and debug a 
macro “to streamline the review/receiving process” for books at his library. 
After a three-week evaluation, the automated process had saved 3,375 key-
strokes and reaped other rewards (Archer, par 4). 

Eugene Scaliaʼs recess appointment was set to expire in January 2003. Ex-
pecting a hard confirmation battle in the U.S. Senate, he opted to resign from 
his post at the Department of Labor. Although Scalia may be gone now, 
conservative attitudes toward and influence on federal ergonomics regula-
tions are likely to prevail. Though a change in the Presidency might bring 
changes in federal oversight of workplace rules, no one should hold his or 
her breath. In the meantime, only one thing is certain: CTS and RSIs will 
continue to afflict catalogers and other library-science professionals. As a re-
sult, “[t]hinking clearly, reacting patiently, and generally doing your job well 
[will be] very difficult when youʼre hurting” (de Stricker, par. 13). Without 
government mandates and strict policing, itʼs up to library professionals to 
foster workplaces that are responsive to complaints about RSIs and active in 
preventing them. 
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THE  SCARF-AND-MITTEN ADVENTURE:
A MEDITATION ON EMERGENT 
POETRIES AND THE LIBRARY

by David Pavelich

 No one listens to poetry.  The ocean
     Does not mean to be listened to.
     Jack Spicer, from Language

 This willingness to risk failure seems essential. 
   Ann Lauterbach, 
   from “Use this Word in a Sentence: Experimental”

O  ne very  early  morning  a  few weeks  before  Thanksgiving,  1965,  
Lorine Niedecker, a relatively unrecognized poet living on a wound-
ed, wooded peninsula near Fort Atkinson, Wisconsin, gathered the 

overdue books from her dinette table and pushed open her creaky door.  The 
familiar sound of the not-yet-frozen Rock River lapped in the darkness to her 
right and to her left.  She stepped out into the dawn with her breath clouding 
out before her.  That afternoon in a letter to poet and publisher Cid Corman 
(then living in Kyoto, Japan), Neidecker wrote,

This morning I took the route thru the park to the branch library (the 
box by its door) to take back T.S. Eliot’s Murder in the Cathedral 
and Edith Sitwell’s Taken Care of [sic].  Such things I read!  Ugh!  
This was at 6:30, the sun hardly over the horizon, frosty air but 
I’m always warm after oatmeal.  Well, I decided there were books 
I could read that would give me a healthy and lovely feeling.  So I 
came home and read all nine of your books (nine in six years) that 
I have besides several pages of Origin.  (“Between Your House and 
Mine,” 74)

Niedecker’s good humor and easy language belie her critical mind.  The 
casual, almost adolescent dismissal of “high modernist” writers such as Eliot 
and Sitwell is a very real aesthetic judgment. At the same time, the story 
of her scarf-and-mitten library adventure reveals a second judgment; her 
frustration with a cold, erudite poetic canon is coupled with the empty and 
unpeopled library (“the box by its door”).  The library is a helpful resource 
and a treasured one, but the books that they acquire are books that Niedecker 
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couldn’t read without reservation.  On the other hand, as a poet alone in 
her environment, the books in her personal library represent a poetry and a 
poetic culture that are as “healthy and lovely” as a warm bowl of oatmeal.  
These are the books that she could read without the emphatic “Ugh!”  

Approximately two years after her letter to Corman, Niedecker composed 
one of her most accomplished, and eventually acclaimed, works.  Winter-
green Ridge, a lengthy poem whose triadic lines step from image to image, 
from theme to theme like a hiker descending a trail, was first published in 
1968.  Near the end of the poem, tucked into the narrator’s description of 
church architecture in the gray and glass cities of the 20th century, Niedecker 
wrote,
    
  … a factory-long body

  crawled out from a rise
            of black dinosaur-necked
                      blower-beaked

  smokestack-
            steeple 
                      Murder in the Cathedral’s

  proportions
            Do we go to church
                      No use

  discussing heaven…
     from Collected Poems, 255-56

Churches begin to resemble factories.  Black spires stab into the sky.  The 
long screeching “e” (“beaked,” “steeple,” “Cathedral”) and the jagged “k” 
(“black,” “necked,” “smokestack”) collaborate in cacophony.  What Felix 
Pollak called “malignant growth,” America’s obsession with the large always 
contaminating the small, is manifested even in these holy places (“What 
Happened…”, 42).  Such a bleak poetic landscape owes at least some of 
its existence to Niedecker’s reading of T.S. Eliot, accomplished through the 
availability of a free library.  Her use of Eliot’s title as a descriptor, even as 
a physical reality, is subtle evidence of the impact that a library can make on 
the work of a writer, down to the microscopic level of the poetic line.  In a 
wider sense, the fact that Niedecker spent her life in rural poverty – living in 
a shack-like home that had no running water and was heated with oil – never 
thwarted her learning or flowering poetics, since there was a free library only 
a short hike away.  
 
This brief anecdote in the life of a single poet serves as a useful prologue to a 
meditation on the relationship between marginalized poets and their libraries 
in general.   In thinking this way, in phrasing it “poets and their libraries,” po-
ets quickly become local.  It is perhaps painfully obvious, although not often 



page 12 Progressive Librarian #23

considered, that even poets have to live somewhere.  After it is written, their 
work may wander off into other places, becoming the world’s property while 
retaining the traces and languages of home.  As Niedecker herself joked,
 

I sent University of Wisconsin Milwaukee a copy of T & G way 
back in Sept. A few days ago I wrote: Did you fail to receive?  They 
answer they’ve placed it with regional materials.  I should ask: 
What region – London, Wisconsin, New York?  (“Between Your 
House and Mine,” 74) 

It is an underlying theme of this paper to encourage thinking about poetry on 
both a local and global level simultaneously.  It is shocking to read in Eric 
Ratcliffe’s survey of local poetry collections in England that some public 
library policies stated, “no poets in a cosmopolitan area can be considered 
to be local poets,” while others believed local features to be “not important” 
(272).  Both policy types doom local poets to obscurity and alienation in their 
own home towns.  These concepts, local and global, are not mutually exclu-
sive, but instead support each other and exist only because of each other.  By 
extension, actions taken by libraries and librarians to support poetry locally 
have global effect, and vise versa, that initiatives made by the superpowers 
of the library world (Library of Congress, the British Library) have deep 
regional and local effects.  

Emergent poetry and fledgling poetry communities are, if not actually en-
dangered species, at least neglected ones.  The task of defining “emergent” 
is sticky and wholly subjective.  We could use any single definition, or any 
combination, to suit our purposes:

emergent  1. a:  arising unexpectedly  b:  calling for prompt action: 
URGENT  2:  rising out of or as if out of a fluid  3:  arising as a 
natural or logical consequence  4:  newly formed or prominent.
            from Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary

Emergent, in our context, also points to that art which is in a state of adoles-
cence, somewhere between the acorn and the sapling.  These are the maples 
that arise, “unexpectedly,” in the backyard.  These are the reaching cypresses 
along the shoreline.  At the same time as they attempt to stretch themselves 
out of the shadows of the poetic canopy, the new poetries take on the stigma 
of the “as yet unaccepted.”  These youthful poetics are unproven and often 
go dry.  It is only a short extrapolation to say that emergent poetries are 
marginalized in their critical moments – as Niedecker’s work went almost 
unrecognized during its creation, and has since become a matter of interna-
tional interest.1 

For the rarified purposes of librarians and libraries, a superficial distinction 
can be made between two halves of emerging poetry production.  The first 
half consists of the physical products generated by an intricate constella-
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tion of private presses, desktop publishers and drowsy, unwitting Kinkos 
employees.  These are the books and magazines of America’s developing 
poetry.  The yin to this yang is the social environment in which poems are 
written, read, performed and discussed – in short, the physical poem as a 
manifestation of a social culture.  

If we are to believe that libraries are socio-cultural centers in America, and 
if we are to believe that librarians have any agency whatsoever in the pres-
ervation and dissemination of cultural commodities (i.e. novels, films, com-
pact discs, etc.), then we also have to recognize that libraries have a role, 
an urgent responsibility in the creation and distribution of American poetry.  
Is this happening?  Are recent trends in library policy subtracting from the 
power of libraries to encourage poetic production?  Is it possible for libraries 
and librarians to become partners in the writing of America’s poems?  As we 
will see, libraries can fit into literary history.  Indeed, they can be the loam 
from which new poetry can climb.

The Materials

Since everybody loves a paradox, let me start off with this now-familiar 
one: the mainstream of American poetry, the part by which it has been & 
will be known, has long been carried forth, vibrant, in the margins.  As 
mainstream & margin both, it represents our underground economy as po-
ets, the gray market for our spiritual/corporeal exchanges.

    
    Jerome Rothenberg, from
    A Secret Location on the Lower East Side

That libraries are microcosms of ideological conflict is, by now, well under-
stood.  Libraries are ideal battlegrounds: open to the public, highly visible 
and often with liberally open doors to vying viewpoints.  It’s enlightening to 
look to the newsstands, where newspapers and magazines nation-wide are 
peppered with stories of conflict in the community as they play out, tooth and 
nail, in the local library.  For a recent case in point one can simply glance at 
the unassuming small town of Marshfield, Wisconsin.   A stone’s throw from 
Horicon Marsh, a stopping ground for thousands of vacationing Canada 
geese, Marshfield is typically disturbed only by the birds’ perennial trumpet-
ing.  In April of 2003, however, a holocaust-denier was given exhibit space 
in the public library, where she chose to display Nazi and neo-Nazi artifacts 
and propaganda.  The Jewish community and the population in general were 
outraged.  In their own defense, those in charge of the library insisted that 
the exhibit cases are for open public use: there is no censorship of political 
stances (Waldman, 5).  The policy still stands.

Behind these visible instances of clashing beliefs, a silent and invisible ideo-
logical struggle goes on continually among the books in the stacks.  At the 
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center of this struggle stands the acquisitions librarian, arms akimbo, trying 
to give her attention to all sides.  As Donald G. Davis Jr. has suggested, the 
complexities of collection development echo, indeed “mirror” the complexi-
ties of an American culture that is striated with differences: religious, politi-
cal, racial and ethnic (Davis, 40ff.).  Writing in 1998, Davis contended that, 

In the past decade, most of the battles, local or national, in the Cul-
ture Wars that involve libraries have dealt with the selection of ma-
terials and fall into four broad categories: (1) racial and ethnic mat-
ters, (2) moral and religious values, [(3)] socio-political ideologies, 
and (4) subalternate concerns, those of groups feeling oppressed.  
(43)

 This continues to be the case in the early years of the 21st century.  
 
Yet, ideological differences are also made manifest in the art of writing itself.  
This plays out overtly in much experimental writing, though it is true for all 
writing.  As Susan Howe solidly notes in her introduction to The Birth-mark: 
Unsettling the Wilderness in American Literary History, “First: the Law 
holds gibberish off” (2).  Much innovative work, which is often accused of 
being such gibberish, is consciously working against this “Law,” a synonym 
for cultural restraint. For Howe, the “Law” is a strong arm of tradition, of 
canon, and its tacit control is viewed by many writers like her as reactionary, 
even deadening.  “Gibberish” is the poetic form that attacks establishment 
and conservatism. 

By extension, books as purchasable commodities bring their politics with 
them, wherever they go.  Poetry in particular has become a world of polar-
ized – in Davis’ term “balkanized” – factions.  Charles Bernstein, an ex-
perimental poet, critic and professor associated with the Language poetry 
movement of the late 1970’s and early 1980’s, has coined the term “official 
verse culture” in order to draw a very clear and political line in the sand of 
the world of poetry.  In an address at the Modern Language Association con-
vention in 1983, Bernstein defined his distinction:

Let me be specific as to what I mean by “official verse culture” – I 
am referring to the poetry publishing and reviewing practices of 
The New York Times, The Nation, American Poetry Review, The 
New York Review of Books, The New Yorker, Poetry (Chicago), An-
taeus, Parnassus, Atheneum Press, all the major trade publishers, 
the poetry series of almost all the major university presses…. Add 
to this the ideologically motivated selection of the vast majority of 
poets teaching in university writing and literature programs and of 
poets taught in such programs as well as the interlocking accredita-
tion of these selections through prizes and awards judged by these 
same individuals.  (247-48).
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First and foremost “official verse culture” in Bernstein’s sense is a closed 
system.  Poets who are trained in the system remain within it, often advanc-
ing in popular esteem, while other poets – Chicano poets, lesbian poets, and 
experimental poets for instance – remain at the margins.  He goes on to note 
that, “like all literary culture, [official verse culture] is constituted by par-
ticular values,” but that it “denies the ideological nature of its practice while 
maintaining hegemony in terms of major media exposure and academic le-
gitimation and funding” (248-49).  

The economic colorings in Bernstein’s definition are overt.  According to 
his complaint, jobs, grants and book contracts are all at stake.  In short, the 
poet’s livelihood is in the balance.  The act of writing poetry is still, as it was 
in ancient Rome, a form of labor and a form of production, and the product is 
up for sale.  It is a commodity that provides food and roof for its writer, keeps 
the writer writing, and eventually keeps the writing in the hands of curious 
readers.  It ought to be a cyclical trip.  However Bernstein, in another talk, 
quipped that in today’s America “a piece of paper with nothing on it has a 
definite economic value – if you print a poem on it, this value is lost” (“The 
Economics of the Small Press”, 37).

When Bernstein mentions “major media exposure” as a key component to 
“official verse culture,” we as librarians must take notice.  One imagines that 
Bernstein would identify snippets in Time, interviews on C-SPAN’s Book 
T.V. or inclusion in a major book club (such as Oprah’s, for instance) as 
popular exposure.  For us, the workers in the information industry, the major 
media also includes the common review journals such as Booklist or Choice.  
As Chris Atton points out in his uncommonly sympathetic (and overtly left-
ist) Alternative Literature: A Practical Guide for Librarians, both Booklist 
and Choice routinely ignore the publications of the independent press while 
their attention to “major publishing houses” is unflinching (112).  

It is a glove thrown down in the dirt.  The libraries of America are the major 
purchaser and peddler of America’s poems: the racy poems and racial po-
ems, the limericks and experiments.  The poets are everywhere, and they’re 
selling books.

What, in the face of such a cultural cliffside, is a librarian – and especially an 
acquisitions librarian – to do?  A handful of librarians and literature activists 
have made suggestions as to courses of action, but predictably these sugges-
tions differ greatly in their philosophy.  Kay Ann Cassell, for example, in 
her column “Small Presses” from the journal Collection Building, forwarded 
the idea the librarians should first “buy poetry that has been nominated for 
poetry awards and the volumes that win the awards” (39).  Although not 
an outrageous suggestion in its own right, it is surprising to find a push for 
prize-winning poets in a column entitled “Small Presses”.  The six prizes that 
Cassell places emphasis on are the Pulitzer Prize, the National Book Critics 
Circle Award, the Bollingen Prize, the Lamont Poetry Prize, the Walt Whit-
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man Award and the National Book Award.  But, while it is true that at one 
time a radical and controversial poet such as Ezra Pound could capture the 
1948 Bollingen Prize while he himself was incarcerated for treason (broad-
casting anti-Roosevelt and anti-Semitic radio programs from Mussolini’s 
Italy), times have changed.  As a matter of fact, Pound’s nomination was the 
catalyst for some of that change, since the Library of Congress transferred 
the administration of the award to Yale University due to the scandal (Tytell, 
302-3).  

Although libraries should, due to popular interest, collect the awarded vol-
umes, the limitations of Cassell’s suggestion are obvious when faced with 
the fact that approximately 2,500 books of poetry and drama were published 
in the United States in the year 2000.  This statistic on its own is not enough, 
since it comes from The Bowker Annual (2002), a source that cannot possi-
bly survey all of the small presses, the Xerox-and-staple desktop publishers 
or the most clandestine Thomas Paine-style letterpress work.  In regards to 
serials, the Council of Literary Magazines and Presses admit that there is no 
definitive count for active literary magazines, because of their wriggly and 
ephemeral nature.  However, their informed estimate is that upwards of 600 
independent literary magazines are currently publishing in the U.S. alone.2   
Institutions that specialize in collecting such “little magazines,” such as the 
Poetry Library of SUNY-Buffalo or the Department of Special Collections 
at the University of Wisconsin-Madison, currently hold subscriptions to well 
over 1200 magazines published in English from the United States to Canada 
and the U.K.  

Not only do the six prizes listed by Cassell fail to represent even the tip of 
poetry’s proverbial iceberg, but the prizes themselves perpetuate the popu-
lar and economic success of writers within that “official verse culture” that 
many writers struggle against.  The recent Pulitzer winners between 2000 and 
2002 were all firmly entrenched writers, meaning they easily place poems in 
highly visible venues like the New Yorker or Poetry, are all older white men, 
and are all published by major publishing houses:  C.K. Williams (Repair, 
Farrar, Straus & Giroux, winner in 2000), Stephen Dunn (Different Hours, 
W.W. Norton & Co., winner in 2001) and Carl Dennis (Practical Gods, Pen-
guin, winner in 2002).  In other words, these men were already successful 
writers – with or without the prizes.  Writers who have been published by the 
unfortunately named Skanky Possum Press, or the more pleasant sounding 
Sun & Moon, will likely never win these funds and titles.

Historical evidence, furthermore, shows that these prizes are often tin wreaths 
that are empty of universal value, a sort of token laurels that are handed from 
established poet to established poet like a baton in a relay.  The lists of prize 
recipients are, for the better part, queues of names from within the closed 
system, the roster of conservative poets.  In addition, many of these poets are 
awarded multiple prizes for a single volume, which is oftentimes a “collected 
poems” or a “selected poems” (i.e. poems which were originally published 
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years, and sometimes decades, earlier).  Now, however, previously marginal-
ized poets like Jack Spicer, Robert Duncan and Susan Howe – each of them a 
devoted champion of the independent press – have all been wildly examined, 
in countless essays, scholarly papers and talks, and even book length stud-
ies.3   Critical attention as well as popular following has at least equaled and 
usually surpassed that of the prizewinners.  In 1983, for example, the year 
that the Kulchur Foundation published Howe’s Defenestration of Prague, 
the National Book Award was given to Galway Kinnell’s Selected Poems, 
published by Houghton Mifflin.  Not incidentally, Kinnell’s book also won 
the Pulitzer Prize for that year.  Howe’s book remains a cornerstone in ex-
perimental writing as well as a key text in feminist poetics.  This illustrates 
precisely Jerome Rothenberg’s message in the epigraph to this chapter: that 
“margins” really, by definition, are bigger and more encompassing than the 
center (Rothenberg, 9).

Taking one step further back in time, the National Book Critics’ Circle Award 
for poetry in 1982 went to Antarctic Traveler, a slim volume by poet Katha 
Pollitt that was published by Knopf; Pollitt, an active feminist critic, has 
long since been forgotten as a poet.  The same year, in a very different world, 
Robert Duncan published a short book entitled Towards an Open Universe 
(Aquila Press) and a letterpress broadside entitled In Blood’s Domain: Pas-
sages (Black Mesa Press) – both, like Howe’s book, were roundly unac-
knowledged by the major media.

If Cassell’s advice is found to be too limiting, what can be a flipside for the 
acquisitions librarian?  Perhaps the collector ought to follow the path defined 
by Michael Basinski, librarian at the Poetry Collection at SUNY-Buffalo, 
who stresses that, “to locate [underground poetry] publications a library col-
lecting small press materials must engage, that is embrace, the culture it is 
collecting” (22).  What this means for Basinski is that the purchasing librar-
ian needs to become a dynamic and integral part of the poetry world, will-
ing to engage socially (“over a cup of coffee, bottle of beer, and yes, dish 
of ice cream”) and intellectually (writing reviews, articles and conducting 
interviews) with the poets and poetry that he or she collects (23-24).  One 
imagines a hapless librarian, incognito in goatee and shades, tripping into a 
Brooklyn café to “jam” with the poet on the other side of the table.  Does the 
librarian pay for two double espressos out of the library’s budget, or out of 
his own pocket?  In the end, Basinski goes so far as to suggest that it would 
be helpful, indeed necessary to the library to have a “passionate, roman-
tic, perhaps eccentric, [underground poetry] librarian” on staff, working the 
scene (24).  Put another way, that librarian would have to already own the 
shades and sport the pointed goatee.  

Basinski’s article is in many respects less helpful to librarians than Cassell’s, 
even though Basinski has an obvious allegiance to that poetry which he ad-
miringly calls “unruly and rebellious” (18).  Whereas Cassell attempts to 
alter the habits of the purchasing librarian, Basinski attempts to change her 
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very personality.  And if that is impossible, he seems to demand that the 
profile of the acquisitions librarian in general match his own job description, 
a unique position in the library world to say the least. Anyone facing budget 
crunches and diminishing staff knows that it is simply unrealistic to expect 
such a thing in a professional, automated world.  It is tantamount to saying 
that in order to really collect gay literature one must be gay or lesbian, or to 
collect Westerns one must be, in some way or other, a cowboy.  If a central 
urban library has only one active purchaser, his or her profile would be odd 
in the extreme: a lesbian, Chicana, multilingual, hip-hop-listening, under-
ground-poetry-reading genealogical researcher.  Add to that the advanced 
degree in library science and you have a rare creature indeed.   

“Collecting must be organic,” insists Basinski.  “There are no forms that 
guide the collector” (22).  Yet, one cannot expect every librarian to evolve 
a sort of “poetics of collecting.”  This is theoretical responsibility dodging 
masking itself as “library literature.”  Basinski’s business practices evolve 
more from underground literature and the social circles that encircle it than 
they do from any fundamental library practices (Basinski himself is an 
experimental poet and performer in a Buffalo, New York extension of the 
Fluxus movement of the 1960’s).  This lack of “forms,” this general fluidity 
of policy, is perhaps the major obstruction for contemporary libraries to the 
creation of vital, representative poetry collections.  

Perhaps the most sensible approach to collecting poetry outside of the “of-
ficial verse culture” was outlined by poet, critic and professor Hank Lazer 
in a paper delivered to the ACRL literature discussion group in 1991.  In 
“Experimentation and Politics: Contemporary Poetry as Commodity”, Lazer 
tacitly makes a distinction between the librarian and the library.   This binary 
is inimical to the definition of “librarian” that Archibald MacLeish and oth-
ers made popular in the decades after the Second World War – that simple 
equation of librarian=library. For Lazer, it is fundamental and urgent that 
acquisitions librarians think outside of their box-like offices and explore the 
bigger literary picture.  His charge is therefore twofold: first to acquisitions 
librarians, and second to the institutions for which they work.  If they are 
able to harmonize, the two united facets can contribute positively to what 
Lazer calls a “textual ecology.”

In appealing to the intellectual agency of librarians, Lazer’s approach is not 
unlike that of Cassell, Basinski or others.  On all counts this is a challenge to 
the interestedness of the librarian.  Although it might not be common prac-
tice, begins Lazer, “library staff members with purchasing authority must 
adopt a more skeptical, informed, investigative relationship to the social, 
political, and economic ramifications of their habits as poetry-consumers” 
(47).  This is far from Basinski’s dish of ice cream.  It does not require plane 
tickets to bump elbows with the poets in Toronto.  It does not require new 
job descriptions.  Instead, it is a demand that purchasers remember Lorine 
Niedecker’s little scarf-and-mitten adventure: a struggling but ingenious 
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poet of the independent press trudging in heavy boots, with heavy eyes, to a 
chilled library that has only the enemies in its stacks.  It rests first on librar-
ians’ shoulders to recognize the incredible diversity in poetry, and especially 
American poetry, which is as diverse as the neighborhoods in any city, or as 
the landscapes between oceans.  It is up to the individual librarian to foster a 
precocious curiosity beyond The New York Times Book Review.  

Coupled with Lazer’s attention to the power of the individual librarian is his 
acknowledgement of the cultural institution “library” itself, what we must 
assume is a sort of generalized concept constructed from all the libraries of 
the United States.  This is a flaw in Lazer’s thinking.  He does not specify 
particular libraries as more encouraging in ideology and practice than oth-
ers; nor does he point out what he considers the most extreme wrong doers.  
Yet, despite Lazer’s outsider tendency to over generalize about “libraries,” 
policy makers must reply (in agreement or outrage) when he states emphati-
cally, “I believe libraries currently cooperate with a conservative, misplaced 
hierarchy of values by overvaluing the importance of ‘reputable’ publication 
sources: trade presses and university presses” (47-48).  

It is striking that Lazer believes the cooperation between libraries and “of-
ficial verse culture” is conscious and intentional, and not the unconscious 
development of an Althusserian “ideological state apparatus”.  But, as a see-
saw tilts two ways, it is exactly in this intentionality and consciousness that 
libraries can find the power to make the change from conservative and reac-
tionary to liberal and culturally embracing.  This means a change in policy.  
This means a change in priorities, and, at the deepest root, this demands a 
change in the way policy makers and purchasers think of literary production.  
It is the economy of poetry that needs support.  Or, as Bernstein and Lazer 
call it, the “commodity” of poetry.

Most important to Lazer and others is the need to reclaim collection devel-
opment from the hands of approval plans.  To borrow a term from Mark 
Cyzyk’s essay on canon formation, approval plans are one of the “mecha-
nisms” responsible for the dissemination of certain poetries over others 
(“Canon Formation…,” 59).  By definition, mechanisms function without 
thought.  Approval orders arrive as a corporate suggestion, which is often 
taken as gospel.  As a result, the books blessed with cultural authority (and 
automatic sales) are the trade presses and the university presses.  But, while 
the items included in approval shipments are not in themselves unnecessary 
to the collection, they often restrict the specific orders of bibliographers and 
subject specialists to a shoestring budget.  It might be impossible to tailor an 
intricate collection of women’s poetry, a pattern so colorful and reaching, 
with only a shoestring.  Automatic purchases could mean that a librarian 
might not be able to order Lisa Jarnot’s book of poems Some Other Kind of 
Mission (Burning Deck Press), for example, though it was listed as an Inter-
national Book of the Year in the Times Literary Supplement in 1996, because 
it was not part of her Blackwell’s approval shipment.  
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Hundreds of libraries belong to approval plans.  Hundreds of libraries receive 
the same texts.  Hundreds complacently support the trade presses and hap-
lessly create an environment wherein libraries collect a single kind of poetry 
over and over, while small presses and marginalized writing suffer.  The base 
of American poetry resources in libraries is sadly this conservative culture, 
and only toward the apex do we see the rest of America’s writing.  “Reverse 
that pyramid,” insists Lazer, support the independent presses (51).

Finally, Lazer approaches his conclusion with another scarlet banner: “It is 
critical that libraries… stake their limited resources on this utopian proj-
ect of textual ecology” (54).  Lazer is explicit in likening certain forms of 
poetic expression to rare, endangered species struggling in an increasingly 
homogenized ecosystem: the American library.  This is an ecosystem where 
Darwinism is a falsehood, and survival depends on the purchaser’s will.  

Ultimately, Lazer speaks in the plural; the argument here is dependent upon 
collective action, a unified action by libraries from Maine to New Mexico to 
encourage and preserve developing poetries.  At the same time as acknowl-
edging that his suggestion is “utopian” and therefore almost impossibly ide-
alistic, Lazer also intimates that such an undertaking would do nearly as 
much good in the attempt as it would in the result.  

Libraries’ attention to the publications of American poets from all walks, 
from all strongholds of politics and race and artistry, is the single most im-
portant action in the preservation of America’s literary history.  Libraries 
must collect locally in order to preserve regional writing, as well as globally.  
It is only in these materials that we can later reenact the ebbs and tides, the 
shouts and fistfights, the divisions and comings together that characterize an 
artistic era.  Otherwise, the portrait of poetry’s history becomes two dimen-
sional and monochromatic, absolutely unstriated by the culture’s real colors.  
In his important study of poetry broadsides from the 1960’s, James D. Sul-
livan argues that the publications of the small press “are useful objects of 
cultural historical study because they bear signs of the otherwise untraceable 
contingencies of literary reception in which meaning is produced” (148).  
After all, Allen Ginsberg’s work is only radical in juxtaposition with that of 
John Crowe Ransom.  

After all, a book of poems is an object and a traveler.

Space and the Voice

 but come here if ever before
 you caught my voice far off
   
   from If Not, Winter: Fragments of Sappho
   translated by Anne Carson
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The library can be a prosaic place.  Once inside, a library-goer must cope 
with the slings and arrows of the public space: the phlegmy cough of the man 
in the next carrel, the cookie crumbs that cover a reading table like a doughy 
dust, the frustration of a missing book.  Perhaps even less encouraging is 
the watchfulness, or at least the perceived watchfulness of the librarian.  As 
Radford and Radford have made clear, the archetypal librarian is often seen 
as a threat, one able (and even anxious) to humiliate and punish wayward 
patrons (Radford & Radford, 313ff.).  Like an intellectual owl, the librarian 
can seem a big-eyed surveyor, roundly “whoing” behind the desk.  “Who 
are you?” “Who are you reading?” “Who told you that you can read such a 
thing?”  Typically the teenager, suddenly broke of his bravado, will retreat to 
the corners to sneak his peak into Jack Kerouac’s Pomes all Sizes.  

But the library is what we perceive it to be, and for some it can be a space in 
which trepidation gives way to exploration, and distance gives out to discov-
ery.  In a recent memoir teasingly entitled True, poet Rae Armantrout writes 
of having the sort of experience that the Radfords identify.  As a teenager 
confused about sexuality and her own growing interest in modern poetry, the 
young Armantrout looked for answers at the local library.

I remember discovering Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique in 
the North Park Library.  When I went to check it out, the librarian 
said, ‘Oh, honey, you don’t want to read that.’  But I did.  I began 
to see that there were other people… with whom I might want to 
share the world.  

It’s clear that Armantrout isn’t simply suggesting that her reading encouraged 
her social life, although that certainly is also true; people have texts in com-
mon in much the same way that they have religions in common, or political 
beliefs.  In fact, much later in her life many of her friendships were based to 
one degree or another on shared texts, such as the writings of Charles Olson 
or the poets anthologized in Donald Allen’s anthology The New American 
Poetry (Armantrout, 59-63).  But on a second and more abstract level, Ar-
mantrout found that The Feminine Mystique was a manifestation of a will 
to communicate, an invitation to conversation.  Being published, the con-
versation was open to all and was free of the value slanders of those who 
couldn’t or wouldn’t understand (for example, the librarian at the North Park 
Library).  In a sense, all of Armantrout’s poems and paragraphs are inscribed 
as talk among texts.  The reader of Armantrout’s memoir is holding in her 
hands a direct reply in this conversation.

Armantrout’s memoir reminds us that a library, even in this digital age, is im-
portant as a place.  Again, it isn’t that the library is only a place, fixed in time 
and location, as Archibald MacLeish, poet and past Librarian of Congress, 
would have had it in the 1940’s (“Of the Librarian’s Profession”, 786ff.).  
The librarian does not have to be defined simply by the place in which she 
works, like a cottony spirit tethered to a haunted house.  But it becomes easy 
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today to lose sight of the physical building through the lenses of “remote 
access,” ILL, and digital collections.  As a place that is theoretically open 
to both people and texts, a library performs its role as medium for at least 
two modes of literary “socializing”: groups of people literally socializing to-
gether, and individuals interacting with the writings, the talk, of more distant 
fellow-travelers.  

The evidence of this first form of sociability can be traced in some of the 
almost mythic anecdotes of modernist literary history.  The birth of Imag-
ism, the early twentieth century aesthetic that would shape many of the Eng-
lish-language poems written before, during and even after the Second World 
War, happened abruptly and without warning in the British Museum reading 
room.  That was where Ezra Pound, energetically intense behind his small 
eyes, coined the term “Imagiste” to describe Hilda Doolittle (Kenner, 174).  
That same moment he reduced her name to androgynous initials, and she be-
gan publishing as H.D.  “We all read in the British Museum reading room,” 
remembered H.D. some four decades after the fact.  “He slashed with a pen-
cil. ‘Cut this out, shorten this line’” (End to Torment, 18).

The very same reading room was the haunt of another kind of modernist 
author.  Gertrude Stein, having recently arrived in London as a fresh dropout 
from the medical school at Johns Hopkins, spent her hours and days reading 
through the whole history of English narrative.  “She returned to her early 
love of Shakespeare and the Elizabethans, and became absorbed in Elizabe-
than prose and particularly in the prose of Greene,” wrote Stein, speaking in 
the third person through the fictionalized mouth of Alice B. Toklas (Auto-
biography of Alice B. Toklas, 84-85).  For Stein, England was the England 
of Dickens – a dark and damp and gray-smudged place where the cold was 
numbing, insistent.  The “dismalness” of London was partially lighted by her 
“discovery” of Anthony Trollope among the books of the British Museum.  
It was after this intellectual bivouac that Stein began her prose experiments, 
which quickly led to the linguistic challenges and innovations in portraiture 
that were contained in Three Lives (Mellow, 67).   For Stein, the library 
housed a company of authors that she both embraced and waged war upon.  
In educating herself about what had been done before, Stein was able to 
shatter those entrenched typologies.  Grammar became a plaything, narra-
tive too, and the slight of gender politics was something to bully, to tussle, to 
reprimand.  As she would later write in History, or Messages from History, 
“Nobody needs paper to make dolls with what they have for her” (17).  Pa-
per, as H.D. also knew, was for writing.

Recent literary history shows poets and poetry scenes moving away from 
libraries as sources for poetry and as cultural and social centers, creating for 
themselves instead a network of spaces out of bars, cafes, gallery spaces and 
lofts.  The absence of libraries is conspicuous.  It is precisely this absence 
that librarians need to acknowledge, and now is precisely the time to ask the 
critical questions that scholars and poets are already asking:  What is the 
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social nature of poetry?  What are its forms and what, in the long run, are its 
results?  And finally, can libraries fit into this social system and make a return 
to their historical centrality in the production of poetry and community?

In the recent Norwegian film Elling, a middle-aged man with a nervous ago-
raphobic disorder discovers that he, Elling, is a poet.  Having scribbled his 
first awkward poems, and having disguised himself in trench coat and sun-
glasses, Elling sets out for a poetry “meeting” that he finds advertised in the 
local newspaper.  “It is perfectly natural that we poets go to meetings,” thinks 
Elling, unconvincingly.  He soon discovers that the venue is a bar in inner 
Oslo – the outside all brick and graffiti, the inside glowing with glass and 
neon.  The poetry, of course, begins late.  Elling has already had a few orange 
sodas by the time the first reader finally steps on stage.  Before reading her 
extremely brief poems, she shyly recalls, “I wrote these poems while sick 
with malaria in Cambodia.”  The poems are imagistic, haiku-like and full of 
birds and exotic brambles.  But the second reader learned more from Mick 
Jagger than from Basho, and he literally screams his poem about a particu-
larly violent homosexual encounter, all the time grinding his pelvis into the 
microphone stand.  The beer flows.  The crowd cheers.  The poet yells, “Let 
go!”  Almost in direct response to this command, Elling runs to the bathroom 
and throws up.

Certainly readings are the most common poetry event.  Contemporary poetry 
readings and their attendees are even more diverse (and some are more har-
rowing) than the three characters that attended the reading sketched above; 
the older Romantic, the shy and worldly Earth Mother, the leather-and-tattoo 
Decadent are only caricatures of a populace that borrows from the worlds of 
snowflakes and fingerprints their tendency to be absolutely unique.  Read-
ings pop up everywhere.  Poets pop up to people them.  

That is what first makes Elling such a representative poet, his sudden ap-
pearance in the Oslo scene.  Elling is also quintessential for thinking, “It is 
perfectly natural that… poets go to meetings.”  In his own way, Elling speaks 
a truth that is almost a tautology.  Poets are social creatures, whether they 
interact face-to-face (as did Pound and H.D.) or within texts (as did Stein and 
Trollope).  The conversation has no one language, no single direction.  Yet, 
the conversation must happen for the poem to exist in the world.  Even Em-
ily Dickinson, that mythological hermit, reached out in letters and poems to 
Thomas Wentworth Higginson, a complete stranger and an older man.  The 
need to interact and to share is, for many poets, an urgent one.  

Open poetry readings answer a poet’s need to find an audience for his words 
at the same time as it generates new ideas and new incarnations of an exist-
ing work.  In most cases, open readings only require that the poet sign up 
to be included in the evening’s event.  He will likely be given five or ten 
minutes to read. As only one person in a roster that could include a dozen, 
the poet instantly becomes part of a group.  For this historical moment, the 
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“scene” is defined by these twelve poets.  It also true that much of the audi-
ence will likely consist of poets who need to answer the very same desires.  
Joseph Harrington points out that, “an open reading series tends to maintain 
open access and formal equality and tends to collapse or at least blur the 
binary distinction between artist and audience” (172).  In other words, these 
events tend to aesthetic democracy and outward participation.

Creativity blooms further out of this compost.  Poets encourage each other, 
critique each other, and often collaborate on writing.  It’s a common sight 
at a reading to see a poet scrawling desperately in her notebook, like a child 
at a coloring book, trying to catch the idea or phrase before it escapes into 
the air.  Perelman notes such an experience when he describes the poet Bar-
rett Watten furiously writing while Perelman performed: “he was using the 
words I was speaking to write with” (33-34).  What’s more, a performing 
poet often changes the written poem in her rendition, choosing to repeat a 
line or to excise an entire stanza, or sometimes adding impromptu shades and 
hues to the poem.  Real-time mistakes also contribute to the changing picture 
of the poem; at a reading in Buffalo, the Korean-American poet Myung Mi 
Kim slipped on a line and twisted her hand as if to erase the words in mid-
air. Then she proceeded to repeat the poem altogether, giving it a remarkable 
repetitive force.4   “Poetry readings are part of the long biography of poems,” 
posits Peter Middleton, “part of the distribution from poet to readers, and 
readers to readers, which takes place through silent reading, memory, active 
analysis, discussion, performance, publication, and all the many processes 
whereby thoughts, feelings and knowledge circulate” (293).  The long biog-
raphy of the poem includes its variations at the microphone.  

The generative energy in a reading or reading series is directly proportional 
to the feeling of community that surrounds it.  A fertile writing community is 
one that feels free of threat or inhibition.  Harrington interviewed many Bay 
Area poets and collected some amazing, candid comments about their work 
and communities.  “It makes me feel good about myself,” said one.  Another 
quipped, “It’s sometimes what gets me through the drudgery of work.”  Yet 
another exclaimed that “poetry is the essence,” that it helps you to “develop 
yourself spiritually” (Harrington, 180-182).  These feelings all lead to further 
creativity and an enriched relationship to other poets.

Related to these community-oriented readings is what might be called the 
“celebrity reading.”  These readings are an opportunity to reach a large audi-
ence, many of whom may have never attended a poetry reading before.  Of 
course, only large public and university libraries can afford to have such 
events.  But results can be damaging to any accusations that poetry is a “dead 
art”.  When Alice Walker, a Pulitzer Prize winning poet and novelist, read at 
the Chicago Public Library in the spring of 1997, she attracted a crowd that 
filled every seat in the CPL’s auditorium (Higashi, 53).  One can imagine a 
stepping-stone theory of poetry reading, wherein a convert to poetry might 
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first read Alice Walker, then shakily step to Nikki Giovanni, and perhaps 
confidently find dry footing in Harryette Mullen.

Besides poetry readings there are its twin siblings, talks and workshops, the 
poetry scenes’ answers to university lectures and M.F.A. creative writing 
seminars.  The recent development of the talk is made paramount in accounts 
of the Language movement of the late 1970’s and early 1980’s, where the 
genre was developed, for all intents and purposes, into an art form of its own.  
Since most of America’s poetry communities exist outside of any academic 
setting, talks provide a method of communicating a vast array of intellectual 
ideas or concerns from poet to poet, or from poet to audience. Far ranging 
topics most often fit into categories such as critical readings into poetry; 
theorizing and aesthetics; or reconstructions of literary history.  In one ac-
count of the late ‘70’s, Bob Perelman describes the now famous Talk Series 
of the Bay Area – in the course of which he hints at performances and talks 
by poets like Lyn Hejinian and David Antin:

A coffee house in the Haight-Ashbery district of San Francisco, The 
Grand Piano, was the site of a long-running series of readings; a 
performance of Zukofsky’s “A”-24; and a production of a Frank 
O’Hara play, Try! Try!  The Talk Series that I curated would include 
a presentation of Shklovsky and Russian Formalism, a meditation 
of open versus closed forms, or an improvised performance piece.  
(The Marginalization of Poetry, 16)

As Perelman suggests, previously airtight borders between “poetry,” or 
imaginative writing, and “lecture,” or intellectual instruction, have been 
made permeable.  No priority or privilege is given to either poetry or criti-
cism: facets of one are absorbed by the other until the word “performance” 
becomes equally true for a rendition of Zukofsky’s final movement of “A” 
and a talk by David Antin.  The talk is transformed into something at once 
informational, artistic and social.  Certainly, lines from Zukofsky’s poem are 
self-referential in this context, such as “I did not want to break up my form” 
(“A”, 567).  Even more relevant is the eventual coinage of the term “talk 
poems” to pinpoint Antin’s unique, seminal style (Perloff, i).     

The most common contemporary form of the poetry workshop gradually 
merged into a single concept from two opposing tributaries.  The first of 
these was created by the sudden genesis of university creative writing pro-
grams after World War II, perhaps the most notable being the University 
of Iowa’s famous Iowa Writers Workshop.  Officially created in 1936 (ma-
ture after being the seedling idea of poet Carl Sandburg), it wasn’t until the 
middle of the following decade that the program fully developed as academe, 
and professors, visiting lecturers and seminars endowed it with legitimacy 
(Iowa Writers Workshop, History).  The idea for the workshop was almost 
classical.  In academic venues such as the University of Iowa, the structure 
of the workshop is typically centripetal.  Courses are based around a poetry 
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“star,” typically a popular and published poet, with the students or partici-
pants orbiting around her.  The instructor creates assignments, suggests read-
ings and critiques the work of the participants.  This is a twentieth century 
analogue to the lyceum.  

The second tributary gained water in the 1950’s and 1960’s as an anti-acad-
emy response to the rise of institutional creative writing programs.  These 
workshops tended to the centrifugal, meaning there was no central poetry 
star around whom satellites could gravitate.  Authority was decentralized.  
The workshop leader (or leaders) and the participants were almost always on 
equal footing in the local poetry community.  Often, these gatherings would 
challenge both the intellect and the creativity of the writers, insisting that 
left- and right-brain activity were not uneasy bedfellows.  A famous example 
of  this  species  of  workshop  is  vividly  described  by  Daniel  Kane  in  All  
Poets  Welcome:  The  Lower  East  Side  Poetry  Scene  in  the  1960’s.  Ber-
nadette Mayer’s workshops at the St. Marks Poetry Project, intensely active 
between 1971 and 1974, attracted many young New York writers who would 
later develop into the Language poets mentioned earlier.  Mayer infused her 
meetings with a dancing variousness.  The poetry produced therefore can-
not be pigeonholed into one style – it lists from the hermetic to the simple, 
from comical to political.  Similarly, Mayer’s  “A Reading List to be Added 
To” included such far-ranging books as Barthes’ The Pleasure of the Text, 
Dante’s La Vita Nuova and the Curious George series (Kane, 188).  As Kane 
makes clear, Mayer and the Poetry Project created an environment where po-
ets such as Charles Bernstein and Hannah Weiner “socialized and theorized 
with one another.”  The result of this early encouragement is an entire liter-
ary movement that encompassed both American coasts, and a vast collective 
oeuvre composed of hundreds of books and magazines.

A legendary instance of such a poetry workshop finding success in a library’s 
space is that of Jack Spicer’s “Poetry as Magic” workshop, which took place 
at the San Francisco Public Library.  During the spring months of 1957, a 
group of poets gathered weekly in a seminar room at the public library to 
participate in this singular experiment – an experiment based as much on 
social chemistry as on avant-garde writing.  Spicer, surrounded by poets such 
as Robert Duncan and Helen Adam, would assign preposterous and provoca-
tive tasks.  “Invent a universe.”  “Write a poem in which the poet becomes a 
flesh-eating beast.”  “Evoke magic spirits” (Ellingham and Killian, 78-84).  
These fantastical writing assignments demanded risk-taking, opening each 
poet up to bizarre imaginative trips and even outright silliness.  “How would 
you cook a baby?”  For Spicer and others, the resultant poems were simply 
secondary bi-products of the community (although many of the poems found 
their way into publication).  Michael Davidson suggests,  “these rituals were 
designed less for the purpose of evaluating students than for reinforcing 
bonds among members” (152).  
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It is difficult to underestimate the value of community in American poetry.  
As we have seen, poems are not only born through communal interaction, 
but also exist within and inform the community in which they are born.  As 
Harrington has written, “in order fully to understand contemporary poetry as 
it exists, one must do so in terms of the meanings, uses, and effects of poetry 
in the lives and communities of readers and writers” (171).  This means turn-
ing “poetry” as a concrete noun into “poetry” as an abstract one, turning our 
attention from the material text to everything which surrounds the creating 
of those texts.  Even if a library cannot afford to purchase more volumes 
of poetry for the collection, it might be able to encourage an atmosphere in 
which original poetry can take shape.  

It is essential for libraries and librarians to recognize the value of that space 
that they can provide for readings, talks or workshops, because in this recog-
nition is the potential for a second kind of “ecology” of poetry (to return to 
Lazer’s “textual ecology”).  The successful examples of Jack Spicer’s “Po-
etry as Magic” workshop and Alice Walker’s reading at the Chicago Public 
Library are indeed worth aspiring to as a form of social ecology, or social 
preservation.  Seminar rooms were virtually designed for workshops and 
writing groups.  Theaters are precious.  It seems almost laughable to point 
out the value in a table and ten chairs, or in a room offset from unsympathetic 
eyes.  

Events created by libraries need to avoid the calendar’s ghetto of the “poetry 
month” or the “poetry day.”  Poetry needs to find elbowroom in all months, 
all weeks, in order for it to survive.  Although some praise should be granted 
the ALA’s National Poetry Month as a much-needed publicity campaign, it 
also unwillingly helps to estrange poetry from general attention, from gen-
eral display (April is, we’re told, the cruelest month).  It would be incon-
ceivable to develop a National Fiction Month, or a Biography Week.  The 
“oddity” of poetry is only fortified by special treatment.  Why not integrate 
poetry into the year’s general events?  In one account, the Huntington Public 
Library decided to have an annual “Black Poetry Day,” which falls on Oc-
tober 17 (the birth date of Jupiter Hammon, the first African-American poet 
to publish his poetry in the United States).  On the one hand, this initiative 
leap-frogged into many venues such as public schools and other libraries, 
and it helped to spread education about black poets (Ransom, 88-94).  Over 
the years, it has attracted important poets such as June Jordan and Michael 
Harper for readings and discussions.  These moments are invaluable.  But on 
the other hand, it gives the impression that black poets (or poets in general) 
only need a single day – a single moment – to be heard, and can be shelved 
for the rest of the year.  

Poets need to be heard always and often.  To borrow a term from Chris Hi-
gashi, re-acclimating the public to the poem’s voice requires “immersion” 
(52).  Otherwise, the voice will always be far off.  
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Exchange Privileges

In one section of her recent autobiographical sketch Ceci n’est pas Rosma-
rie, a section entitled “What Books?”, poet and publisher Rosmarie Waldrop 
remembers her childhood in post-World War II Germany.

There was no public library in my home town.  The high school had 
a few measly cupboards full.  So had the Catholic church where I 
avoided the devotional shelves and went for Ben Hur, Fabiola, The 
Last Days of Pompei.  Father’s bookcase held the German classics, 
opera librettos and books on flying (airplanes and more fantastic 
attempts).  During one convalescence I read Schiller’s Complete 
Plays and was amused to find, marked in his hand, the lines that 
made up half of my father’s conversation.  But there was a decent 
bookstore.  I made friends with the manager, spent what pocket 
money I had, and managed exchange privileges.  (Ceci n’est pas 
Keith, Ceci n’est pas Rosmarie, 66)

Needless to say, the situation for Waldrop was much more grim than it was 
for Niedecker, who at least had a library to make braving the raw hands, the 
wind and cold worthwhile.  Their commonality, however, lies in two things 
– a lack of a satisfying library and their dependence on personal book hoards 
and book stores.  Today, poets often buy their libraries piecemeal from book-
stores (from independent sellers as well as Borders and Barnes & Noble) or 
from online resources (Amazon.com being the largest, but there also smaller 
groups like Small Press Distribution).  The pattern is much like that implied 
by Niedecker in her letter to Corman: displeased with the library, she returns 
home, alone, and settles in to read the “healthy” and “lovely” books from 
her own shelves.  Community is killed.  The old myth of the Dickinsonian 
hermit is reborn.  

Libraries can change that pattern, and draw poets out.  The scarf and mitten 
adventure can become an undertaking of warmth and community, instead of 
something dusky.  Later in her memoir, Waldrop recalls her experience in 
coming to the United States and joining the student body at the University 
of Michigan.  “Graduate school was a pleasure,” she smiles, listing off the 
things that thrilled her.  “Most important: an excellent library where – amaz-
ingly – students were allowed in the stacks”  (74).  Most important.  Her 
nostalgic tone is unmistakable.  It is as if she felt welcomed, “amazingly” 
embraced by the library itself.  Soon after, she began translating the poems of 
the Dadaists, Surrealists and Expressionists into English (from books found 
in the library), and she co-founded the magazine Burning Deck.  Since then 
she has written dozens of books and printed dozens more under the Burning 
Deck imprint.

Libbie Rifkin has impressed upon special collections librarians the impor-
tance of recognizing the act of curating, of collection development, of events 
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programming, in short the act of librarianship, as an act of cultural produc-
tion (Rifkin, 123ff.).  Rifkin views the relationship between a special collec-
tions library and a poet as symbiotic.  In purchasing personal papers, archival 
materials and personal libraries from poets, repositories are providing badly 
needed economic and moral support to an art form that often feels slighted.  
The library in turn gets important unique material and, to put it bluntly, a 
good reputation in the poetry world.  Her words are not irrelevant after pass-
ing through the cherry wood doors of the special collections library.  They 
carry truth for any librarian who works where even a handful of poetry vol-
umes are housed.  Rifkin, like Hank Lazer and others, sees the librarian as a 
potential participant in a system of literary ecology.  

A common thread runs between the fabrics of commentary on poetry and 
libraries – cooperation and empathy.  Rifkin pleads to librarians to look at 
libraries “from the perspective of the writers who enter them,” and claims 
that by doing so they will gain insight into the “organic nature of the liter-
ary world” (123).  Collaboration between poets and librarians can result in 
“exchange privileges” for both sides.   The sense of support and interest 
that a library can supply is a sort of intense rouser for poets, and their con-
tinued attraction to the library can increase patronage and the circulation 
of an otherwise forgotten section of the Dewey table.  Poet Brenda Hill-
man, for example, implores libraries to choose “a local poetry advisor or two 
with eclectic tastes” who can advise purchasers on “must haves” (53).  This 
is only one possibility.  Poets can be entertainers, teachers, volunteers and 
events organizers.  

In the sense that “poetry” is a synonym for the very best in human expression 
and interaction, librarians themselves must become “poets” to collaborate in 
the construction of a new ecology.  Young leaves will grow from a neglected 
corner of the community, as Niedecker wrote,
  
 
  And when an old boat rots ashore
  itself once living plant
    it sprouts.
     
     from Collected Works, 284
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1 The first conference devoted solely to Niedecker’s work will take place in Milwaukee, WI,  
October 9-11, 2003.  The three-day conference will include lectures, readings and performances 
by dozens of international (and local) critics, poets and teachers.  It is co-hosted by Woodland 
Pattern  Book  Center,  the  University  of  Wisconsin-Milwaukee,  and  the  Milwaukee  Public  
Library.

2  This statistic is available from the website of the Council of Literary Magazines and Presses.  
http://www.clmp.org. 

3  Many examples exist for each of these three writers.  For Spicer see especially Poet Be Like 
God: Jack Spicer and the San Francisco Renaissance. Lewis Ellingham and Kevin Killian 
Hanover, NH: Wesleyan University Press published by University Press of New England, 1998; 
and The San Francisco Renaissance: Poetics and Community at mid-Century.  Michael David-
son.  New York: Cambridge UP, 1989.  For Robert Duncan see Gnostic Contagion: Robert Dun-
can and the Poetry of Illness. Peter O’Leary. Middletown, Conn.: Wesleyan University Press, 
2002.  For Susan Howe see Led by Language: the Poetry and Poetics of Susan Howe. Rachel 
Tzvia Back. Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 2002.

4  I attended this reading at SUNY-Buffalo, April 2002.  



page 32 Progressive Librarian #23

THE SCHOOL LIBRARY/MEDIA CENTER 
& CONSTRUCTION OF THE SUBJECT

by Bria O’Brien

There is no such thing as a neutral education process.  
Education either functions as an instrument that is 
used to facilitate the integration of the younger genera-
tion into the logic of the present system and bring about 
conformity to it, or it becomes the ʻthe practice of free-
dom,  ̓ the means by which men and women deal criti-
cally and creatively with reality and discover how to par-
ticipate in the transformation of their world.  Freire, 16

The above quote is from the introduction to Paulo Freireʼs book, 
Pedagogy of the Oppressed.  In this quote Richard Shaull summa-
rizes Freireʼs views on the educational process.  Shaull is referring 

to Freireʼs concept of “banking education”, which is based on a theory of 
anti-dialog.  He explains it is through anti-dialogical education that the logic 
of the present system is maintained.  In banking education the traditional 
power structure of the teacher student relationship is up held.  The teacher is 
the one with the knowledge.   He or she gives this knowledge to the student 
and the student receives and stores that information (58-59).  The knowledge 
dispensed is generally of an abstract nature and irrelevant to the real lives of 
students.  Through this process students are alienated from their education 
and thus objectified (78).   Emancipatory education based on “authentic” dia-
log is Freireʼs explanation of how to destabilize the hierarchy of teacher over 
student, so that the teacher is parallel to, rather than above, the student (81).  
In this sense, education can be a “practice of freedom” in which students are 
able to transform their world (16). 

If education is as Shaull states not a neutral environment, but one that either 
brings conformity to the present system of logic, or one that provides re-
sources necessary for students to transform their world, then it is important 
for school librarians to consider their role in providing either an education 
that ensures the continuance of oppressive relations of production or a “prac-
tice of freedom.”  As computer technology is given the leading role in the 
resources available for school librarians to teach with, it is vital for school li-
brarians to look critically at how technology functions within the educational 
system.  Although there are many articles that deal with computer technol-
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ogy in the school library media center, almost none deal with how computer 
technology, like Freireʼs description of educational systems, may contribute 
to maintaining the present system of logic.

Computer Technology and the Ideological Construction of the Subject

Freireʼs work shows that above all education and educational practices are 
not neutral and should not be seen as such.  With this in mind it is important 
to look at how computer technology in the school library media center is 
also not an indifferent practice. “The ʻinformation  ̓in which the technocized 
universe trades is not neutral; . .  it imposes its own limited technological 
range of choices. . .” (Sunfrog 267).  Keeping in mind the impossibility of 
an un-biased education it is crucial to question, as Sunforg does, what biases 
are embedded within computer technology.   The questions:  Does computer 
technology integrate children into the system of logic of the current relations 
of production? Does computer technology offer possibilities for a dialogical 
education?  If so is there a hope of changing oppressive relations of produc-
tion through an educational “practice of freedom”?  These questions must be 
examined within the discourse of the school library/media center literature.  

Science as Ideological Authority

To understand how computer technology integrates children into the present 
system of logic, it is important to understand its decent from science as an 
authority by which people are integrated into political and social systems. 
Many theorists agree that technologyʼs descent from science gives it undue 
authority.  As in the earlier example of Friereʼs teacher as authority, science 
as a discipline enjoys the same authoritative position.  Science as a discipline 
has for many years had the ability to put forth-unquestioned tellings of how 
the world works (Koetting 10).  Koetting writes in an issue of the journal 
of Educational Technology, that the articles from that particular issue come 
from a standpoint of excitement over mid and late twentieth century think-
ing that disengages from the enchantment of epistemology, metaphysics and 
empiricism (10).  The authors agree that logical empiricism claims objectiv-
ity, but “fails neutrality because science in action is a sociopolitical business 
with sociopolitical aims” (Koetting 5).  Robert Muffolletto argues in this 
issue that, “The belief in science as a way of knowing and acting, and the 
expert as a source of vision and practice, has dominated education thought 
and policy” (26).  Due to technologyʼs descent from science it is enjoys the 
privilege of being regarded as objective and thus the best way to acquire in-
formation about the world.  It is the ideology of machine as expert that forces 
us to question whether a dialogical education is possible with computers.  If 
the machine is the authority, there is an unequal power dynamic.  The com-
puter not only has the “right” information, but the computer has the “right” 
way of doing things.  It is in the “right” way of doing things that a dominant 
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ideology is produced which helps to ensure current power relationships such 
as the oppressive relations of production.  

It is possible to understand how science and technology are seen as authority 
in the school system.  However, the question remains, how does the pres-
ence of authority create subjects who maintain current power structures, i.e. 
relations of production?  Theorists such as Donna Haraway have worked 
with Loius Althusserʼs theory of ideological reproduction. How is it, he won-
ders, that so many people follow the rules of society without constantly be-
ing threatened physically, even if the rules are not beneficial to many of the 
members of that society?  He argues that this happens through the interpel-
lation of the subject into society due to the production and reproduction of 
ideology.  Althusser describes a citizen walking down the street and a police 
officer calls out “Hey you, there”.  As the citizen turns he or she constitutes 
her/his self as a subject, who is subject to the power of the state that the 
police officer represents. He further argues that like the combination of ide-
ology and physical threat of the policeman, ideology has the ability to hail 
subjects into individuals.  For Althusser one of the main sites for ideological 
production is the education system:
  

It takes children from every class at infant -school age, and  then 
for years, the years in which the child is most ʻvulnerableʼ,. . . it 
drums into them, whether it uses new methods, a certain amount 
of ʻknow-how  ̓wrapped in the ruling ideology (French, arithmetic, 
natural history, the sciences, literature) or simply the ruling ideol-
ogy in its pure state (ethics, civic instruction, philosophy.)  Some-
where around the age of sixteen, a huge mass of children are ejected 
ʻinto productionʼ:  these are the workers or small peasants. Another 
portion of scholastically adapted youth carries on: and . . .  fills the 
posts of small and middle executives. . . A last portion reaches  the 
summit, the agents of exploitation (capitalist, mangers), the agents 
of repression . . . and the professional ideologist.  (Althusser 155).

  
Students through physical and theoretical educational practices acknowledge 
themselves as subjects and help to produce and maintain the power structure 
and logic of their particular society.  School is where day after day they learn 
that straight lines are better, more efficient, and more accepted than curvy 
lines.  They learn to raise their hands and in doing so acknowledge, like the 
citizen who turns when the police officer calls out, who has the power to let 
them speak or not let them speak. 

Haraway agrees that technology takes the role of the policeman in helping 
to constitute subjects, insofar as technology is a practice, and an ideologi-
cal apparatus.  She says, “I belong to the ʻculture  ̓whose members answer 
to the ʻhey, youʼ! issuing from technoscienceʼs authoritative practices and 
discourses” (51).  It is possible to see how computer technology can function 
as an ideological apparatus, as one which from the, “mid-19th century to the 



page 35Progressive Librarian #23

present, [has been] . . . part of a discourse grounded in logical positivism, 
social control and system management” (Muffoletto 24).  Robert Muffoletto 
points out specifically that the purpose of educational technology has been 
an ideological one that has, “increase[d] the effectiveness of teaching materi-
als and the efficiency of the learning process” (52).  This ideological purpose 
subscribes to the goals of capitalism, which rely on effective and efficient 
production of commodities.  It is important to go one step further and ask 
how this ideology of purpose is encoded in practices of, and interaction with 
technology.  In order to attack this question one must ask the sub questions 
of:  What message does computer technology send about the proper order of 
information and the proper ways of being in the world?  What are the rules to 
being a “good subject”?   Since, “texts are hegemonic and are part of a larger 
discourse encoded with meanings, values, and ideological perspectives on 
other and self” (Muffoletto 53), interaction with these texts give us feedback 
on how to be in the world; feedback on what the “right” way is.  

These questions can begin to be addressed with a few examples.  The word 
processing program, Microsoft Word has become increasingly invasive in 
its editing capabilities.  MS Word 2000 defaults to underlining grammar and 
spelling errors in green and red respectively. The clearest way Word 2000ʼs 
editing system encourages ideology of a particular form of writing is by 
highlighting sentences with a high word count.  Word 2000ʼs editing system 
does not tell you that the sentence is wrong, however, it underlines both 
that which is grammatically incorrect and that which is “long.” Because, the 
same mechanism is used to warn writers that they are making a grammati-
cal error as to let them know that they wrote a long sentence an association 
between long and wrong is made.  What does this indicate about the kind of 
writing that is desirable in post-consumer capitalism?

Underlining errors is disturbing in other respects.  It is constant examination. 
Foucualt has argued that as capitalism was developing in the 18th century 
a new attitude toward work formed that was more conducive to type of ef-
ficiency of production which capitalism needs to succeed.  This attitude cre-
ated an experience of work as an ordered and disciplined activity.  Discipline 
of the modern era is brought about by the attention that is paid to the detail 
and intricacies of what the body does, the “micro-physics of power” (Foucu-
alt 189).  “Hierarchical Observation” and “The Examination” are two of the 
instruments of training that work together to help form the disciplined body/
subject.  “Hierarchical Observation” is the eyes that see without being seen 
(Foucualt 189).  Those in power are able to see those with less power and sta-
tus.  The prison guard can see the prisoner at all times.  The doctor can view 
and diagnose the patient. The teacher can watch and examine the student.  
Those with less power are aware that they can be observed, surveyed at any 
and all times. The second technique is “The Examination”.  During an exam 
one is generally observed at all times by one with more power than him or 
her.  The exam also produces information about the person being examined 
that can then be used to further perpetuate and create a “norm.”  Groups can 
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then be ranked in many different ways, in reference to each other by way of 
gender, race, age, class etc, (Foucualt 197).  

 Whether or not students recognize it when they type, Foucualtʼs principles of 
creating a discplined subject are occurring.  They are doing something wrong 
each time they use grammar incorrectly or spell incorrectly and sometimes 
when they use it correctly, but the computer does not recognize it as such.  
This can be seen as helping to maintain the systems of oppression when we 
question which students are likely to have more red and green marks on 
their screens.  What will this do to the self-esteem of already marginalized 
members of society?

Like the Microsoft Word program that gives immediate feedback on the 
quality of the students writing, the lessons students learn on computers give 
the same kind of immediate feedback. Usually lessons are taught through a 
hypertext program that asks a series of questions that the participant must an-
swer correctly before moving on.  Thus students are given immediate feed-
back on whether they got the question right or wrong.  They are constantly 
being examined and observed.  Prior to the heavy use of computer technology 
students were given feedback, but at a much slower rate.  Students then had 
time to consider what they had done right or wrong and think of solutions to 
the problem.  Now though with immediate feedback this time is taken away 
from them. Time to for free association is limited. In this sense it constantly 
points out the difference between the individual and the dominant norm.  

One can even go so far as to look at the electronic library catalog.  Although 
the catalog is more advanced in terms of the options it offers for searching it 
takes away from the inclination to browse library shelves.  This limits free 
association because the computer with its undue authority is seen as the best 
way to approach finding books or other material.  It does as Sunfrog asserts 
“impose[s] its own limited technological range of choices” (Sunfrog 267)

There is much validity to the above readings of technology and computer 
technology.   However, it is through Freireʼs idea of dialogical education that 
I think there is the most hope for librarians to develop a critical stance to-
wards computer technology.  One must examine the ways in which computer 
technology in the library media center can be used as subversive to authori-
tative practices that will not ensure the relations of production.  There are 
many ways in which students use computer technology that implies potential 
for the destruction of hierarchical methods of teaching.  For instance when 
one negotiates the Internet they are often moving across hypertext, which 
does not necessarily have an order that is hierarchical.  It cannot be denied 
that the computer is a source for creativity.  Another advantage to using the 
Internet in the school library media center is that the Internet is a wealth of 
diversity of information.  The amount of information that is available on the 
Internet versus is vaster compared to what any school collection can have.  
Chat rooms offer potential for social action.  Students can communicate 
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much further distances and more quickly on line.  In anarchist movements 
computers have at times proven to be a successful tool.  For instance in the 
Zapatista movement in Mexico the Internet allowed them to send their com-
muniqués to the rest of the world (Atton 230).   In spite of Harawayʼs caution 
of technoscienceʼs ability to hail its subjects into existence she also gives 
hope by saying,   “Subjects in a discourse can and do refigure its terms, con-
tents and reach (50).  This statement is a powerful one for the implications it 
gives to restructuring technology and the discourse of computer technology 
in the school library media center so that the authoritative practices of tech-
nology can be reconstituted. 

Rewriting the Ideology of Technological Practices

The last issue of this paper is to question what librarians can do in their 
interactions and teachings of and with computer technology to participate 
in emancipitory, dialogical education so that systems of oppression are not 
maintained.  The first step begins with the librarian.  Librarians must begin 
to recognize their role in the education system and acknowledge the non-
neutrality of that system.  Librarians must literally be willing to enter into 
dialog with students about the context and purpose of their education system 
at large. A physical act librarians can do, depending on school policy, is to 
disable the automatic spell check and grammar checks on computers, or at 
least let students know that they can turn them off and depending on the age 
group let them know why they might want to.  

An important way librarians can participate in re-writing the practices of 
technology is to participate in the professional discourse of technology in 
the school library media center in an untechnocratic style.  Currently, school 
library and media literature has numerous articles concerned with the in-
creased use of computer technology in the school library media center.  The 
bulk of these articles are concerned with how to put this technology to more 
efficient use so that students will become “information literate”.  Subsidiary 
to that are articles concerned with the change that might occur in the librar-
ianʼs role, and ethical use of the Internet (McCauley, Jacobson and Smith).  
These are important topics in the literature, however there are problems 
with the current discussion of computer technology.  First, there is a lack 
of discussions that deal critically with ideology produced through interac-
tions with computers.  Secondly, these articles tend to participate in what 
Fred Lemke calls technocratic discourse.  Technocratic discourse is a way of 
writing in which grammar and choice of words function so that the subject is 
seen as an objective fact in the universe (64).  This style of writing, is laden 
with political ideology that appears to be objective. Donna Haraway argues 
that the discourse of technoscience is intertwined with promises of salvation, 
“freedom, the free world, democracy and . . . the free market” (94).  With 
Lemkeʼs framework it is possible to question how particular phrases and 
words in the literature of computer technology in the school media center 
function.  For instance, one can examine catch phrases such as, “Informa-
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tion Literacy” and “Information Society” and ask, what specific society do 
these phrases refer to?  Are we to believe that “information” is new?  Does 
“Information Society” refer to this specific time?  Does “information” differ-
entiate then from now?  The difference is not that we have information now, 
and that we did not then.  The change or difference is that our relationship 
to information has changed.  Now we exchange information/data for money 
in a way that used to be dominated by exchange of tangible commodities.  
What is being referred to by the term “Information Society”, is a change in 
the market.  “Information Literacy” can be seen, as the skill needed to make 
money in, and maintain this new market.  Along with the use and invention 
of terms such as, “Information Society” and “Information Literacy” many 
hours of thought have gone into producing outlines of standards and goals 
for information literacy by different institutions (Ark 11).  Encoded into these 
guidelines are technocratic messages about how students ought to be, in or-
der for progress and values of capitalism to be upheld.  One of the goals for 
Bloomʼs Taxonomy of Critical Thinking Skills is “readiness”, one from ALA 
standards is “appreciation”, two from the U.S. National Educational Goals 
are “excellence” and “chemical free”.  At first glance these seem like reason-
able goals for students to have when approaching learning with technology, 
however one must take a closer look and examine the dominant ideology 
that is applicable to the continuance and maintenance of the present system 
of the production of goods.  These terms are loaded with value about how 
the right way to be is.  After looking at the complete versions of the above 
standards for information literacy not one of the goals is to teach students to 
question sources, or to be highly skeptical of the messages about dominate 
culture and dominate relations of production that are prevalent in the ideol-
ogy of the use of computer technology.  This gap in school library literature 
of not questioning is specific to school library literature.  Other fields which 
technology is integral, such as Educational Technology, Education, and Li-
brarianship have a lively discourse of critical approaches to the use of com-
puter technology.  As school librarians title changes from “School Librarian” 
to “School Library Media Specialist” it is crucial for school librarians to join 
this discourse and not claim neutrality in the educational process.
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THE BASIS OF A HUMANIST 
LIBRARIANSHIP IN THE IDEAL OF 
HUMAN AUTONOMY 

by Mark Rosenzweig

Does librarianship have any essential connection to normative hu-
manist commitments and partisanship of  the prospect of a better 
society?  This paper will suggest the idea of “autonomy” as a key to 

humanism which also unlocks librarianshipʼs enmeshment with the goal of 
the “good society,” therefore as well in an overall project of social change 
for human development. 

This runs counter to todayʼs claims of the “neutrality” of librarianship, its 
non-partisanship, claims based on a technocratic affiliation with the engi-
neering concepts of “information science.” This neutrality is called into 
question, however, in the very first article of the Policy Manual of the 
American Library Association (ALA):  ALA recognizes its broad social 
responsibilities. The broad social responsibilities of the American Library 
Association are defined in terms of the contribution that librarianship can 
make in ameliorating or solving the critical problems of society.   What could 
that be but a declaration of the social mission of librarianship? In view of 
that it is hard to say that librarianship is neutral as regards social welfare.

However, with the trend of librarianship strongly influenced by a techno-
cratic idea of its mission, moving away in theory and practice from this first 
principle, we should posit – as I do here – an explicitly humanist librari-
anship which hews to this principle to see what framework it provides for 
understanding what values are inherent in that foundational commitment.  
Karl Marx, in defining the “good society,” said it was, ultimately, the emer-
gence of the set of social arrangements, which are such that they enable the 
free development of each as the condition for the free development of all. 

I am not suggesting Marxism as a philosophy of librarianship. But, in express-
ing his own value-orientation, Marx, who disdained moralism, stated clearly a 
larger humanist vision of the future that transcended his own framework, situ-
ating him in the great tradition of humanist philosophy. One neednʼt be a Marx-
ist to ask: Could there be a better creed for librarianship? Should not librarians, 
act upon the maxim “the free development of each as the precondition for the 
free development of all” and is that not, in fact, implicit, in librarianship itself? 
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If we have or take this creed as our own, what does it draw upon in librari-
anship, which especially orients the profession towards contributing to that 
end? The support of this maximʼs realization is clear if we start with the 
fact that librarianship is based on the idea of a common heritage made in-
tellectually accessible and usable to all – today, tomorrow and thereafter 
– an idea which rests in turn on:  a) the implicit notion of the fundamen-
tal sociality of knowledge; b) an orientation towards preserving for the 
future, thus working, always, for the not-yet-existing – perhaps emergent 
– state-of-affairs;  c) a strongly democratic commitment to free and equi-
table access to knowledge; and d)  an ethos of cooperation, mutuality, an 
“ethic of care” devoted to unimpeded, self-development as imperative to 
collective well-being, the latter a social and cultural goal only very par-
tially, unequally, distortedly realizable under the present circumstances. 
 
Acting on this, nonetheless, librarians and their libraries, rather than be-
ing essentially conservative in their concern for conservation or preserva-
tion of the record, would be fighting a progressive rear guard fight to keep 
open the possibility of a better, more humanized future for all. It is a fu-
ture, moreover, which in terms of librarianshipʼs commitments does not 
“cannibalize” the past, a strong enough tendency of other social practic-
es and institutions, which tend to keep us in eternal, helpless immediacy 
and with no rational hope in the human prospect or our ability to shape it. 

Librarianship is an endeavor which, sometimes despite itself and despite its 
quotidian appearance, has acted as if, while serving the intellectual needs 
of the present, it is preparing for a “better day” when its “resources” will 
be more fully available and used as if in order to help build the bridge to a 
more just, more equitable, more humane order.  In that way, librarianship 
would appear, in its way, a fundamentally “optimistic” endeavor, expressing 
– in the presence of so much evidence to the contrary in libraries  ̓collec-
tions – a faith, much to be valued today, in the very futurity of humankind. 
For librarians themselves it should be obvious, on reflection, in their 
own work-world (but seldom is, because of the often alienated and “un-
free” nature of their own labor), that human freedom and “disalienation” 
are possible, achievable, if only because efforts such as theirs, quintes-
sentially collective and cooperative, are possible and sustainable, deep-
ening and ramifying human interconnectedness in efforts which prove by 
example that the prevailing mechanistic, atomized and positivist model of 
society is untrue and that “the market” which supposedly is the sole pos-
sible framework for human endeavor is not the necessary mediator for 
organized and effective human interaction, progress and development. 

Ultimately, in its modest, yet essential, way, the existence of librarianship 
and libraries should be seen as a guarantor of both the history and the pres-
ence of this growing interconnectedness. This “human globalization” is 
a form of development which is not driven by the logic of the profit-sys-
tem, but by a different self-given dynamic which challenges the objective 
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trend of a world, dominated by corporate globalization, towards privati-
zation of social/cultural heritage and the commodifcation of knowledge.

This kind of guarantorship is by no means assured. The coexistence 
of a different road to development – any different road – than the domi-
nant one, is under attack by the forces of corporate-dominated global-
ization and the tendencies it generates even, of course, in the field of li-
brarianship. That is why it is worth highlighting what is often unstated: 
the embeddedness in librarianship of an essentially “different” norma-
tive framework reflecting a humanist basis and bias which cuts across 
the profit systemʼs strident insistence that “there is no other way.”
  
Indeed, I would argue that librarianship as a profession, to a degree often 
unrecognized in its importance by librarians themselves, is rooted in a demo-
cratic humanism which is, under present circumstances, partisan, a challenge 
to power, privilege, and vested interests disguising themselves as general, 
human interests.  If librarianship is not that, it will soon not be at all. It 
will be swept away by the tsunami of globalized capitalism, another institu-
tion of the public sphere eliminated by blind, seemingly inexorable, “mar-
ket forces.” That is why a self-consciously humanist librarianship must be 
proposed engaging in a practice that it knows to be essential yet threatened. 
And it is known to be threatened not just by budget cuts, but by the move-
ment of society and thought under the dominion of the dollar towards valu-
ing only that which can be quantified and commodifed. Functioning in this 
circumstance means that what the library embodies is under clear threat as 
almost symbolic of all public institutions that constitute a “public sphere” 
of communication and culturation being whittled away by privatization.    
 
What is it that libraries embody which, if taken away, constrained or mini-
mized would lead rapidly to their demise? It is, I suggest, the commitment to 
the goal of human development to which all humanists too are committed.  
It is the contribution towards true human autonomy – the freedom and inde-
pendence of associated individuals, This “autonomy” is actually a goal, not a 
“given,” and it is a social goal, not just an individual one.  It is a telos, which 
also implies a different path than that being forced upon us by dominant eco-
nomic powers. For it to remain open it must be actively chosen and re-cho-
sen, over and again, in new circumstances, not only by individuals but also 
by the collectivities they form and re-form over time. It must be fought for.

The evolution of the possiblility of individual autonomy in culture is tran-
scribed in the dialogues and interpretations of the constitutively human activ-
ity of the creation of facts and artifacts, and the collection and organization, 
at first casually, then systematically – by individuals and institutions – of 
the resulting products of imagination and inquiry, of fantasy and analysis, 
not just as an accumulation of “stuff,” but as fundamentally constructive of 
the very matrix of “meaning,” of sense, understanding, and self-knowledge.
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The shelves of the libraries of the world, full of contradictory and 
mutually hostile views, of the contests of interpretations and ac-
tions based on them, of the return-to-interpretation   – and, hopefully, 
to dialogue at a higher level, define libraries not as passive reposito-
ries of “truth” or “wisdom,” but as an active tool to reach truth and wis-
dom, to enable us to follow the basic Socratic quest: “Know thyself!” 

We librarians know that between the books, so to speak, there is an on-go-
ing dialogue of interpreters and interpretations, present and past, within 
the appropriated “conversation of the world” over time and place, the dia-
log which has been collected, classified and made accessible. The library 
in this manner consciously encompasses the complexity and ambiguity 
and depth and suggestiveness of this totality, not as the dead weight of the 
accumulated past, but as a dynamic on-going conversation with the past.

In this framework the humanist librarian is not, of course, the arbiter of “truth,” 
but the facilitator of dialogue and interpretation, and of returning to dialogue 
and interpretation at a higher level. The librarian is the servant of truth and in 
that capacity has to allow the good and bad stories of humankindʼs struggles 
to be available. This does not mean an indifference to content, but an idea 
that the truth lies in the totality, an idea that infuses a humanist librarianship. 

The collection of the record of this dialectic and of its unfolding in history 
– the work of librarians among others – contributes to making possible the 
ability to constitute and recognize an horizon of the “new,” of that which has 
not yet existed, of that which always contains the prospect, if no promise, of 
liberation from todayʼs constraints which bind us in relations of domination of 
one the other, relations which are the mark of unfreedom, of self-subjection, 
of mutual degradation, of limitation and imprisonment in meaninglessness.

Perhaps one can better grasp the concept of autonomy by looking at the cases 
in which it is denied. One finds, for instance, in the nihilism of, for instance, 
fascism, the negation of the goal of human autonomy as a social project. 
That is because in that regimen the basis for the dialogical in relationships 
is destroyed, the foundations of the plurality of interpretations meeting each 
other productively is made impossible. There can be no real humanities, 
and indeed no true librarianship under fascism. Empowering communica-
tion is not possible without communicants creating, one way or the other, 
an environment in which it is allowed, encouraged, to be open to hearing, 
to seeing, the voices and images, the traces, of the transmissible past, to 
being open to the otherness, too, of co-communicants  ̓ alternative views. 

The library and the system of libraries globally provides the basis for a 
more-than-merely-immediate dialogue between people and cultures and 
their histories – shared and different, overlapping and separate –  and, as 
well, the not-just-obviously-practical and instrumental interpretation by 
peoples and cultures of their artifacts and texts, but also a shared, human-
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izing appropriation of their meanings sometimes just for their own sake, for 
the sake “merely” of individual self-affirmation and pleasure.  This, taken 
as a whole, is the complex basis for a collective practice neither extraordi-
nary nor merely routine, but, rather, a humanist and emancipatory practice; 
the practice underlying mutuality in pursuit of seemingly simple common 
goals which are, potentially, “liberatory” goals, or even of ends pursued 
for mere play and pleasure (so often considered edifying only to the elite) 
as something not to be dismissed as escapism but as human culturation.

Besides the satisfaction of basic needs and, more darkly, despite the terrible 
things we have thought we must do to better satisfy and secure them for 
ourselves, revealed by a review of history – wars, enslavements, degrada-
tions, treacheries, deceptions, thefts, tortures, murders, rapes, despoilments, 
exploitations – there is a parallel, if asynchronous story of “humanization” 
in each epoch. If it is based in given forms of social organization, it also tran-
scends them to some important degree, it exceeds their limit, in providing for 
the possible creative, constructive cultivation of knowledge, understanding 
and self-understanding necessary to give birth to higher forms of organi-
zation, interaction and, ultimately, collective action for human betterment.

The goal of enabling human emancipation, which I see as implied by a 
humanist librarianship or any practice like it, is not as “utopian” as crit-
ics would be so quick to point out these days. “Utopian,” in fact, has be-
come an epithet among intellectuals. I prefer to believe, along with the late 
Herbert Marcuse that indeed  “it is the task and duty of the intellectual to 
recall and preserve historical possibilities which seem to have become uto-
pian possibilities.”  If we look at “the intellectual” in Marcuseʼs quote as 
a social function as well as a social grouping and not just as an individual 
person then if librarianship considers itself in any sense to  embody “the 
intellectual,” his reminder could not be more a propos. For the librarian as 
intellectual, the library is the institutionalization of the need to ”recall and 
preserve” the very idea of historical possibilities, representing the possibil-
ity of a history pregnant with the future which could yet serve as a goal.

If I say the librarian is an “intellectual” it is not to say that the librarian 
is, as some would understand it, “contemplative” or “above the fray.” In 
a world of increasing and destructive irrationality the cause of reason re-
quires passion and engagement. The humanist librarian must come to un-
derstand, despite the image of our profession, that Reason alone cannot 
assure the preservation of even what has been hard fought for, or assure 
progress or a better future. Reason cannot be sustained or advanced with-
out emotion, nor without passion.  Today, few really believe there is a kind 
of disinterested, disembodied reason. That is a myth at best, a lie at worst.  
The evil of unreason, in any case, is not emotion and passion. It is, rath-
er, often and most chillingly in modern times, the cold dispassion and bu-
reaucratic idea (sometimes pursued with maniacal intensity and fervor, to 
be sure, and taken as the norm) that reason is purely instrumental and that 
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it is only instrumental possibilities and conventions which determine what 
is do-able and therefore worth doing. This unreason of the utterly “reason-
able” has become the dominant mode of life in our field, it runs counter 
to the humanist current, and it is typified by the dispassionate market-sub-
ordination and technological determinism of contemporary librarianship.  

As opposed to the unreason of the market and the machine, which are 
the twin idols of our anti-humanist technocrats in librarianship, which 
we are on the road to taking to the degree in which we are no longer 
taking them but they are taking us, we suggest that it is time to pick up 
the threads again of the Enlightenment, or of the goal of enlighten-
ment itself, certainly as a project for librarianship. Immanuel Kant said:
 
Enlightenment is manʼs release from self-incurred tutelage. Tutelage [rote 
learning, instruction in custom] is justified only by humankindʼs inability to 
make use of understanding without direction from others, that is, with true 
autonomy. It is self-incurred because – or when – its cause lies not in a lack 
of reason but in lack of resolution or courage to use it without direction.

“Sapere aude.” Dare to know! “Have courage to use your own rea-
son.” – that is the motto of enlightenment, says Kant.  If libraries were 
to proclaim their social mission in an inscription over their door they 
could not do much better than to proclaim as invitation: “Sapere aude.” 

It is not just a matter of having intellectual freedom but of being en-
abled to use it. The great socialist Karl Kautsky put it well early last cen-
tury: “The only real security for social well-being is the free exercise of 
peopleʼs minds.” Any progressive social project if it is to prevail must be 
enabled, ultimately, by the full exercise of peopleʼs minds. Librarians not 
only know this but, historically, have fought to see that it remains possible.

Creating the conditions for that society of emancipated individuals – what-
ever one calls it (and I actually call it socialism) – is the collective proj-
ect to which librarianship makes a unique and irreplaceable contribution. 

It will only continue to do so, however, if it probes its humanistic roots for its con-
stitutive purpose, and invigorates its commitment to enlightenment and human 
autonomy as something worth struggling for against very formidable forces.
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DOCUMENTS

LIBRARIANSHIP AS A RADICAL 
PROFESSION

by Naomi Klein

Editor’s note:  This is an edited version of Naomi Klein’s presentation at the Ameri-
can Library Association / Canadian Library Association joint conference in Toronto, 
Ontario, on June 24, 2003.

Every speech in the world begins with pro-forma thank-yous, but this 
time is different. When things seemed to be spiraling into an apoc-
alypse of violence, illness, fundamentalisms and hysteria, I would 

check the ALA website and make sure that, yes, the librarians were still com-
ing.  The fact that the ALA decided to come to Toronto – my city – despite 
SARS, became for me a sort of beacon of sanity in what seems an increas-
ingly insane world:  the U.S. and Britain might have gone to war based on 
no evidence of weapons of mass destruction, and my neighbors might be 
wearing masks to go to the corner store even though no one has been infected 
by SARS that way.  But some people are still thinking, still making decisions 
based on facts. I do not take your presence here for granted.

Nor do I take for granted the idea that thousands of us can gather together 
in a room like this and freely exchange ideas, even controversial and critical 
ones.  I confess that, until very recently, I took open borders and open forums 
for granted. I don’t feel that way anymore. I feel like we are losing freedoms 
every day. We are more afraid of each other: Who is going to infect us? Who 
is going to blow us up? Who is going to blow the whistle on us for being anti-
American – for saying the wrong thing, or reading the wrong book?  I don’t 
have to tell you this. Librarians in the United States are on the frontline of the 
attacks on privacy and civil liberties.  The Patriot Act has put you there. You 
know how little evidence – in fact, none – is required to invade your users’ 
privacy. Law enforcement officials can demand to see a record of the books 
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your users have taken out and the Internet sites they have visited – without 
so much as claiming “probable cause.”  It has actually come down to this: 
professional archivists, the people who value information and history most, 
are driven to shred their own records for fear of how they could be abused.  
You cannot even tell each other if you have been subjected to one of these 
searches.  It’s the not knowing that kills me. 

So my thank-you this morning is not pro-forma:   I truly am thankful that we 
can talk like this and that the ALA decided to come to Toronto.   Your choice 
is highly relevant to my topic today:   I was asked to talk about globaliza-
tion.

SARS, and other highly infectious diseases, are very much a part of global-
ization, though a side of globalization that our politicians generally don’t 
like to talk about.  The official discourse about globalization is usually about 
things, stuff: goods and services being traded across borders.  But globaliza-
tion is also about people – the effect of that movement of goods and services 
on people.  And one of the effects is that people move – we travel, we mi-
grate, we look for better opportunities.

Maybe the people who move were displaced by a war, or by a mega-dam that 
drowned their village, or an industrial farm that pushed them off their land.  
What I argue in my book Fences and Windows is that the current lopsided 
vision of globalization has been about freeing money and goods while trying 
to control and contain people.  We in rich countries are told that we can have 
all the benefits of trade – cheap products, access to the world at our fingertips 
– without the messy people. We are told that we can live in bubbles of secu-
rity while the rest of the world boils with poverty, disease and violence. What 
SARS reminds us of in a relatively small way is that we are all human beings, 
regardless of national borders.  We are connected to each other – whether we 
like it or not. A flu in Hong Kong is connected to a conference in Toronto. 
An air conditioner in New York is connected to a flood in Sri Lanka, and a 
famine in Malawi.   One continent’s pandemic becomes another’s illness. 
One people’s fury becomes every country’s fear. One nation’s war becomes 
another’s refugee crisis. No border is truly secure.

Our skins – the borders of our own bodies – don’t protect us from disease, 
just as the borders of our nations cannot protect us from terror.  No matter 
what armor we use to make ourselves feel safe and protected – whether face 
masks, or elaborate alarm systems inside gated communities, or weapons of 
mass destruction – we will never be entirely sealed off.  And so the question 
of the global age is not “Is globalization good or bad?”   It is “How are we 
going to pull this thing off?”   Will the values that connect us be profit or jus-
tice? Fear or solidarity?  Are we going to keep trying to build better bubbles? 
Wrap ourselves in Saran Wrap and turn our nations into police states?  Have 
even more grotesque invasions of libraries by the FBI under the Patriot Act?  
Or do we go another route? 
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When I look out at this room I see people who represent values that are dis-
tinctly different from the ones that currently govern the globe.  These values 
are, in no particular order, 

•  Knowledge (as opposed to mere information gathering)

•  Public Space (as opposed to commercial or private space), and

•  Sharing (as opposed to buying and selling)

It so happens that those are three of the most endangered and embattled val-
ues you could have chosen to represent. If you decided to represent “profit” 
or “global competitiveness” your lives would be easy.   But you didn’t, and 
the very notion that some things that are so important, that cannot be fully 
owned and contained, is under siege around the world.

Why? A simple, prosaic reason: because there is money to be made. There 
aren’t nearly enough middle class people in the world to consume all of the 
cheap products that are being produced. That means that the current stage of 
globalization is not simply about “trade” in the traditional sense of selling 
more products across borders. It is about feeding the market’s insatiable need 
for growth by redefining entire sectors that were previously considered part 
of “the commons” – and not for sale – as “products.” When we talk about 
free trade or globalization, what we are really talking about is the fencing 
in, the enclosing, of the commons. This has reached into every aspect of our 
lives: health and education, of course, but also ideas, seeds (now purchased 
and patented), as well as traditional remedies, plants, water and even human 
genes – the privatization of life itself. As you know, it is also reaching into 
libraries.  Information – your stock and trade – ranks just below fuel as the 
most precious commodity coursing through the global economy.  The U.S.’s 
single largest export is not manufactured goods or arms or food, it is copy-
rights – patents on everything from books to drugs.  The implications are not 
abstract, as I have learned in my research.
 
I was in South Africa a little less than a year ago. It was during the World 
Summit on Sustainable Development – or Rio plus 10. All the talk was of 
public private partnerships (PPP): the solution to hunger would come, volun-
tarily, from Monsanto, while thirst would be dealt with by Suez and Bechtel. 
Yet in the poor townships, privatization has meant that 40,000 households 
lose access to electricity every month. Hundreds of thousands have been 
forced to drink from cholera-infested rivers. I went to a community meeting 
about water cut-offs in Durban. A woman stood up named Orlean Naidoo. 
She said something that really stuck with me: “There are people in this coun-
try who have made a mistake. They think that water is like gold or diamonds. 
But you don’t need gold or diamonds to survive. Water isn’t diamonds. It’s 
life.” Water isn’t the only thing that is fundamental to life. So is shelter. So, 
I would argue, is knowledge. So is medicine.
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Yet try and tell that to the trade tribunals that have allowed drug compa-
nies to sue governments like Brazil for daring to produce generic life saving 
AIDS drugs and distribute them for free to those in need. Would that life-
saving drugs were shared like library books, simply because people need 
them to live and can’t afford to pay.  Sharing is under siege. It is the sworn 
enemy of the global market – which is why so much of international trade 
law is designed to criminalize sharing.  Forget Napster and the crackdowns 
on pirated CDs and software.  In Cochabamba, Bolivia, the uprising against 
Bechtel was sparked by the fact that, under the water-privatizing contract, it 
became illegal to collect rainwater since the company had bought all water 
rights.  In India, farmers are sued by Monsanto for engaging in the age old 
practice of saving their seeds and sharing them with their neighbours – they 
are supposed to buy them anew each year from Monsanto.

This is the essence of free trade: making sure that absolutely nothing – 
whether books or water or ideas – is offered for free. The role of international 
trade law must be understood not only as taking down “barriers to trade” as 
it claims, but also as a legal process that systematically puts up new barri-
ers around knowledge, technology and the commons itself through fiercely 
protective patent and trademark law. There is absolutely nothing free about 
it.  Most of you probably didn’t think that helping people to share books was 
subversive when you decided to become librarians. It shouldn’t be: sharing, 
giving, saving and reusing are the most human of impulses and we are at 
our best and most human when we act on them.  The desire to share, as you 
know, is immense, yet the fact is that you have chosen a profession that has 
become radical. 

Being a librarian today means being more than an archivist, more than a re-
searcher, more than an educator.  It means being a guardian of the embattled 
values of knowledge, public space and sharing that animate your profession.  
You may not have chosen it, but the fight against privatization and in defense 
of the public good has been thrust upon you – by the mania for privatization, 
public private partnerships, and outsourcing. It has also been thrust upon 
you by GATS: the General Agreement on Trade and Services, a World Trade 
Organization side agreement.  Before we wade into those waters, a warning: 
GATS is purposefully confusing, designed to prompt lay people to delegate 
the whole mess to the “experts” who will rob them blind.  But you aren’t lay 
people – you’re librarians. So let’s give it a try.

There are two main problems with GATS: one is that it takes privatizations 
and locks them in so they become irreversible. The other is that it takes 
partial privatizations – like outsourcing or fee-for-service within a public 
system – and uses it as a legal wedge to force full privatization. So let’s talk 
about the first problem: locking privatization in.

You are all familiar with the infamous case of the Hawaii State Library sys-
tem’s 1995 decision to outsource book selection to a private company in 
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North Carolina. Like all outsourcing and privatization, it was supposed to 
offer greater efficiency at less cost. In fact is was universally recognized as 
a disaster:  lots of padding with cheap books, 61 copies of Newt Gingrich’s 
novel, geographically inappropriate books like A Practical Guide to Lambs 
and Lamb Caring – in Hawaii. It wasn’t more efficient; it wasn’t better. The 
contract was cancelled, and the policy was changed. It became a learning 
experience. Under GATS, that could never happen. GATS strips us of our 
right to learn from our mistakes. It denies us our right to be prudent: to try 
something, see if it works, and if not, change our minds.  

There are two real examples:

The British rails. In October, The Guardian newspaper got its 
hands on a leaked government report about GATS and its rail sys-
tem. The privatization of Britain’s rails is seen by most people 
as a scandal: accidents have increased, the trains are late, fares 
keep going up.  Yet the document published by the Department of 
Trade and Industry said that in order to comply with GATS they 
would have to “fully bind the existing regime for road and rail” 
– in effect locking privatization in indefinitely and preventing re-
nationalization, regardless of whether or not the public demanded 
it or voted for it.

A year ago in Canada, the city of Vancouver was about to priva-
tize its water filtration system. The council backed out at the last 
minute, not because it was against privatization per se but be-
cause, after studying other cases, it realized that it would lose the 
right to reverse the decision down the road.  That’s what hap-
pened in Cochamaba, Bolivia, when the water was privatized by 
Bechtel. Then, when the company was forced to pull out by a 
popular revolt, it sued the Bolivian government for $25-million 
for breaking the contract.

Far from making services more efficient and quicker on their feet, these rules 
merely lock in bad deals and rob citizens of their right to adapt – to change 
their minds.

The second serious problem with GATS is using partial privatizations as a 
wedge to force full privatizations. The way GATS works is that countries can 
take entire sectors out of the global market and declare them public services 
– but they have to go all the way, there are no half-way public services. Many 
trends, as you know, are pushing you towards a two-tiered library system: 
charging for special orders and for Internet use, outsourcing ordering, even 
opening bookstores inside libraries. These measures are a response to the 
same issues that pushed public schools to invite advertising into their class-
rooms or public hospitals to start charging for selective services: a desperate 
shortfall of government funds. Hawaii’s outsourcing debacle didn’t arrive 
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out of the blue – it was a panicked response to the fact that the state had cut 
the library budget by 25%. 

Under GATS, the problem is that these partial privatizations could well be 
used against you to force complete de-funding of libraries.  Private research 
providers, bookstores, and video-store chains could go to trade court and 
argue that they are being discriminated against because they don’t get public 
subsidies and you do. Trust me on this: Barnes and Noble is not your friend, 
even if they do hand out cool tote bags.  And the big publishers may be win-
ing and dining you this week – but that doesn’t mean they won’t sue you in 
trade court for offering electronic books and journals for free. Yes, it’s outra-
geous. But it’s also happening.

Here in Canada, UPS launched a challenge against Canada Post – the na-
tional postal service – saying that they were being discriminated against be-
cause the Canadian government was subsidizing their competition. If having 
a public post office is an unfair trade barrier, having a public library could be 
too. There are already three ominous signs.

1) The debate about electronic books. Publishers and booksellers 
see free access to electronic books and journals as a threat to their 
profits. As Pat Schroeder, President of the Association of American 
Publishers, told the Washington Post: “We have a serious issue with 
librarians.”
 
2) The U.S. government has announced that it will accept bidding 
for library services under GATS. 

3) Even though Canada hasn’t put libraries on the free trade table 
yet, last year the government sent out a questionnaire to public li-
braries asking them to identify areas where they might have “export 
interests” – in other words, could Canadian libraries make money 
by offering research or cataloguing or binding services in New Zea-
land or Uganda? 

However, these deals don’t go one way: if Canadian libraries are going to 
become exporters of library services then U.S. and European multinationals 
have the right to import their library services here: think Microsoft-run cata-
logue systems and Bloomberg reference desks.

So, what can you do to halt this process?  The primary recourse libraries have 
is that governments have the authority under GATS to exclude the public 
services they choose. But if you think your governments are going to go to 
the wall to protect libraries, instead of using them as a bargaining chip to 
push other countries to open up their water and prison markets, I fear that 
you are mistaken. I know that U.S. Trade Representative Robert Zoellick 
hand-wrote a letter to the president of the ALA saying that you don’t have to 
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worry about GATS. And p.s. “my first job was in a library so you can be sure 
I share your commitment to this valuable public service.” That may be, but 
Robert Zoellick works for the same administration that showed exactly how 
it feels about libraries – and about history and culture in general – when it 
stood by while Iraq’s libraries burned to the ground, its museums were looted 
and Iraq was turned into a country with no past.  As Robert Fisk wrote from 
Baghdad on April 15, 2003, “for Iraq, this is Year Zero; with the destruc-
tion of the antiquities in the Museum of Archeology and the burning of the 
National Archives and then the Koranic library, the cultural identity of Iraq 
is being erased.”  

“Why?” he asked.  I don’t know. But I do know that erasing a culture isn’t 
bad preparation for AOL-Time Warner and Viacom to come in and sell a 
shiny new, pre-packaged one. I’m not saying that was the plan. But I’m will-
ing to say that the reason it wasn’t stopped – even though the danger was 
well known to the Pentagon – is because wiping out Iraqi culture posed no 
threat to “U.S. interests in the region” as the hawks like to say.  How else 
to explain Donald Rumsfeld’s response? When asked how he felt about de-
struction of Iraq’s museums and libraries he offered words that will go down 
in history:  “Stuff happens.”  I congratulate the ALA for its courageously 
worded resolution condemning the destruction in Iraq that will come before 
the council tomorrow. Of course, I do hope it passes. 

It shouldn’t be surprising that the U.S. government cannot appreciate what 
has been lost in Iraq’s libraries – there is precious little evidence that it can 
appreciate what is being lost when its own libraries are ravaged by state 
cutbacks at home.

• When all four branches of the public library in Binghamton, New 
York are shut down entirely, as they were in December, the books 
weren’t burned – nothing so dramatic – they were just put into stor-
age.

• Or when California Governor Gray Davis actually proposes cutting 
library funds from $31.5 million this year to $1 million next year 
– $31.5 million to 1 Million!!!

It looks like about half of that is going to be restored, but let’s be clear: 
neither U.S. nor Canadian librarians can trust either your state, provincial or 
federal politicians to stand up for you at the World Trade Organization – you 
can’t even trust them to stand up for you at home.

All is not lost, however.  There are measures you can take to protect your-
selves. The best way you can preserve the state funding you currently receive 
is to resist the temptation to partially privatize your precious public spaces 
– whether by letting advertisements into libraries, or co-branding with Mi-
crosoft, or outsourcing more of your core services. The more you allow the 



page 53Progressive Librarian #23

lines to be blurred between a library and a superstore, or a library and, heav-
en forbid, Google Answer, the more these multinationals will be able to turn 
around and claim that you are robbing them of their rightful market share.  
Partial privatizations will be used as the thin edge of the wedge, the legal 
precedent, to force more complete privatization down the road.  It’s already 
happening with water, health care, sewers, and energy. Why – when informa-
tion is so profitable – would libraries be immune?

There are another reasons to resist partial privatizations. No matter what you 
do, libraries are going to have to fight for their very existence. That means 
you are going to need your most valuable asset on your side: library users. 
Your communities will have to fight for you and with you.  If that’s going to 
happen, your users have to know in their bones that there is no comparison 
between a chain of book superstores, or an Internet café, and a genuine com-
munity library. They have to feel your “public-ness” – which is about much 
more than whether or not your funding comes from the state and whether 
your services are free.  It’s about that ephemeral quality that gives a com-
munity a sense of collective ownership over a space. You know what it takes 
much better than I:

•   an ongoing, never-ending conversation between the library and the 
community it serves;

•  a presence in people’s lives that goes beyond anything offered by 
the market: great librarians teach children to love reading, they in-
troduce young adults to the thrill of research, and they become de 
facto social workers for adults who turn to the library when they 
have lost their jobs;

•  a provision of physical space for people of all ages to debate the 
issues that matter to them; and

•  a sense of community ownership over people’s public institutions is 
expressed in accountability to the community (as opposed to their 
shareholders) that means running libraries transparently, openly 
and, when possible, democratically. 

It means not just being public but feeling public.

Bookstore chains can imitate that feeling with local interest sections and sto-
rytimes, and Amazon can talk about “community stake holders,” but a mar-
keting concept will never be able to replicate the passion that flows from an 
institution that is truly an outgrowth of the people it serves. That passion, that 
sense of collective ownership, is your greatest protection in the unavoidable 
battles ahead.  Remember that the next time a management consultant tells 
you that the only way to save your library is to act more like a corporation, or 
to turn your library into a bargain Barnes and Noble.  Not only won’t it work, 
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it will hurt you in the future when your users don’t fight for you because they 
can’t tell the difference between public and private space   The best way to 
stay public is to be public – truly, defiantly, radically public. It’s your suit of 
armor. Wear it with pride.

You committed an act of faith in coming here to Toronto. Actually, it wasn’t 
an act of faith, but a sober, clear-eyed judgment.  I trust it is the beginning of 
many more acts of practical bravery. Our times call for nothing less. 
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2003-2004 ALA CD#18.1
2004 ALA Midwinter Meeting

International Relations Committee and 
Intellectual Freedom Committee:
REPORT ON CUBA

BACKGROUND

At the 2003 American Library Association (ALA) Annual Conference in 
Toronto, the International Relations Committee (IRC) brought forward CD 
[Council Document] #18.5, “Resolution on Access to Information in Cuba,” 
a resolution for consideration by Council on access to information in Cuba 
in light of the recent arrest and long prison terms of political dissidents.  The 
Council discussed the matter for 30 minutes in an information session and 
voted to refer it back to the IRC and the Intellectual Freedom Committee 
(IFC) for further review.

The IRC and IFC have created a task force that has looked at available infor-
mation on the recent events in Cuba and positions from organizations such 
as Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch.  The Task Force has 
prepared this report for Council’s review and adoption.

The ALA is a member of the International Federation of Library Associa-
tion and Institutions (IFLA), which represents library associations around 
the world, including those in the United States and Cuba.  IFLA created 
its Freedom of Access to Information and Freedom of Expression Commit-
tee (FAIFE) to bring free expression principles, as iterated in the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights, to the worldwide library community.  To date, 
the United States has a seat on FAIFE, and the director of ALA’s Office for 
Intellectual Freedom serves as consultant to the committee.
 
The Canadian Library Association (CLA) passed a resolution in June 2003 
in Toronto stating that “CLA opposes any foreign government attempts to 
undermine Cuba’s government through economic blockades, subversion, 
military adventures, assassination attempts, and outside funding of politi-
cal opposition through ‘civil society’ organizations.”  CLA’s resolution also 
called upon IFLA to send a fact-finding mission to Cuba “to investigate fur-
ther the role of ‘independent libraries’ in Cuba and charges that they are 
funded through foreign agencies whose political program is regime change.”  
(ALA and IFLA investigated the issue in 2001.)  At IFLA in Berlin, the IFLA 
Governing Board voted not to pursue this matter since the cost is prohibitive 
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for them.  IFLA FAIFE issued statements regarding Cuba on behalf of the 
international library community in May and June of 2003.  These are the last 
actions that IFLA has taken in this matter.

For background documents from ALA and IFLA mentioned in this report, 
please visit  http://www.ala.org/ala/iro/iroactivities/alacubanlibraries.htm.

REPORT

ALA supports freedom of access to information and freedom of expression 
as essential civil liberties and citizen rights everywhere.

ALA Policy 58.3 “Abridgment of the Rights of Freedom of Foreign Nation-
als (1985-86) reads: “Threats to the freedom of expression of any person 
become threats to the freedom of all; therefore ALA adopts as policy the 
principles of Article 19 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights ad-
opted by the United Nations General Assembly. The Association will address 
the grievances of foreign nationals where the infringement of their rights 
of free expression is clearly a matter in which all free people should show 
concern. Resolutions or other documents attesting to such grievances will 
be brought to the attention of the  Executive Board and Council by the ALA 
International Relations Committee.”

ALA Policy 58.4 “Article 19 of the United Nations’ Universal Declaration 
of Human Rights” (1990-91) reads: “Everyone has the right  to freedom of 
opinion and expression; this right includes freedom to hold opinions without 
interference and to seek, receive and impart information and ideas through 
any media regardless of frontiers.”

ALA Policy 58.4.1 “Human Rights and Freedom of Expression” (1996-97) 
indicates that ALA will work with the International Federation of Library 
Associations and Institutions and its members “to develop positions and 
programmatic plans of action in support of human rights and freedom of 
expression and be guided by ALA’s adoption of Article 19 of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights.”

ALA Policy 53.1.12 states “The American Library Association believes 
that freedom of expression is an inalienable human right, necessary to self-
government, vital to the resistance of oppression, and crucial to the cause 
of justice, and further, that the principles of freedom of expression should 
be applied by libraries and librarians throughout the world” based on The 
Universal Right to Free Expression: An Interpretation of the Library Bill of 
Rights, (1990-91).

Delegations from IFLA and ALA participated in the Association of Carib-
bean and University and Research Libraries (ACURIL) Conference in Ha-
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vana in May 2001.  Both delegations, which included leaders from ALA and 
IFLA, and members of IFLA’s FAIFE and staff, used the opportunity to visit 
Cuban libraries and librarians and to meet with individual journalists, union-
ists, psychologists, and writers who had opened private library collections 
as “independent libraries” for other Cubans to use. Among the individuals 
met by ALA and IFLA members were Ramon Colas and Berta Mexidor, who 
were the founders of the “independent library” movement.

ALA and IFLA members and staff confirmed in discussions with the Cuban 
dissidents who opened private libraries, that these individuals did not consid-
er themselves librarians, but described themselves as “political dissidents.”  
Both the IFLA and ALA reports reiterated that individuals in Cuba should be 
able to collect and have access to information regardless of frontiers.

ALA Council adopted a resolution on access to information by Cuba’s librar-
ies in June 2001 which stated that “ALA opposed all efforts to limit access to 
information in Cuban libraries and urged IFLA to take action to improve the 
Cuban people’s access to books and other information sources on all topics 
through Cuban libraries.”  The resolution also called for ending all efforts, 
including U.S. Government efforts, to limit access to information in Cuba, 
and called for fair U.S. postal rates to make it easier to send books to Cuba.

Among the recommendations of an ALA resolution brought by ALA and 
Asociacion Cubana de Bibliotecarios (ASCUBI)) at the IFLA 2001 Annual 
Conference and Council was a statement opposing all government policies 
that restrict access to information, including the U.S. embargo and laws in 
either country that contribute to censorship.     

At its Annual Conference and Council held in Boston in August 2001, the 
IFLA Council adopted a resolution urging “the US Government to eliminate 
obstacles to access to information and professional interaction imposed by 
its embargo and any other US Government policies.”

The IFLA resolution also urged the Cuban Government to eliminate obsta-
cles to access to information imposed by its policies.

In addition, the IFLA resolution urged the U.S. Government to share infor-
mation materials widely in Cuba, especially with Cuba’s libraries, and not 
just with “individuals and independent non-governmental organizations that 
represent U.S. political interests.”

In March and April 2003, over 75 political dissidents were arrested in Cuba. 
Included among those arrested were a number of journalists, unionists, medi-
cal doctors and writers, some of whom operate “private libraries.”  In re-
sponse to the arrests, IFLA FAIFE issued a statement on behalf of library 
associations around the world that again urged the Cuban government to 
eliminate all obstacles to access to information imposed by its policies and 
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“expressed its deepest concern on the arrest, trial and long prison sentences 
given to Cuban political dissidents in recent weeks.”

An IFLA FAIFE press release in June 2003 reiterated the call for the U. S. 
Government to end the economic embargo and to lift travel restrictions for 
Cuban and U.S. citizens alike. IFLA FAIFE cited bureaucratic difficulties 
with the export of information materials to Cuba despite their formal exclu-
sion from the embargo; a severe reduction in the capacity of Cuban librar-
ies and citizens to purchase information materials and related technologies 
due to the economic effects of the embargo; indirect disruption of access to 
information by Cubans and Cuban libraries caused by the effects on power 
supply, telecommunications and other aspects of life in Cuba, and inhibitions 
to professional interaction and exchange caused by the restrictions on travel 
to the U.S. by Cuban nationals and to Cuba by U.S. nationals.

The IRC/IFC Task Force has reviewed ALA and IFLA documents and sev-
eral reports by Amnesty International and Human Rights Watch on the mat-
ter of the arrest, trial, and detention of the 75 Cubans in March and April 
2003.  All the information available to us indicates that none of the prisoners 
were charged with violent actions; rather, they were accused of collaborat-
ing with U.S. diplomats to undermine the state, and/or receiving American 
government funds.

This political climate brought on primarily by U.S. Government and Cuban 
Government legislation and policies in recent years should not be countered 
by censorship and imprisonment.

Neither the Cuban government nor any other government has the right to 
stifle or obstruct the free expression of opinions and ideas.

CONCLUSIONS

Since the commitment to intellectual freedom is a core value of the library 
and information profession worldwide, ALA joins IFLA in support and as-
sistance to the Cuban library community in safeguarding free access to print 
and electronic information, including the Internet. IFLA has also called on 
Cuba’s librarians to implement a code of ethics for its library profession 
developed by ASCUBI.

At the IFLA General Conference and Council in August 2001, ALA and AS-
CUBI presidents signed “A Protocol to Cooperate” that included plans for 
exchanges of materials, professional exchanges between American and Cu-
ban librarians, attendance at conferences, and many other cooperative activi-
ties.  Work continues on these initiatives intended to build mutual respect and 
trust among librarians and library workers in the two nations.
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ALA supports IFLA in its call for the elimination of the U.S. embargo that 
restricts access to information in Cuba and for lifting travel restrictions that 
limit professional exchanges.  ALA also supports IFLA’s call for the U.S. 
government to share information widely in Cuba.

ALA joins IFLA in its deep concern over the arrest and long prison terms of 
political dissidents in Cuba in spring 2003 and urges the Cuban Government 
to respect, defend and promote the basic human rights defined in Article 19 
of the United Nations Universal Declaration of Human Rights.

ALA supports IFLA in urging the Cuban government to eliminate obstacles 
to access to information imposed by its policies, and IFLA’s support for an 
investigative visit by a special rapporteur of the United Nations Commis-
sion on Human Rights with special attention given to freedom of access to 
information and freedom of expression, especially in the cases of those indi-
viduals recently imprisoned and that the reasons for and conditions of their 
detention be fully investigated.

Proclaiming the fundamental right of all human beings to access informa-
tion without restriction, ALA joins with IFLA in urging the Cuban library 
community to monitor violations of freedom of access to information and 
freedom of expression and to take a leading role in actively promoting these 
basic rights for all Cubans.

January 13, 2004
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ADDED ENTRIES

In Praise of Learning

Learn the simplest things! For you whose time has come
it is never too late!
Learn your ABC, it is not enough, but learn it!
Do not let it discourage you, begin!
You must know everything!
You must take over the leadership!
Learn, man in the asylum!
Learn, man in prison!
Learn, wife in the kitchen!
Learn, man of sixty!
Seek out the school, you who are homeless!
Sharpen your wits, you who shiver!
Hungry man, reach for the book:
It is a weapon.
You must take over the leadership!
Don’t be afraid of asking, brother!
Don’t be won over,
See for yourself!
What you don’t know yourself, you don’t know.
Add up the reckoning.
It’s you who must pay it.
Put your finger on each item
ask how did it get here?
You must take over the leadership!

    Bertolt Brecht, from a song written 
    for the play Mother, produced in 1935

Editor’s note:  The cover art for this issue of Progressive Librarian is from a poster 
designed by librarian/artist Lincoln Cushing, which was based on a pastel drawing 
by Chicano artist Domingo Ulloa (1919-1997). Cushing’s poster paired this image 
with Bertolt Brecht’s song/poem “In Praise of Learning.” The poster is available 
from Inkworks Press, http://inkworks.igc.org/sell.html.
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The Answer to “Bad” Speech:  
a Comment on ALA Debate

        
by Mark Rozenzweig 

Author’s note:  Below is one answer to a perenneial question, it is edited 
from e-mail exchanges on ALA listservs that took place during the Fall 
of 2003.  

The old chestnut of the intellectual freedom “purists” which most librarians 
in ALA believe they are – is: “The answer to ‘bad speech’ is ‘better speech,’ 
more speech. The answer to ideas you disagree with is ideas which are bet-
ter,” and so on.  One would think that the American Library Association’s 
Council  e-mail  listserv,  ALACOUN,  and  the  member  list, MEMBER- 
FORUM, would be a safe place where it would be possible to demonstrate 
those propositions without the possible consequences one might suffer, say, 
in arguing with a neo-Nazi or a fanatical opponent of abortion, which many 
imagine they would be able to do in the real or virtual worlds.
              
I have always suspected that the civic courage such debate would entail is 
something in short supply in the majority of librarians.  Librarians are simply 
indifferent to practicing the principle.   For most, it is something of a self- 
deceptive conceit.  I am confirmed in this pessimistic view when I look at the 
cover of Library Journal or American Libraries and see smiley faces of ALA 
functionaries, library executives and model librarians of the year or what-
ever banal and artificial, flattering portraits they feature.  I look and wonder 
– given our association’s and our profession’s core commitment to intellec-
tual freedom (known familiarly as IF, as if we were on an intimate basis with 
the concept in real life), its celebration of “free speech,” of pluralism, and, 
above all, of militant defense of the right to dissent, to disagree, to debate, 
I wonder why the cover of the conference issues don’t feature portraits of 
the librarians who have actually put themselves on the line, say, fighting the 
USA Patriot Act: the “shredders” of patron information, the librarian anti-
war protesters, the people who actually have shown they take our beloved, 
self-righteous principles to heart and who, while not expecting it, surely de-
serve the recognition, the support, the acclamation of the profession which 
would be represented by their being featured on the cover of our two most 
popular professional magazines.
              
They are not there. No one notices they’re not there. Nobody asks why our 
journals celebrate so prominently and repetitively professional “success,” 
but not the difficult, if unpopular, professional activism which sparks con-
flict,  pricks  the  conscience,  proposes  the  new,  pops  the  balloons  
of  self-delusion, builds the community coalitions of defense of the First 
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Amendment, demonstrates the courage of individual conviction against the 
risk of professional scorn and other, more serious, consequences. It is, above 
all, professional conformity combined with successful “game-playing” to 
which homage is paid.  That is symptomatic. More importantly, there is no 
discussion on those two e-mail lists I mentioned, no debate, no response to 
countless ideas and proposals on innumerable pertinent or interesting, even 
urgent, issues which are not already vetted by the authorities, no response 
to critiques and challenges, no answers to uncomfortable questions about 
policy or practice.  No courage of conviction, no less open dialogue with 
ideas with which one disagrees (or with which one agrees, for that matter) 
– the very act of “better speech” supposedly answering “bad speech.”
              
Instead “good” librarians practice self-satisfied silence. We seem to be a pro-
fession of sheep, finding safety only in numbers. “Good” librarian colleagues 
nonetheless delight in hearing the speeches of the celebrity dissidents at their 
conferences, extraordinary people whose earnest presentations should rouse 
them to action. But, invariably, they walk away only to find again the secu-
rity of conscienceless existence in the rut of routine. Ralph Nader or Barbara 
Ehrenreich, Jonathan Kozol or Jesse Jackson are, each and all, consumed 
by librarian audiences at conferences with delight, if only so they can say 
they’ve exposed themselves to these articulate, unusual, charismatic, chal-
lenging speakers, and are glad – comforted – there are people like that “out 
there.” Yes the world needs these provocative conference speakers, but their 
activism is not for us!
              
I have, unfortunately, more than proven to my own satisfaction (or should 
I say, dissatisfaction) – and here I speak primarily of the Council – that any 
craven excuse will, in ALA, be found to justify the guaranteed protected 
comfort of irritated quietude.  Silence – whether on the floor of Council 
or on ALACOUN – is the best answer to “bad speech” as far as Council is 
concerned.  That or frenzied calls for order, shut-off microphones, calling the 
question to end debate before it has begun, hitting the delete button. “Bad” 
librarian colleagues are those bristling with criticism and skepticism  and  
occasional obloquy.  But of the proper response to “bad speech” is “better” 
or “more speech” where are the responses to Casey, to Schneider, to Hill, 
to Gorman, to Kagan, to Ranney, to Sparanese, to others less-well known?  
Well, we dare not respond because there will then be time- and thought-
consuming debate and disputation, rather than rubber-stamping.  Don’t they 
have jobs to do?   Don’t they have a plane to catch?
              
Council has not yet articulated its all-too-obvious (if implicit) codes of speech 
and communicative behavior. But it is easily constructed.  There are people 
on Council we don’t like, with odd ideas and odd manners, and no longer 
just the baroquely voluble, sarcastic and ironically dramatic Sandy Berman. 
How many winced under his judgmental eye and his gifted tongue?  Others 
have followed him, less grand and less talented, with their own peculiarities 
and styles: pushy, ungentlemanly, inexhaustible, people who want to force 
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us to respond, to consider something, to argue with them, to get us to act 
outside the well-worn paths.  Yes, ladies and gentlemen of the Council, let 
the “good speech” of the majority, confront the “bad speech” of the minority. 
It will certainly be more in keeping with our shared creed and bring it off the 
page into life.  The role of librarians is not merely to make sure ideas remain 
safely on their pages, shelved away neatly.
              
I start from the premise that libraries are, in essence, socialism in action. 
But the essential is buried within the sediment of ossified ideology and the 
historical muck of functioning for a long time in a society inimical to librari-
anships’ ethos and example.  There is a need to awaken in ourselves and our 
colleagues a sense of urgency about what we do and how the institutions 
through which we do it are affected, eroded by local and obvious day-to-day 
issues and by radical change in the very environment in which we function 
as a profession, challenging the democratic basis of the practice of librarian-
ship and threatening the very existence of the institution as one of the few 
remaining outposts of the public sphere not entirely colonized by commerce, 
consumerism, corporate power.  I realize that we can only change, reform 
librarianship and ALA from within, although it may seem that the demand is 
for total change.  The key is to collectively combine in our work together an 
articulation of the maximum program (shaking things up with “bad speech”) 
with “wins” in order to attain real changes through the work of coalitions 
and reforms. To take an analogy from another field of work, mining requires 
dynamiting before the work of picking way at the coalface can be done.
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Progressive Librarian 
Adopts Creative Commons

Editor’s Note:  The editorial board of Progressive Librarian has decided to utililize 
the licensing agreement developed by Creative Commons to protect and share the 
content of this journal.  To learn more about Creative Commons visit their website 
at http://creativecommons.org.
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BOOK REVIEWS 
Henry Giroux’s 

Abandoned Generation  
& Critical Librarianship: 

A Review Article

by Ryan A. Gage
Girouxʼs Critical Project

For the past two decades, Henry Giroux has been one of the most impor-
tant and influential thinkers in the areas of critical pedagogy, cultural studies 
and radical educational theory.  Giroux advocates a cultural criticism that 
is guided by a philosophical and moral attention to struggle for, and make 
imperative, the assembly of the pedagogical conditions that make the merg-
ing of social critique with utopian ideals, not only a theoretical strategy to 
address and alter social formations that limit social justice, but also a guid-
ing model for the concretization of a radical democratic citizen: one capable 
of critically engaging and acting within the social, cultural, and economic 
spheres, where their individual subjectivities are connected to a universal, 
pluralist and moral understanding of what it means to theorize more inclu-
sively, act more ethically, and deliberate more collectively in today’s society.  
As capitalist democracies increasingly organize society around the cynical 
values projected by consumer capitalism and destructive domestic and for-
eign policies, Giroux’s work draws our attention to the way in which the 
linking of cultural studies, critical pedagogy, and notions of transformative 
practices can address both the problems and possible solutions facing educa-
tors, librarians, activists, and other cultural workers committed to putting 
forward alternative values and developing new ways of laying bare the con-
nections between professional practices and social, political, and ideological 
processes that inform the structural foundations of the wider society.  Over 
the past decade, his work has grown more germane not only for educators 
but also cultural workers from a variety of public professions and institu-
tions, including librarianship.  By broadening the scope of his analytical em-
phases to include a more revealing and nuanced understanding of political 
economy, pedagogy, and the cultural production of identities, he continues 
to speak with a clear and uncompromised language that reminds, reaffirms, 
and argues for both educators and a diverse coalition of public professions 
to courageously fight to make possible radical politics and pedagogies that 
function on both a material and cultural level.  Giroux’s belief, that totalizing 
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political and economic issues must not always eclipse those located within 
the cultural realm, represents a distinguishing aspect of his work and one that 
clearly positions him reflexively between philosophical traditions ranging 
from Frankfurt School/Gramscian Marxism, Freirian pedagogy, British cul-
tural studies, and critical postmodernism.  Giroux’s work often explores how 
social justice issues emanating from aggregate social, economic and political 
formations often fail to adequately address the normative constituents within 
the non-material terrain of cultural production and representation (e.g. race, 
ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, class, occupation) that provide anima-
tion when inscribed to produce subjectivities, practices, and identities.  

The language of critique established by Giroux is characterized by a commit-
ment to continuously re-envision utopian possibility and social reconstruc-
tion around our categories and forms of criticism while always stressing the 
catalytic force of hope as a central constituent in the struggle for a more just 
and substantive democracy.  Wedding a purposeful hope to social struggle 
remains for Giroux, more than simply the expression of a slogan emptied of 
substance or a depoliticized parody of rebellion.  Rather, hope is a specific 
characteristic essential to the political, cultural, and pedagogical strategies of 
opposition that cultural workers are encouraged to adopt in order to revital-
ize the language of critique in tandem with mounting alternative resistance 
and vocabularies that address contemporary society both philosophically and 
materially.  Giroux captures such a sentiment in the following:

Hope is more than romantic idealism, it is also the condi-
tion that highlights images of an alternative politics and 
pedagogy.  It is the basis for prompting modes of resis-
tance, and it offers up glimpses of possibility gleaned from 
a reading of history.  Hope is not simply wishful thinking; it 
is written into those various struggles waged by brave men 
and women for civil rights, racial justice, decent working 
conditions, and a society cleansed of war.  It takes its form 
in both small and large struggles waged by individuals and 
groups who have not been afraid to step forward and say 
no to the forces of oppression, greed, and injustice.  Hope 
is the refusal to stand still in the face of human suffering, 
and it is learned by example of civic courage. (43)1

Giroux’s work focuses our attention upon the importance of not only the 
need for cultural workers to wed strategies of critique to models of praxis, 
but just as vital, the need to link social analysis with a collection of politi-
cized values that function to make cultural workers “more critical in their 
thinking and more visionary in their purpose.”2    

Giroux’s passionate yet consciously reflective optics of analysis, provide his 
multi-perspective critiques with a grounding and context that expose and 
criticize the sources of unjust and cruel policies imposed upon those peoples 
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and practices historically and systemically marginalized, silenced, and rel-
egated to the status of Other.  For Giroux, those dominant cultural discourses 
derivative of the power of capitalism to define and reconfigure the way in 
which we learn, teach, communicate, and legitimate particular social norms 
and values ultimately serve as ballast to the widespread neoliberal campaign 
of mass privatization efforts, the dissolution of public spaces, the deregula-
tion of a culture of predatory commercialism, and the blind triumphalism of 
a market centered logic as the singular, philosophical means of framing is-
sues central to governance, economic policy formation, educational practice, 
and social welfare.  Primarily interested in subject matters that include peda-
gogical practices, film analysis, the politics of schooling, disciplinary border 
crossing, and the ways in which youth identities are constructed through and 
by filtered representations produced by the mass media and advertisement 
campaigns, Giroux’s theoretical insights and vision continue to constitute 
a vital point of reference in the fight against both liberal and conservative 
notions of democratic values, the role of public institutions and the ethico-
political function of cultural workers, organic intellectuals3 and educators.  

Giroux’s work is highly translatable and applicable to librarians because he 
constantly puts forward trenchant critiques that draw out and illuminate the 
ways in which the production, circulation, and consumption of information, 
knowledge, and meaning are never innocent but instead sutured to issues 
of power, political economy, and specific subject positions organized along 
class, racial, gender, and sexual orientation lines.  Giroux’s work, which rep-
resents the best of what has been recently dubbed public intellectualism, 
takes a leading role in addressing how and why public institutions such as 
schools, higher education, and libraries should be boldly fought for and why 
their value as sites of struggle and contestation requires further diagnosis, 
critique, and engaged participation.  Giroux’s critical project represents a 
reflexive engagement with analyzing both the productive and consumptive 
nature of cultural practices through a critical pedagogy framework that pro-
vides new depth and texture to our understanding of the problematic inter-
play between agency, subjectivities, cultural practices, and a political econ-
omy where the power of ideology finds its most dominating and ubiquitous 
expression.  Cultural theorist Lawrence Grossberg addresses the dynamic 
nature and political possibilities of cultural studies from which Giroux molds 
his most investigative and important works, by suggesting that cultural stud-
ies, while not without its theoretical faults, tends to avoid the limitations of 
over-deterministic or reductionist frameworks of analysis when he asserts 
that theorists like Giroux have recognized a valuable opportunity “to develop 
the broader implications of pedagogy in cultural studies by addressing how 
the production of knowledge, values, and collective identities takes place 
within particular social, historical, cultural, institutional, and textual forma-
tions.”4 

In his new book, The Abandoned Generations, Giroux addresses the de-
monization of youth before and after the terrorist attacks that took place 
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on September 11th, 2001.  He argues that the crisis facing pre- and post-
9/11 youth should be seen as a vicious war of everyday life, mobilized as 
a moral, economic, political, and cultural conflict waged by “liberals, con-
servatives, corporate interests, and religious fundamentalists against those 
public spaces, goods and laws that view children and youth as an important 
social investment” that includes “a full-scaled attack on social services, the 
welfare state, and the public schools.” 5  Citing youth as an easy target to 
consign the blame for crime, poverty, violence and drug use, Giroux believes 
that adult society, organized and defined around the primacy of commer-
cial culture and the “debasing language of advertising and consumerism”6 is 
without the political language and critical capacity to think beyond the obvi-
ous limits and inequalities underwriting the “values and practices of neo-
liberal capitalism and the complex cultural and economic operations of this 
assault.”7  Framed as a broader social problematic stemming from economic, 
cultural, and pedagogical conditions that deny youth rights while exploiting 
them both as a market niche and sexualized subject constructed in order sell 
corporate America’s empty brands and images, Giroux suggests that adults 
have written their own dystopian values of selfish individuality, fear, greed, 
and cynicism onto the lives of youth and children without providing them 
voice or forum to imagine alternative perspectives and ways of being exter-
nal to the dictates of a rapacious and homogenizing consumerism. Giroux 
also dedicates much of the book to showing how corporate culture represents 
the primary pedagogical apparatus for socializing and inscribing specific 
representations onto not only youth and their understanding of the multiple 
spheres they inhabit, but citizens in general, when he skillfully shows how 
popular films and the representations they construct, mold gender and racial 
identities, manipulate historical memory and work as a kind of public peda-
gogy that requires serious contextualization and varied readings.  Much of 
the rest of the book is dedicated to condemning the Bush administration’s 
callous disregard for society’s most marginalized citizens, analysis of the 
films Ghost World and Baby Boy, a discussion of the effort to privatize edu-
cation, a look at the difficult task of mobilizing a viable political movement 
that includes diverse constituencies, an argument for the establishment of 
a renewed utopian project that confronts contemporary problems with in-
novative solutions, and a brilliant examination of the collapse of democratic 
culture in post 9-11 America.  

The War Against Youth

The war against youth for Giroux has been waged within a broader neolib-
eral assault upon the public sphere, immigrants, people of color, the environ-
ment, and basic social provisions including sustainable wages, quality health 
care, childcare programs, employment opportunities, affordable housing, a 
meaningful education, and mental health resources.  Shifting from the post-
World War II welfare statism and Keynesian economic paradigm practiced 
by Western capitalist societies to a right wing cultural agenda informed by 
a fundamentalist approach to the world that perceives all things public, so-
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cial and uncommodified as obstacles to the unregulated laws of the market 
and commercial profit, youth are no longer viewed as signifiers for a future 
more successful and secure than the present.  For Giroux, the future promises 
very little for most youth, especially those children who are even further 
demonized and socially excluded because of their class or race.  The ability 
of youth to imagine a future defined by social conditions other than crass 
marketing, endless commodification, widespread poverty, commercialized 
culture, intractable unemployment, physical objectification, zero tolerance 
policing, institutional surveillance, endemic violence, and political corrup-
tion becomes an almost impossible task with the growing collapse of the 
public sphere, state welfare, and the notion that adult society establish so-
cially responsible provisions, opportunities, and safety nets that attend to 
the needs of vulnerable and powerless children.  The increasingly vanishing 
democratic possibilities that underscore and give meaning to the notion of 
citizenship, in Giroux’s view, have been replaced with a consumer culture 
that strips society of those critical capacities and public resources required 
for a meaningful and responsive democracy, to deliberate collectively, to al-
low for pluralist views including that of youth, and to appraise the success 
or failure of social policies based upon informed notions of the public good, 
social justice, economic equity, and civic responsibility.

Giroux’s timely and indispensable polemic maps the variety of ways in which 
democracy has been replaced with a predatory capitalism that functions not 
to expand sustainable living conditions but rather to extinguish hope, human 
agency, and the basic freedoms that provide the possibilities for a cohesive 
yet diverse civic culture: one that struggles to promote a radical collection of 
ideals including community, collective responsibility, tolerance, economic 
justice, and the embracing of cultural difference.  Thoughtfully discussed 
and buttressed with Giroux’s visionary clarity, The Abandoned Generation 
implores cultural workers to take up the fight to provide greater meaning and 
substance to democracy’s rhetoric and promises.  Giroux asks that we as a 
society begin to deliberate with greater attention to the severity and com-
plexity of social problems and their potential solutions.  For Giroux, political 
quick fixes and sound bytes imbued with arrogance and moral absolutism 
will not increase security, provide sustainable living for all citizens, or con-
tribute to a wider conversation about the very meaning and purpose of civic 
culture, democratic life and social justice.  

For librarians and libraries, Giroux’s work reflects the kind of scholarship 
and political commitment imperative to understanding the implications of 
their policies, practices, and services and how they function within broader 
social matrices that often serve to reproduce dominant social formations that 
thwart many of the values and missions traditionally addressed by the library 
profession.  The notion of a critical librarianship may in fact appear too much 
as big picture thinking or theoretically abstracted from what “we actually 
do” in everyday contexts.  I would argue that conceptualizing the big picture 
of librarianship as a socially constructed subject that informs, structures, and 
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provides meaning to the everyday aspects of practice must not be overlooked 
because of the current primacy and fetishization of technique, but rather we 
should think of the essence of such a focus as a continuous, reflexive, pro-
fessional engagement on the part of library workers to be more inquisitive, 
idealistic, engaged and attentive. 

The Need to Reconstruct a Critical Librarianship

Why read Henry Giroux’s newest book?  How do the writings of an aca-
demic who has not directly taken up issues central to library work constitute 
a relevant source for understanding libraries and their role in shaping and 
reflecting the wider society?  While not specifically located within the ca-
nonical or contemporary discourses of library and information science (LIS), 
the critical tradition, best embodied in the work of cultural critics such as 
Giroux, Peter Mclaren, bell hooks, Douglas Kellner, Cornell West, Antonio 
Gramsci, Stuart Hall, Herbert Marcuse, Manning Marble, Raymond Wil-
liams, Nancy Fraser, Lawrence Grossberg, Pierre Bourdieu, Fredric James-
on, Jurgen Habermas, and Paulo Freire, has been radically under-theorized 
and neglected as an optics of inquiry and contextual grounding for address-
ing issues regarding race, class, gender power, knowledge and sociopolitical 
formations derived from capitalist hegemony.  Following their clarion call, 
to widen the theoretical lens of LIS inquiry and research, theorists Wayne 
Wiegand, Gary Radford, Christine Pawley, John Budd, and Douglas Raber 
have recently contributed important mappings of the ways in which library 
workers and researchers profit from investigating the works collapsed under 
the broad category of critical theory. 

The growing number of articles addressing critical theory and how it can 
serve as a basis for reformulating a librarianship of hope, critique and re-
sistance signifies an encouraging shift within LIS research.  A revitalized 
and critical notion of librarianship that stresses the growing importance of 
interdisciplinary appropriation and theoretical border crossing requires an 
understanding of the historical and philosophical dimensions of LIS and its 
evolutionary inclusion within both the micro- and macro-political intersec-
tions of capitalist hegemony and the subjective indeterminacies of cultural 
production.  Critical theory as a diagnostic model for addressing tradition-
ally marginalized subjects or those areas of professional practice considered 
taboo because of their potential for pointing to ruptures and contradictions 
between what is, what should be and what is often propagated, helps the 
library profession avoid the pitfalls of status quo thinking and cosmetically 
de-contextualized services.  Many theorists and theories that have not been 
adequately explored both in library environments and LIS programs pose 
important questions regarding social relationships, systems, and phenomena 
that in turn inform the ways in which librarians and libraries function in 
relation to society as a whole.  For example, the work of Marx helps library 
workers to appreciate the significance of capital, class conflict, ideology and 
hierarchy both within library institutions and society as a whole.  Stuart Hall, 
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a British cultural theorist who provides librarians with the rationale for ex-
panding their definition of librarianship, has written an array of articles and 
books detailing the necessity of public intellectuals to provide context and 
voice to the concerns facing those marginalized people who often find their 
lives absent from dominant discourses emanating from the homogenized 
mass media.  Jurgen Habermas’ critical theory maps the historical trajectory 
of the public sphere at the same time arguing for a rethinking of the meaning 
of liberal democracy and the construction of a cohesive system of consensus 
building and egalitarian communication.  Gary Radford has also put forward 
the argument that not only critical theorists must be integrated within LIS 
discourse but also those who fall under the always problematic heading of 
postmodernism, by pointing to the benefits of grasping Michel Foucault’s 
theories of discourse, knowledge, fear, and power when exploring the hidden 
ways in which libraries mobilize and deploy power asymmetrically in order 
to legitimate their practices in opposition to dissenting perspectives.8  

Without oppositional values, pedagogies and epistemologies, librarianship 
stripped of the critical capacity to appraise itself, appears secure in defining 
its professional trajectory in accordance with the undemocratic dictates of 
those commercial values and social relations that obstruct rather than expand 
the right of library users and non-users to accentuate themselves as critical 
and engaged citizens capable of materializing the possibilities of collective 
agency and democratic life rather than as passive and consuming objects left 
to the dictates of commercial culture and its crass values.  Generally speak-
ing, LIS schools have failed to qualitatively address issues central to social 
justice, economic equality, the increase in privatization of the public sphere, 
and the growing concentration of media power into a handful of transnation-
al media and telecommunications conglomerates.  It is as though those who 
design LIS programs and curriculums, teach, and develop scholarly research 
have all but fallen into a duplicitous amnesia often, forgetting that libraries 
are historical, social, cultural, and economic constructs that shape, reflect, 
reproduce, and alter the material and psychological lives of users and non-
users both positively and often to their detriment.  The curricular emphases 
that contemporary LIS programs have chosen to establish and promote more 
often than not regard issues of information production, the contestability of 
knowledge, the deployment of power, and the institutionalization of forms 
of self-censorship with ambivalence, apathy or limitations.  Instead, LIS 
schools along with the libraries that acquire their intellectual currency from 
research trends and the intellectual capital of students entering the profes-
sion, have given primacy to a curricular agenda that prizes technical effi-
ciency, valorizes technology uncritically, produces information managers 
rather than humanist librarians, demonizes politics, bleaches history, and 
detaches librarianship from civic concerns and ethics.  When the American 
Library Association, public library systems across the country, LIS graduate 
programs, and other mainstream library organizations produce campaigns 
of rhetoric that claim to address issues of patron exclusion, literacy, civic 
participation and other issues central to their socializing missions while si-
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multaneously advocating political and professional neutrality emptied of any 
substantial acknowledgement of the deep relationships between capitalism, 
racism, class conflict, sexism and the wider neoliberal society of violence, 
punitive action, and unremitting cynicism, one must put forward the ques-
tion: without actively criticizing and rejecting the very sources, values, and 
social systems that play a primary role in determining the issues that libraries 
give lip service to, are libraries serving democracy’s promises, marginalized 
populations and the economically disadvantaged, or simply reproducing a 
status quo relationship between library principles and the existing realities 
of social injustice, a morally impoverished economic system, and a politics 
devoid of democratic meaning, compassion, or social responsibility?  

As Christine Pawley has noted,9 the curricular emphases designed by a 
growing number of schools of library and information science programs 
have systematically detached the social and moral character from our prac-
tices and policies as library workers; substituting in its place the importance 
of complying with and reproducing the dominant social, political, and eco-
nomic formations that function to regulate and legitimate the ideological and 
material modes of production and consumption of information, knowledge, 
and meaning.  Both Giroux and Pawley astutely read the marketization of 
curricular emphases of schools of education and library science as a specific 
example of the ideological and institutional ways in which cultural workers 
are systematically stripped and de-skilled of their critical capacities to politi-
cize the professional and voice concerns regarding the growing commercial-
ism of the profession.

While it is crucial that librarians learn from the variety of standpoints and 
discourses that have emerged from a broad and diverse tradition of critical 
social analysis that connects issues of political economy, the mass media, 
cultural identity, and the deployment of power to issues central to librari-
anship and the multiple roles of libraries, library workers acting as public 
intellectuals must continue to offer their value, knowledge and voice in the 
struggle to make libraries more ethical and politically conscious while at 
the same time remaining critical of the intensifying pressure of neoliberal 
assaults upon the poor, resource depleted, and excluded segments of society.  
The defense of libraries as a vital and meaningful public sphere requires not 
only an ethical-political attention to the ways in which consumerism and 
commercial power are aggressively mobilized in opposition to public culture 
and sites where democratic possibilities take root, but also there must exist a 
substantial effort to re-conceptualize librarianship to include deeper levels of 
social responsibility that offer more than reproducing the worn out language 
of liberalism and political neutrality.  It can no longer be argued that a ma-
jority of library schools take seriously the issues of social justice, poverty, 
forms of patron exclusion, and the growing popularization of depoliticized, 
corporate style management formulas appropriated as guided templates for 
operating library institutions.  
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Conclusion

While there are certainly dedicated librarians, researchers, organizations, and 
other library workers who openly recognize the shortcomings and long-term 
problems associated with a profession that is rapidly becoming a hollowed 
out reification of consumer society, there continues to exist a tremendous 
need for the kind of professional reflection that goes beyond the limits of 
librarianship’s unproblematized practices and essentialized discourses.  The 
opportunity to embrace discourses, perspectives, and standpoints that raise 
salient questions about librarianship and the role of libraries in promoting 
and expanding the rationalization of neoliberalism and its bare knuckles 
approach to suppressing public goods, should not be quickly dismissed or 
thought of as an affected exercise in the promotion of eclecticism for the 
sake of multiplicity.  Instead, the value of critical theory, cultural studies, and 
particular strands of postmodernism as diagnostic tools for understanding the 
central constituents that comprise social realities, structures, contingencies, 
and phenomena, draws from their theoretical power to provide frameworks 
that expand and broaden our ways of seeing and understanding of librarian-
ship’s connection with issues related to capitalism, culture, ideology, power, 
and information technologies.  Critical theory can help us to realign a more 
focused eye upon professional habits, institutional cultures, and exclusionary 
practices that have become inscribed within normative structures and value 
systems.  Library centered contexts that directly correlate to various forms 
of economic exploitation, social exclusion and cultural marginalization are 
better understood and altered when as a profession, librarianship is open to 
modes of self-critique and alternative ways of thinking.  Sadly, traditional 
LIS theory has long denied the utility of critical theory both on account of 
the political implications of its use and because of its endorsement by those 
concerned with anti-capitalist, liberatory struggles. 

Following the advice of Wayne Wiegand10 and Douglas Raber,11 who have 
argued that the professional tunnel vision and blind spots plaguing the domi-
nant LIS discourses and organizational rhetoric could better be re-conceptu-
alized by appropriating the insights derived from critical, Marxist and post-
modern theorists, the imperative to make the work of thinkers like Giroux 
more prominent within LIS curricular literature must not be viewed as an 
exercise in philosophical navel gazing or an insular discourse abstracted 
from a politics of material transformation and empowerment, but rather as a 
connection to an interventionist and practical politics of everyday that is pas-
sionate, curious, self reflexive, and admittedly aware of the limitations of its 
inquiry and problematizes its authority.  The value in examining the texts of 
critical theorists like Giroux is centered around the belief that a richer, more 
nuanced and multi-perspective means of reading the complexity and dynam-
ic nature of society and library work is necessary  not only for the purpose 
of extending knowledge but to then mobilize and transform theory from its 
abstract and institutional life into concrete ways of everyday practice and be-
ing.  What I am suggesting here is to hold libraries and LIS schools respon-
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sible for living up to their rhetoric as institutions concerned with democracy, 
human emancipation, intellectual freedom and quality living standards in a 
way that reinforces the political, moral and civic role of libraries as more 
than institutions aimed at preserving the interests and legitimacy of class, 
commerce and professional stagnation.
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Dismantling the Public Sphere: Situating and Sustaining 
Librarianship in the Age of the New Public Philosophy

by John E. Buschman
Westport CT:  Libraries Unlimited, 2003

reviewed by Bernd Frohmann

John Buschman needs no introduction to readers of this journal.  He is one 
its  editors  and  his  work since the early 1990s has enacted progressive  
librarianship in exemplary fashion. Dismantling the Public Sphere is a great 
read, full of  passionate  argument,  naming villains and heroes,  unafraid  to 
use  adjectives like “nonsensical” and “moronic.” As befits the work of an 
academic librarian at the rank of Professor, it has an abundance of excel-
lent references in its many footnotes. The Selected Bibliography, focused on 
critical and historical perspectives, guides readers to highly useful reading 
for further study.

My approach to this review is to identify what I find most useful and less use-
ful from the perspective of a researcher and teacher of masters and doctoral 
students in library and information science (LIS). I don’t mean to imply that 
the book isn’t important for librarians. On the contrary, it speaks perhaps 
most directly to librarians because it is about the soul of librarianship.

Dismantling the Public Sphere is a shorter book than it first appears. There 
are 125 pages of text,  sixty pages of footnotes,  and twenty-six pages of 
selected bibliography. It is divided into nine chapters in two parts, a first part 
of three chapters on the book’s conceptual framework and a second part of 
six chapters consisting of case studies in librarianship followed by a conclu-
sion.

Buschman introduces his main argument in the first part: “librarianship is 
a classic case of the dismantling of the public sphere in an era of radical-
ly market-oriented public philosophy toward public cultural institutions.” 
The threat comes from “the new public philosophy” (the term originates in 
Sheldon Wolin’s paper in Democracy in 1981), the now familiar neo-liberal 
ideology of advanced capitalist societies, which if implemented, Buschman 
argues, will install an information capitalism spelling the ruin of libraries and 
librarianship. He insists that librarianship “needs a meaningful, consistent, 
and sustainable intellectual basis for its defense” (p. 8) and finds it in Jürgen 
Habermas’s notion of the public sphere, which provides a “democratic theo-
ry of public institutions” (p. 9). The case studies of the second part — library 
funding, library management, customer-driven librarianship, the American 
Library Association’s drift to a corporate model, technocracy and libraries 
— illustrate how the public sphere mission of libraries and librarianship is 
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threatened by the new public philosophy’s technophilia and economic instru-
mentality. Two things should be noted at the outset: first, that Buschman’s 
focus is on academic, public, and school librarianship, not the special librari-
anship of the corporate sector, and second, this is a very American book.

From my perspective the most useful part of Dismantling the Public Sphere 
— by “useful” I mean helpful for thinking, especially about research and 
pedagogy in LIS — is the second, especially chapters 4 through 6. On almost 
every issue in these chapters Buschman presents such a succinct and compel-
ling case that I plan to use his book to stimulate students to think about the 
current state and future prospects of librarianship. It ought to be used widely 
in masters programs in LIS because its study of the discipline’s professional 
and academic literature models a refreshingly critical kind of thinking that 
strengthens the profession. In this review I will reverse the order of the two 
parts and first discuss chapters 4-6.

Chapter 4 is a critique of school, public, and academic library funding poli-
cies and the rhetoric of the new public philosophy in which they are expressed 
— what Buschman calls “funding ideologies.” Libraries are evaluated in 
terms of private, not public, goods; the familiar and fatuous rhetoric of the 
“information age” and “learning society” justifies information technologies 
as solutions to “challenges” libraries must meet to “survive” in the new digi-
tal social order (the book opens with wonderful examples of the many “cri-
ses” in librarianship littering its literature, which Buschman attributes to the 
grip exercised by “epiphenomena of the moment” on the authors’ attentions). 
Yet the most pressing need — adequate public funding — is largely absent 
from the policy documents he examines, which show a sharp “disjunction 
between the rhetoric of the importance of libraries in the information age” 
and  actual  funding  patterns  (p. 65)  that  reveal  wide disparities  tracking 
social patterns of affluence and poverty.  Libraries are valued by the degree 
to which they participate in the new information capitalism as consumers of 
the information technologies and services marketed by the private sector.

The “ideological forefront” of attempts to position libraries firmly within the 
“new public policy framework,” Buschman argues, has been the academic 
library leadership. Although academic library budgets continue to fall as pro-
portions of overall university budgets, they show a “skyrocketing” increase 
in spending on electronic resources as compared to books. Their funding 
patterns are similar to those of school and public libraries: wide disparities 
between the small and dwindling proportions of budgets spent for staff, ma-
terials, and hours of operation as compared to information technologies.

Libraries are forced to scramble for grants to make ends meet, yet granting 
agencies skew resources toward information technology applications, thus 
miring libraries even deeper within information capitalism. Buschman’s 
claim that the “policy framework of the ‘new’ economy agenda and the 
new public philosophy is very clear in the funding patterns followed by the 
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private foundations” finds support in Bill Gates’s well-publicized “highest 
goal” — “to put an end to paper and books” (p. 70).

The chapter concludes by arguing that the new public philosophy of fund-
ing defines  the  benefits  of  libraries  in  purely  economic  terms.  As eco-
nomic assets,  they  are  valuable  to  communities  because  they  can “lure  
wealthier homeowners or students or businesses.” But the price is high: “the 
library as a source of democratic inquiry and critique becomes something 
of a sidelight (or an embarrassment)” (p. 73). Because they are not valued 
or funded as spaces for “research, reflection, and reading,” Buschman sees 
the integration of libraries into the “new” information economy as a threat 
to their primary purpose: “They do not function as a democratic space apart 
for inquiry and reflection, and they do not further rational discourse — or 
the potential for discourse — when they become an extension of the media 
entertainment empire in order to ‘survive’” (p. 74).

In this chapter, as in others, readers encounter Buschman’s clear preference 
for print over non-print materials. It is as if print materials are somehow less 
implicated in information capitalism than electronic materials and inherently 
more conducive to reflection, analysis, judgment, and rational thought, and 
are therefore the materials of choice in the communicative practices of the 
public sphere. Arguments for his preference remain implicit here — in chap-
ter 8 one argument becomes explicit when he claims that multimedia are 
inherently apolitical due to their visual bias (an argument surely unaccept-
able to many politically progressive filmmakers, painters, video, and other 
visual artists). But is there a difference in principle in spending on electronic 
rather than print materials, especially when the same publishing conglomer-
ates supply both? The argument would be more useful if it were made more 
explicit. Buschman’s main point of the chapter, however, is clear: “librar-
ies have not prospered in the shift to the information society, and librarians 
‘stretch’ fewer fiscal resources over more formats, with a tremendous eco-
nomic and social emphasis on one particular ‘flavor’ of resource” (p. 69).

The threats to librarianship stemming from library administrators and library 
management ideologies are analyzed in chapter 5. Buschman does not pull 
his punches — his prose is refreshingly bracing: “The literature of library 
management does not have a new public philosophy subtext. Rather, it is the 
text of that literature: there is no critical distance between economic/business 
management themes and those in librarianship…[the literature] is directly 
derivative of business management fashions…there is a wholesale adoption 
of dominant fads”(p. 85).   “If war is too important to be left to the generals, 
the fate of libraries is too important to be left just to library administrators” 
(p. 87).  He targets the “intellectual sloppiness” of three leading concepts 
of library management literature: “information,” “postindustrialism,” and 
“knowledge management.” The first is used in so many different ways as 
to be useless for analyzing and planning library services (Buschman cites 
Frank Webster’s count of 400 different conceptions in the scholarly litera-
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ture; Alvin Schrader came to the same conclusion over twenty years ago). 
Nor does one find in this morass of definitions and metaphors any “serious 
questioning or investigation of the validity, permanence, integrity, or value 
of the information so avidly (and transformationally) funded and piped into 
libraries” (p. 90).

With respect to the second of Buschman’s triad of library management con-
fusions, he argues that the public enrichment implied by Daniel Bell’s con-
cept of postindustrial society has been hijacked by the new public philoso-
phy commitments of library administrators, whose aping of management 
fashions turn the concept on its head as a justification of for-profit models 
of library services. Buschman applies Steve Fuller’s analysis of knowledge 
manage-ment in his critique of the simple-mindedness of library managers’ 
information-capitalistic appropriation of the concept to erode librarianship’s 
values of public information, preservation, and open access. He also shows 
the real effects of the intellectually fraudulent discourses of library manage-
ment in justifications of the “wholesale outsourcing of librarian’s jobs and 
competencies” (p. 99; Buschman’s example is the trail-blazing Wal-Mart 
approach to libraries adopted by Bart Kane in his role as the state librar-
ian of Hawaii), and in “transformative” library architecture, as exemplified 
by the Cerritos [California] Public Library and the Seattle Public Library, 
where “space is lavished on technology and grand interior design spaces 
and buckets of money further spent on exterior architectural ‘statements’” 
(p. 98) rather than on collections. He concludes that “fashionable manage-
ment rhetoric about libraries constitutes a form of managing away the public 
sphere in librarianship — and possibly managing away the institution itself” 
(p. 101).

Themes of accountability and quality measurement, the “bookstore-with-a-
Starbucks” model for libraries, and the role of public relations and marketing 
are taken up in chapter 6.   These themes are closely related because “each 
re-casts the library user as ‘customer’ and is a different aspect of custom-
er-driven librarianship ” (p. 109). His main point about accountability and 
quality measurement uses Henry Mintzberg’s analysis of public institutions 
to argue that “accountability is not a guiding principle for effective manage-
ment but rather an inappropriate management model for public institutions” 
(p. 111). Although it may guide library administrators in slick performances 
for funders committed to the political ideology of the new public philosophy, 
this model generates flawed exercises with no real benefits. Buschman also 
relies on William Starbuck, another writer of organizational management 
literature, who argues that “decisions in organizations are not based upon 
objective phenomena but rather upon ideologies that come into play when a 
‘crisis’ is seen, envisioned, made up and simply declared, sought, or genu-
inely thrust upon an institution from external factors” (p. 112). Buschman’s 
application of Starbuck’s argument is straightforward: the new public philos-
ophy offers library administrators just such a “crisis.” “What is measured in 
response to our variously declared ‘crises’,” Buschman writes, “is ‘quality’ 
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from a particular ideological…point of view…what is identified and defined 
as ‘quality’ is that which will pay off, and therefore, the lack of quality is 
defined as those aspects of librarianship that do not provide a return — or do 
not pay off soon enough” (p. 112).  This argument should be taught to every 
student in masters courses in library and information science.

Buschman argues that the “bookstore-with-a-Starbucks” model of libraries 
is merely a faddish and gimmicky attempt to increase “customer” foot traf-
fic in order to provide the quantitative data so eagerly sought by funders in 
thrall of managerial “accountability.” This model bypasses completely the 
value and nature of libraries: “To equate the turnover and stock of a good 
bookstore and its inventory control system and salespeople with a library 
demonstrates a breathtakingly shallow understanding of what a library is 
and does.” (p. 114). The marketing and public relations fad in librarianship 
also positions library users as customers: “the incentive is to continue to as-
sess and evaluate with facile and surface methodologies and instruments to 
identify and document ‘quality’ and ‘successes’ that support arguments for 
funding and the rhetoric of repositioning of libraries within the new public 
philosophy information society” (p. 118).

Chapter 7 turns to the American Library Association (ALA), examining both 
its inaction (what it should have done, but did not) and its action (what it 
should not have done, but did). Buschman argues that in spite of its honor-
able legacy, the ALA is “drifting toward a new public philosophy-like cor-
porate model” (p. 132). The organization’s inaction includes failures to take 
principled stands and exercise appropriate vigilance on outsourcing library 
services, the massive and increasing concentration of corporate ownership of 
the publishing, distribution, and media industries, and the Patriot Act’s attack 
on the confidentiality of library user records. The ALA’s actions include (1) 
what Buschman calls the ALA’s “one voice” policy, which consists in stifling 
internal debate, especially around attempts to press the organization into ac-
tion on progressive policies and issues; (2) limiting the scope and meaning 
of intellectual freedom, both in the profession and more generally; (3) its em-
phasis on public relations and corporate partnerships. These cases evidence 
a steady erosion of democratic governance of the ALA and its enthusiasm 
for protecting democratic values — tendencies Buschman sees as the ALA’s 
drift toward an embrace of the new public philosophy.

I now return to the first part of the book, which I find somewhat less use-
ful because some ideas need further development and some arguments need 
stronger support. Buschman’s appeal to democracy belongs to the first cat-
egory and his hostility to postmodernism to the second.

The word “democracy” and its variants appear seven times in the last six 
sentences of the first chapter’s penultimate section, “The Structure of the 
Book.” We read that chapter 9 will adapt “a democratic theory of public 
institutions” to “rescue democratic possibility” and argue for “librarianship 
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in a democracy.” Librarianship is part of  “the project of democracy.” It is 
positioned in “the critical and democratic public sphere,” and “democratic 
principles and possibility” are at its core. Librarianship is “part of the demo-
cratic public sphere” (p. 9). The concept of democracy has its work cut out 
for it. Is it up to the job?

Some tensions already appear in chapter 1 before we encounter these rhe-
torical bombs of democracy bursting in air. Buschman acknowledges that 
librarianship is “routinely” defended “as essential to democracy” (p. 7). But 
he is critical of the “happy consensus of information-equals-democracy nar-
rative,” noting that the “connections between libraries and democracies are 
more a matter of rhetoric and faith than substance.” It is not that he rejects 
a democratic defense of librarianship, but believes that its “current form” is 
“grossly inadequate.” A more substantial defense is required. But the worm 
is in the apple; by recognizing that the democratic argument is “discredited” 
by “shallow” glosses, such as those retailed by the ALA (and he’s surely 
right about that, noting that the ALA lumps together the democratic value 
of libraries and virtues such as making “families friendlier” — whatever 
that could possibly mean), Buschman recognizes that the argument can be 
undermined by “rhetoric” and “faith” as opposed to the sober pursuit of a 
“meaningful, consistent, and sustainable intellectual basis.” The strength of 
the concept of democracy seems to depend not so much on its assumed ref-
erentiality as on the rhetorical company it keeps, which raises the issue of 
whether “democracy” — dare I say, the signifier “democracy”? — has been 
sufficiently debased in our time to negate its value as the robust resource 
Buschman needs to defend libraries and librarianship against the encroach-
ments of information capitalism.

Chapter 2 complicates the role of “faith” in articulations of democracy for 
here, far from undermining the concept, faith supports it. It just depends, so 
it seems, on the kind of faith. Buschman’s own rhetoric is imbued with faith, 
and it is a very familiar variety: faith in American democracy. Following Wo-
lin, he accepts the idea that at one time, not so long ago, Americans enjoyed 
a “language of public discourse” in which the notions of “power,” “justice,” 
“right and wrong,” “equality,” “freedom,” and “authority” were discussed in 
moral, religious, or legal but not economic terms, with the result that this pub-
lic discourse did not conflict with a healthy skepticism about the “motives of 
businessmen” (p. 15, quoting Wolin). But all this changed, and the shift was 
marked as “Reaganism” or “Thatcherism” (in Canada, it was associated with 
Brian Mulrony). Economics was the core of the new public philosophy; all 
public questions became framed in economic terms. A key idea here is that 
the new public philosophy is “neutral,” that it is, or purports to be, a scientific 
language — Buschman calls it “a falsely neutral rhetoric” (p. 19). In chapter 
2, a rationality — albeit economic rationality — undermines the democratic 
argument whereas religious and moral discourse supports it, but in chapter 1, 
rationality defends the democratic argument against “faith.”
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Further complications arise when Buschman accepts, as he must, that even 
in America democratic ideals are far from having been achieved. Although 
he recognizes slavery and the oppression of a wide variety of minorities 
throughout American history, he sees these as “significant shortcomings of 
the American experience” (p. 16) — a confession of faith that the “American 
experience” itself, in its essence, once did and still contains truly liberatory 
and democratic value and force. In a faith-based gesture, Buschman calls the 
roll of familiar American heroes: Tom Paine, Frederick Douglass, Abraham 
Lincoln, and Martin Luther King, Jr. The real and true democracy embedded 
in their ideals “expanded — however slowly, haphazardly, and with struggle 
— democratic participation and possibility over time” (p. 17).

We see a current variant of this faith in American democracy when we open 
our newspapers or watch our televisions to encounter George W. Bush’s 
comments about the bumps along the road to democracy in Iraq — a les-
son in the hospitality extended by the rhetoric of “democracy” to purging 
the institutions of civil society and replacing them with American business. 
The moral of this comparison suggests that the language of “democracy” is 
hardly neutral and “scientific,” neither in Buschman’s book nor in the ex-
tremism of the current White House’s fervent moralism, so frightening to 
the rest of the world. Can a defense of librarianship appeal to an “American 
experience” as accommodating of Buschman’s faith in a democratic public 
sphere as of Bush’s faith, currently preached from the Oval Office, in Ameri-
can democracy as the one true religion for the whole planet?

The  question  of  the  value  of  the  language  of  American  democracy 
for defending librarianship also arises in Buschman’s appeal to the criti-
cal educationalists Henry Giroux and Michael Apple. The moralism of the 
new public philosophy,  as opposed to its “neutral” economic rationality, 
is acknowledged in Buschman’s discussion of Apple, who recognizes the 
contradictions of the political alliance in America of corporate secularism 
and modernization with a cultural conservatism that abhors both tendencies. 
Yet the rhetoric of democracy easily unites the two; the market is common-
ly presented as a zone of democratic freedom where rational self-interest 
benefits all, and where corporations are simply “individuals,” no different, 
really, from the Mom and Pop whose hard work and good business sense 
enables their candy store to turn the small but steady profit that allows them 
to raise their children righteously and attend church on Sunday. Tax cuts for 
the wealthy, a major plank of the present Bush administration, are sold as a 
tonic for the health of an egalitarian and “democratic” public sphere in which 
everyone benefits. The religiosity of America’s new mullahs, now comfort-
ably installed within the inner circle of the executive branch of government, 
is a far cry from “neutral” and “scientific” public discourse, and, more to the 
point, their faith too is in “democracy.”

Lest there be any mistake, I wish to be clear that I don’t think for a moment 
that Buschman falls for tall tales of democratic markets and the egalitarian-
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ism of corporate individualism. But I do wish to raise the question of the role 
of faith in a concept that refuses to stop skidding drunkenly across the discur-
sive terrain. Even after recognizing the sordid history of American education 
(p. 25), Buschman writes, somewhat pleadingly, as if to abandon that history 
altogether would be to abandon all hope: “And yet, and yet…there were 
democratic ideals built into the system and they are there to be recaptured” 
(p. 25). His evidence of the continued existence of those ideals — the at-
tempts of the new public philosophers to repress the history of conflicts be-
tween democratic educators and the entrenched, non-democratic forces they 
encountered — is a weak reed to support hopes for a critical and egalitarian 
public sphere.

I believe that the tensions between Buschman’s acknowledgements of the 
unsavory history of American democracy and his faith in its recuperation as 
a defense of librarianship arise from a conviction that there must be universal 
principles, and that American democracy — the real, true American democ-
racy — is one of them. It is a conviction that only universal principles can 
support a liberatory politics grounded in the truly democratic ideals surviv-
ing beneath or alongside America’s chequered past and able to be recovered 
with the help of Habermas’s concept of the public sphere. This conviction 
emerges more fully in his antipathy to postmodernism, or at least to what 
he takes postmodernism to be. After all, if there are no universal principles, 
American democracy can’t be grounded in them; if what democracy is is 
revealed only in what is immanent, or on the surface — its history and the 
historically fraught conflicts waged under its banner — if that’s all it is, then 
appealing to some transcendental ground from which its essence and good-
ness flow has little more intellectual respectability than claiming God is on 
our side (a posture that the current White House is not in the least embar-
rassed to strike).

Buschman’s rubbishing of postmodernism is at work in chapters 3 and 8. The 
burden of chapter 3 is to explain and defend the idea of the public sphere, a 
civic space free from the distortions of the state and the market, a space of 
rational communication supported by open communicative structures such 
as a free press. The values of law and morality become universal through 
the rational communication constituting the public sphere. The concentra-
tion of ownership and control of mass media in the hands of a few corporate 
behemoths does present some problems, to be sure, but Buschman cheer-
ily celebrates Habermas’s refusal to be pessimistic and expresses his own 
staunch faith in the political force of communication, which is now heard in 
the voices of grassroots social movements “through protest and highlighting 
problems and contradictions” (p. 44). There follows a section on criticisms 
of the public sphere, all quickly swept aside, except for postmodernism.

Of all the flawed ideologies, fatuous assertions, and muddled thinking that 
Buschman tackles, postmodernism arouses most of his ire. He leaves the 
most sweeping dismissals to critics like Alan Sokal — which is somewhat 



page 83Progressive Librarian #23

like delegating criticism of progressive politics to Rush Limbaugh —  whose 
famous hoax perpetrated on Social Text is read as a definitive rebuttal of 
postmodernism tout court, in spite of the many more hoaxes and frauds per-
petrated in the scholarly scientific literature without a murmur of alarm about 
the failure of editors to distinguish sense from nonsense. In Buschman’s text 
a caricatured “postmodernism” is laughed out of court as being utterly un-
able to engage any serious political questions due to its alleged dissolution of 
transcendentally objective concepts such as “truth” and “reality.” It’s a bold 
gesture, ignoring completely the deeply ethical preoccupations of Derrida 
and Foucault, to name just the two most prominent ridiculed thinkers. We 
also read that “librarians are all Habermasians: the mere act of organizing 
and the purpose of informing are inherent rejections of postmodernist no-
tions” — a sweeping appropriation of the intellectual commitments of an 
entire profession, one that might be seen as somewhat alarming to adherents 
of open communication, rational discussion, and the search for truth. Since 
the existence of transcendental, universal ideals is a certainty for Buschman, 
there are no arguments here, but he writes with brio, and will certainly en-
tertain those already converted. But the dismissiveness of his comments on 
postmodernism render them quite useless for thinking about librarianship 
— they usurp rational critique rather than encourage it.

Strong binary oppositions are at work in chapter 3. On the one side, a space 
for democratic inquiry, rational discourse and critique, and on the other, li-
brarianship’s alliance with mindless, popular mass entertainment. The two 
never meet, in spite of Buschman’s acknowledgement in his quotations from 
Habermas of the relationship between the development of the public sphere 
and the market economy. Although many of the analyses offered in cultural 
studies of the politically “transgressive” nature of the consumption of popu-
lar culture are at least overstated if not fanciful, the connection between com-
merce and the development of a public sphere has recently received serious 
scholarly attention in David Zaret’s Origins of Democratic Culture. He re-
veals the postmodernist style “signification run riot” of the textual practices 
of Restoration England, which not only did not impede new forms of po-
litical organization leading to a public sphere, but aided their development. 
Commerce fueled the new print technologies that brought about the textual 
practices at the core of a public sphere: “Communicative change propelled 
by commerce and textual reproduction led to novel political practices that 
constituted a public sphere in which participants issued reasons to defend 
opinions on setting a legislative agenda” (p. 278). Buschman’s opposition 
between spaces of commerce and democratic rationality leave no room for 
analyses hospitable to their intersection; to be intermeshed with commerce 
seems to amount in his view to a thorough elimination of the possibility 
of progressive politics other than one based on appeals to universal — yet 
thoroughly American — “truths” about the essence of democracy, justice, 
and equality. Zaret models serious scholarly consideration of postmodernism 
even while rejecting much of it, as does Frederic Jameson, who Buschman 
enlists in his cause.
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Chapter 8 has many valuable things to say about the dangers of librarian-
ship’s “technocratic” fixation on new information technologies. The concept 
of technocracy is useful; Buschman explains it in terms of “a perception 
of the world as a set of problems to be rationally solved through expertise; 
the interconnection of science, technology, and modernization; a rational-
ized human social order with technical expertise (and its tools and purposes) 
at its center; and centralized managerial control” (p. 159). These features 
would appear to position technocratic thought poles apart from postmodern-
ism; indeed, quoting Andrew Feenberg, Buschman endorses his claim that 
postmodernism “attacks all forms of totalizing discourse … in the belief that 
totalization is the logic of technocracy” (p. 153). Yet immediately follow-
ing, Buschman says that postmodernism’s relationship to technology “is shot 
through with the longstanding faith in the ability of technical rationality to 
solve economic and social problems.” Later in the chapter he writes: “Post-
modernist visions of librarianship show [the] basic hallmarks of technocra-
cy” (p. 159). But if post-modernism’s attack on all totalizations stems from a 
belief that totalization is the logic of technocracy, then how can postmodern-
ism embody a faith in technocratic rationality? Indeed, how can the alleged 
postmodernist “intoxication with words, combined with a superb indiffer-
ence to meaning” (a quote from Sokal, p. 151), and its rejection of any “basis 
for knowledge…in the airless domination of narrative” (p. 46) be reconciled 
with its commitments to economic rationality and modernization?

The confusions here run deep, surfacing again in Buschman’s claim that for 
postmodernism, the “only acceptable alternative is a return to the individual 
and self-constructed ‘narrative’” (p. 152). This is completely wrongheaded.  
One of the leading ideas of poststructuralist thought — the philosophical 
basis of postmodernism — is the rejection of a basic concept of the West-
ern philosophical tradition: that of the unified, self-present, thinking subject. 
Not even a cursory reading of, say, Foucault and Derrida could lead one to 
believe that they celebrate a “technologically mediated ‘individualism’” (p. 
152), much less the “hyperreality” promoted by those with much to gain 
from diverting our attention from injustices occurring beyond the play of 
images on computer screens. (Buschman enlists two of my articles in his 
anti-postmodernist cause, but my discussion of the discursive construction 
of new information technologies does not mention postmodernism, and my 
discussion of postmodern information science argues that postmodernism’s 
analysis of the relationship between information technologies and fragment-
ed human subjectivity must be taken seriously because it provides resources 
to help us understand our place in the world being constructed around us by 
networked military and corporate practices of domination.)

The idea that postmodernism is a celebration of technological rationality 
— bizarre as it may be — drives Buschman’s argument aimed at discredit-
ing the more egregiously technophilic enthusiasms found in the literature 
of librarianship. His argument goes something like this: postmodernism is 
bogus, the literature celebrating multimedia libraries and “the networked in-
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formation environment” are postmodern, therefore that literature is bogus. 
One can easily agree with his conclusion yet reject both of his premises. In 
fact, the second premise is false. The literature he cites is not postmodern 
just by virtue of celebrating multimedia and new information technologies 
— it’s not that easy to be a postmodernist. Buschman’s text is sprinkled with 
this false assumption: “postmodernist visions of libraries,” “postmodernlike 
library problems,” “this postmodernist context,” “the postmodern multime-
dia library,” and so on. The difficulty here is not that the passages he cites are 
sensible and sober rather than absurd, but that his enthusiasm to tar them all 
with his postmodernist brush deflects useful and productive critique.

I suggest that readers apply their black markers to highlight Buschman’s 
dismissals of postmodernism; they’d clearly see that his arguments don’t 
need them. There are good reasons to believe that uncritical enthusiasms 
for electronic resources “furthers the bias that cuts society off from the vast 
majority of the information and value contained on the shelves in libraries” 
(p. 155); the argument that “a visual bias strips our resources of any politi-
cal meaning” (p. 155) is worth serious consideration; and perhaps it’s true 
that the “struggle for representative justice in catalog subject headings” are 
rendered meaningless in a multimedia library consisting only of visual im-
ages (p. 155). But we don’t need to rubbish postmodernism to arrive at such 
conclusions.

Far from leading us to conclude that the authority of texts has evaporated, 
the work of the few poststructuralist thinkers Buschman actually cites, such 
as Foucault and Derrida, embody and encourage serious and painstaking 
scholarship on the question of how that authority is created and maintained. 
His highly controversial claim that “information, words, and images [have] 
relationships or rational structures built in” is offered as glibly as his dis-
missal of postmodernism. The very real problems he recognizes about the 
web’s failure to identify the resources laboriously established as “legitimate” 
by librarians may be due far more to the imperatives of commercialization 
(which he also notes) than to the evils of postmodernism. In a gesture that 
is itself ahistorical, Buschman even attributes librarianship’s ahistoricity to 
postmodernism, yet the phenomenon is easily encountered in library journals 
published since the last quarter of the nineteenth century. His argument that 
a reorganization of librarianship around the “new” information economy and 
technology “clearly represents the technocratic reorganization of a public, 
social institution around rationalized, instrumental, and economic purposes” 
has great merit, and it is important that it be debated. But it should be read 
with your black marker ready at hand. His chapter’s concluding argument, 
that technological determinism masks human agency and breeds “political 
impotence in the face of anonymous systems” is also difficult to fault, but 
to read postmodernism in technologically determinist discourses in librari-
anship is bizarre. Will the technological determinist among postmodernists 
please stand up?
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In the final chapter Buschman recognizes more explicitly than elsewhere 
the need for argument in at least two important debates. The first is whether 
libraries and librarianship contribute to the maintenance of a democratic 
public sphere. The debate is important, because the answer is not obvious. 
More historical and critical work is needed to determine whether libraries 
and librarianship are fundamentally oppositional to attacks on democratic 
institutions. Second, and implicit in the first, is the value of the Haberma-
sian idea of the democratic public sphere in current political and philosophi-
cal thought. Buschman defends the Habermasian democratic theory against 
conservative, liberal, and postmodern alternatives because he insists upon 
the need to make explicit the theoretical assumptions of public policies. The 
outcome of this second debate is no more obvious than that of the first. More 
work needs to be done to determine whether a public sphere of rational argu-
ment, reasoned debate, serious discussion of theoretical principles underly-
ing public policies, and open communication between knowledgeable and 
articulate citizens is fundamentally opposed to or easily reconciled with a 
polity that justifies barbaric acts of aggression and violence, not only outside 
but within its borders, by the “spread of democracy” to oppressed peoples. 
Perhaps social justice requires more than a Habermasian communicative 
sphere, and perhaps the justification of civic institutions involves more than 
service to a particular form of political organization, especially one with 
much to answer for, both historically and in our own day. It might also be 
worth reflecting whether the cause of social and political justice are well 
served by poststructuralist thought, which in arguing that our social practices 
are the only source of whatever stability our favorite concepts enjoy might 
give us more of the hope we need for political action than continuing to cling 
to and champion them by appeal to eternal, universal, and transcendental en-
tities. Both of the debates Buschman opens are valuable because they lead us 
and our students to reflect on purposes of libraries and librarianship beyond 
issues of efficiency, professionalism, institutional organization, technologi-
cal functionality, and economic instrumentality. Buschman’s work deserves 
a wide audience in the profession but especially in schools of library and 
information science.
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A Note on Frohmann

by John Buschman

First, I want to thank Professor Frohmann for his extended analysis of the 
book.  He clearly took it seriously enough to engage it at length, and despite 
his disagreements, he feels it is a topic and treatment worthy of wide engage-
ment by librarians and those studying at the graduate level in library and 
information science.  In no way do I want this to be a debate, so I will keep 
my comments brief, pointing the reader back to the book.  

A key idea – that libraries enact and embody, in concrete and specific ways, 
Habermas’s formulation of the public sphere – was bypassed.  To pick a key 
phrase from the Zaret book Professor Frohmann referred us to, “ideas sel-
dom exist apart from practice.” Libraries as they have historically evolved in 
democracies are an idea in practice – the public sphere.  Our institutions and 
policies and values are remarkably congruent with its development and that 
of democracy.  This, it seems to me, is a good thing in which to be historical-
ly and theoretically rooted, and it is worth fighting the fight for its meaning 
and against its dismantling in our institutions.  The critiques he lauds in the 
book are rooted in what is being dismantled.  Otherwise, why bother?  (More 
on this in a bit.)  Yes, the word democracy has been debased (what hasn’t in 
our culture lately?).  But that does not mean it never existed, or can’t ever 
exist, or can’t be recreated, or created anew.   The book attempts to define a 
democratic theory for public institutions (it did not begin with one provided 
by Habermas) and it culminates in adapting the work of the philosopher 
Amy Gutmann and others on democratic education.  Giving meaning to de-
mocracy when we’ve lost track of it is the point.  The book is an extended 
analysis of the context of, the struggle for, and the forces allied against the 
democratic public sphere within our field.   This remains contested terrain, 
and naming it as such is a critical first step. 

Professor Frohmann is undoubtedly more versed in the basic postmodernist 
texts and discourse than I am.  However, I am somewhat puzzled as to his 
puzzlement on the source of the criticisms I put forth, since they were certain-
ly not invented whole cloth.  (Habermas and Foucault squared off long ago.)  
Rather, than go at the text with a black marker (!), I would suggest readers 
look at some of the work I use, cite, and adapt:  Frank Webster, Richard Bro-
sio, John Durham Peters, Stuart Hall, Kevin Robins, Carl Boggs, Michael 
Apple, Robins & Webster’s Times of the Technoculture, etc..  They clearly 
link trends – like economic globalization, the fragmenting nature of new 
media, political isolation, the apolitical nature of media identity formation, 
the neo-liberal “new” economy and politics, technocracy and technological 
domination – with a critique of postmodernism and its theories.  Professor 
Frohmann’s own work summarizes some of this very well (and he indeed 
takes a middle path).  Though he disagrees, these arguments are well estab-
lished and have been connected to public institutions (especially schools) for 
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some time.  The central point in my criticism of the “posts” is that we need 
an intellectually sustainable reason for librarianship in an era when public in-
stitutions – and the very nature of and need for their existence – are continu-
ously under question and even attack.  Postmodernist theory cannot provide 
that reason for librarianship in my estimation.  We’ll be deconstructing the 
“text” of libraries while libraries really are being deconstructed, jobs lost, 
local history tossed in the dumpster, and real communities going unserved.  
The book is about figuring out where “North” is on our professional compass 
– for us and for our societies.  That’s why we should bother.

As to the observation that it is a “very American” book, I too share Profes-
sor Frohmann’s anger at the preemptive “gift” of democracy to Iraq.  I too 
grind my teeth at the purposeful conflation of the word with an unfair market 
system and global domination.  We’re both pulling oars in the same direction 
here.  At the same time, we cut ourselves off from possibility if we dismiss 
the meaning of struggles of the past because of the unsavory character of 
the present.  The historical struggle for access to education and over cur-
riculum was important, and we reap benefits from that struggle to this day.  
The struggle King led did make a real difference for African Americans, 
and we reap benefits from that to this day.  These are not mere rhetorical 
invocations of heroes, but rather represent real extensions of democracy by 
and for real people in the red thread of history.  They are still there to be 
realized and recaptured.  Democracy rolled back or withheld does not make 
that a permanent condition:  at the very moment I’m writing this, thousands 
of gay people are getting married in a handful of communities and forcing 
the issue of equity and equality forward however haphazardly – in George 
Bush’s America.  Our critiques cannot lead us to a pessimistic dead end, 
and that too is what the book is about.  Professor Frohmann is surely right 
when he notes that the questions the book raises are incompletely answered, 
but I would suggest they are not merely American ones.  He is surely right 
as well that the field of inquiry can be broadened beyond that I’ve utilized.  
Lastly, it is an unqualified good when those of us in the field and those of 
us in library and information science programs at last connect, engage at a 
theoretical level, and overcome a traditional and destructive division in the 
field.  I suspect the pages of Progressive Librarian are one of the few venues 
for that right now.
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Philosophical Scaffolding for the Construction of Critical 
Democratic Education, by Richard A. Brosio

New York: Peter Lang, 2000

reviewed by Michael J. Carbone

The connections between librarians and teachers are deep and historically 
rooted, and in this vein Richard Brosio’s most recent book provides a use-
ful and insightful resource for librarians in grappling with the fate of their 
profession and their institutions.  Like Maxine Greene before him, Brosio 
challenges teachers to not only be philosophers but to “do” philosophy. As 
Greene wrote in Teacher as Stranger in 1973, “If  [the teacher] can learn to 
do philosophy he may liberate himself for understanding and for choosing.  
He may liberate himself for reflective action as someone who knows who he 
is as a historical being, acting on his freedom, trying each day to be” (p.7).  
(One can very easily and legitimately substitute the word librarian – and 
adjust the use of gender – in that statement.)  

In his most recent text, Philosophical Scaffolding for the Construction of 
Critical Democratic Education, Brosio aims for an education of teachers that 
will enable them to actively engage the most fundamental questions regard-
ing education and the human condition, to realize themselves as historical 
beings.  Brosio notes in the introduction to his text that all discussion of 
educational problems ultimately leads to a discussion about the nature of the 
good society.  It is the teacher’s/citizen’s (and by extension, librarian’s) job 
to fully engage these questions as he/she prepares to participate in formal 
and informal educational settings.  Brosio is a tireless advocate for the right-
ful and central role of foundation courses in the education and formation of 
a teacher.  He argues persuasively that teachers (both those in-training and in 
the field) must be fully equipped to define and frame their own educational 
projects within the larger issues which only philosophy can raise.  He writes, 
“we must position ourselves on the side of the perennial philosophical quest 
for understanding, especially in radically altered socio-economic and politi-
cal global systems…”  (p.28).  The challenge of the modern educator and 
librarian is to think about, frame, create and act upon a professional vision 
that  will  enable democratic empowerment,  social justice and bona fide 
diversity in American life.  This can only be done however through an active 
intellect fully engaged with the social, political and material conditions of 
the modern world.  

In order to prompt this discussion, shape this intellect and engage the ques-
tions, his text models an active dialogue among what he calls significant 
“intellectual workers” of our times.  This concept has of course, clear and 
immediate relevance to librarianship, and I would argue, it is what makes 
his framework of analysis highly useful to education as well as allied fields.  
It is in this ongoing historical/contemporary conversation that he invites his 
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readers to become active members.  He beckons students to a feast of ideas 
to be savored holistically and digested slowly.  This is a project of the many, 
a group effort so to speak.  These ideas must take life for the individual but 
clearly within the context of collective dialogue and debate.  His text is de-
signed as an active experience prompting discussion with great ideas, and in 
the best Deweyian sense, the construction of meanings within the context of 
full reader engagement.

The chapters are organized around those issues Brosio believes have defined 
the human and historical quest for a decent social order in which men and 
women  can  realize  their  potentials  as citizens/workers  and  full  human 
beings.  The reader is moved along from the questions of classical Greece to 
modern times and the struggles for free and democratic forms of existence.  
The works of Dewey, Marx, Freire and Camus among others are offered 
as the scaffolding upon which teachers can begin to build their own philo-
sophical understandings and “do” philosophy.  This posture, this position is 
central to making sense and meaning of the complex job of educating for 
authentic forms of democracy in an increasingly media dominated world 
driven by the imperatives of market capitalism.  Especially important to the 
text are small sections entitled “Suggested Task for the Reader”.  These are 
more than places to pause and take stock of the arguments.  They are points 
around which a dialogue with the various theorist/theories and the author can 
begin.  They are moments of synthesis and application.  The questions these 
sections raise are big ones and almost impossible to leave alone.

The text is not only a well organized and significant compilation of important 
ideas, but it is also a workbook of sorts.  It is also clearly the product of long 
and careful study by the author.  There is no doubt in my mind that this text is 
singularly rich enough to sustain a course and to be of use in philosophically 
grounding the progressive practice of librarianship.  If its ideas are debated, 
judged and engaged in the way that the author intends, students/readers will 
quickly be astonished at how effortlessly, yet powerfully, one can be pro-
voked to become a teacher/librarian/philosopher.
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Revolting Librarians Redux:  Radical Librarians Speak Out
edited by Katia Roberto and Jessamyn West

Jefferson NC:  McFarland & Company, 2003

reviewed by John Buschman

Truth-in-reviewing note:  Progressive Librarians’s book review editor, 
Rory Litwin, contributed to the volume under review.)  

This is a tough book to review.  First, any compilation of radical/revolting/
recidivist/just-plain-pain-in-the-ass pieces by working librarians deserves to 
be taken seriously.  Second, Redux naturally led me back to the 1972 original 
since ten of the original contributors were contacted and contributed short or 
republished pieces, including the original guiding light Celeste West (who 
reveals that she was the model in the photo behind the discreetly-placed 
“Happiness is An Uncensored Library” bumper sticker in the original).  
There is definitely a contrast between the spirit of the 1972 volume (which 
sold in astounding numbers) with its Redux progeny, though many of the 
same themes still resonate.

The new volume contains some right-on-the-money pieces which I cannot 
imagine could be published elsewhere, save in the pages of this journal.  
While the tired “image issue” is woven thoroughly throughout this volume (a 
profoundly depressing growth in coverage from the original), Polly Thistle-
thwaite has finally nailed it for good in her essay “Old Maids and Fairies.” 
She notes that this “issue” bothers us so much because the “stereotypes read 
QUEER with a capital Q.”  She backs it up with concise, clear analysis, 
summing up the reasons for our obsession with image very nicely.  Enough 
said.  The 1972 volume was way ahead of its time on gay issues generally, 
decrying anti-gay library services, library culture, and classification in many 
of the essays.  It is good to note that Redux follows up on this admirably.  
Contributors comment on their connections to gay and lesbian library users 
– particularly kids, and push hard for inclusion of relevant literatures, ‘zines, 
and alternative news sites of all types.  There have been forms of progress in 
the intervening years.

There are some nice essays on the “Failures of Neo-Corporatism” (written 
by an “unrepentant capitalist”), “Damage Noted:  Journal of a Public Librar-
ian,” and the cheeky “Astrology and Library Job Correlation.”  The various 
analyses of post 9/11 laws sprinkled throughout are good too.  I like Redux, 
but I can’t help feel, when I look back at what it is redux-ing, that our vari-
ous forms of revolting are a bit more self-centered than we’d like to admit.  
Library education is still slapped around, but the grousing this time is less on 
the former unfairness of “the man” and “the system” generally than on “this 
worthless credential is keeping me from a better job” or “this degree didn’t 
pay off quite like I’d hoped.”   There are good pieces again on language bias 
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in various aspects of our work, but they don’t go much beyond the 1972 
volume’s pieces.  Taken together, the essays, detailing various forays into 
corporate and for-hire library work, are more depressing than I think either 
the editors or the writers intended.  Lastly, there is the startling little factoid 
that proportionally more of the contributors are anonymous in 2003 than in 
1972.  If you throw in the semi-anonymous (the entries about the contribu-
tors were unclear if a nom de plume was used or there weren’t enough specif-
ics to tell), the gap between 1972 and 2003 is larger yet (about 19% vs. 30%).  
If you set aside the original ten who chipped in again, that gap grows further 
still. This speaks ill not only of the zeitgeist, but also perhaps to the relative 
state of health of “revolting” amongst librarians.

So where does this leave us?  Again, I like the volume, but my overall im-
pression is that the librarians who contributed to Redux have by and large ab-
sorbed the identity politics notion that personal liberation in style somehow 
equals political liberation – or will. Why else go out of the way to include so 
much of the purely confessional or the number of cats/dogs and their habits, 
preference for weightlifting and/or martinis, enjoying good sex, the pres-
ence of children, or the affinity for hues of hair dye?  Redux’s striving for 
the offbeat (“a diffident Englishman surprised to find himself working with 
rare books.  His favorite medical subject headings are CULTURE MEDIA 
and BLAST CRISIS”) is probably linked to the growth of prevalence of 
the image issue throughout the volume.  Read past the cataloger-who-finds-
therapy-in-pedicure-sessions stuff and I think you’ll find some useful, funny, 
and insightful bits and observations on the current state of librarianship.  But 
I must say, thirty years should have brought us farther.
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NOTES ON CONTRIBUTORS
John Buschman is  Department  Chair  and  Collection  Development  Librarian  at 
Rider University Library in Lawrenceville, New Jersey.  His current book is reviewed 
in this issue of Progressive Librarian, and he is the recipient of the 2004 Elizabeth 
Futas award from the American Library Association.

Michael Carbone is a professor of education at Muhlenberg College in Allentown, 
Pennsylvania.  He has published and co-published articles and chapters on technol-
ogy and teacher work, and on the intersection between critical educational scholar-
ship and the information professions.

Lincoln Cushing is a graphic artist, cultural organizer, and Electronic Outreach Li-
brarian at the University of California’s Institute of Industrial Relations. His position 
was recently eliminated as part of Governor Schwarzenegger’s anti-labor platform.

Bernd Frohmann is an Associate Professor in the Faculty of Information and Me-
dia Studies at the University of Western Ontario in London, Ontario, Canada, where 
he teaches courses in both media studies and information and library science.  His 
research area is documentation, which investigates the cultural and social effects of 
documents and their related technologies of production, circulation, and consump-
tion.  His book, Deflating Information: From Science Studies to Documentation, 
is scheduled to be published in the early fall (2004) by the University of Toronto 
Press.

Ryan Gage is a reference librarian at the Kalamazoo Public Library and Kalamazoo
County Law Library while also serving as a member of the library’s union board. 
He’s currently interested in developing bilingual and Spanish outreach services for 
Kalamazoo’s local Latino communities.  He thanks the love of his life – Stacey, for 
all her input, passion, and support.

John Gehner is a student in the MLIS program at the College of St. Catherine in St. 
Paul, Minnesota.  He has worked in book and magazine publishing and most recently 
managed communications for a Minneapolis homeless shelter.  His ongoing interests 
include zine culture and library services for poor people.

Naomi Klein is an award-winning Canadian journalist, author of many books, in-
cluding No Logo: Taking Aim at the Brand Bullies, and regular contributor to The 
Nation. 

Bria O’Brien has a BA in sociology and a minor in literature from the University of 
California at Santa Cruz, and an MLIS from Simmons College.  She is a law librarian 
for the Lewis and Clark Law School.  She enjoys hiking, dancing, cooking, reading 
social theory and classic literature.

David Pavelich is completing his graduate work at the School of Library and Infor-
mation Studies, University of Wisconsin-Madison, where he works in the university’s 
Department of Special Collections and Rare Books.  He holds a Master’s Degree in 
English from SUNY-Buffalo.

Mark Rosenzweig is librarian at the Reference Center for Marxist Research in New 
York City and a co-editor of Progressive Librarian.
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PLG’s PURPOSE & COMMITMENT
 Progressive Librarians Guild was formed in New York City on January 1990 by a 
group of librarians concerned with our profession’s rapid drift into dubious alliances with busi-
ness and the information industry, and into complacent acceptance of service to an unquestioned 
political, economic and cultural status quo. 
 We reaffirmed, significantly, that the development of public libraries was initially 
spurred by popular sentiment, which for one reason or another held that real democracy requires 
an enlightened citizenry, and that society should provide all people with the means for free intel-
lectual development. Current trends in librarianship, however, assert that the library is merely a 
neutral institutional mediator in the information marketplace and a facilitator of a value-neutral 
information society of atomized information consumers. 
 A progressive librarianship demands the recognition of the idea that libraries for the 
people has been one of the principal anchors of an extended free public sphere which makes 
an independent democratic civil society possible, something which must be defended and ex-
tended. This is partisanship, not neutrality. 
 Members of PLG do not accept the sterile notion of the neutrality of librarianship, 
and we strongly oppose the commodification of information, which turns the “information com-
mons” into privatized, commercialized zones. We will help to dissect the implications of these 
powerful trends, and fight their anti-democratic tendencies. 
 PLG recognizes that librarians are situated as information workers, communications 
workers, and education workers, as well as technical workers. Like workers in every sector, our 
work brings us up against both economic and political issues. Cataloging, indexing, acquisitions 
policy and collection development, the character of reference services, library automation, li-
brary management, and virtually every other library issue embody political value choices. PLG 
members aim to make these choices explicit, and to draw their political conclusions. 

Progressive Librarians Guild is committed to the following: 

• to providing a forum for the open exchange of radical views on library 
issues. 

• to conducting campaigns to support progressive and democratic library 
activities locally, nationally and internationally. 

• to supporting activist librarians as they work to effect changes in their own 
libraries and communities. 

• to bridging the artificial and destructive gaps between school, public, aca-
demic and special libraries, and between public and technical services. 

• to encouraging debate about prevailing management strategies adopted 
directly from the business world, to propose democratic forms of library 
administration, and to foster unity between librarians and other library 
workers. 

• to critically considering the impact of technological change in the library 
workplace, on the provision of library services, and on the character of 
public discourse.

• to monitoring the professional ethics of librarianship from a perspective 
of social responsibility. 

• to facilitating contacts between progressive librarians and other profes-
sional and scholarly groups dealing with communications and all the po-
litical, social, economic and cultural trends which impact upon it world-
wide, in a global context. 


