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Libraries and higher education 
can encourage people to 

question what’s given and 
imagine what’s possible.



Questioning is at the heart of 
critical librarianship.
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The personal is political.



“One of the first things we discover  
in these groups is that personal 

problems are political problems. 
There are no personal solutions at 

this time. There is only collective 
action for a collective solution.”

Carol Hanisch, “The Personal is Political,” 1969

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Carol_Hanisch
http://www.carolhanisch.org/CHwritings/PIP.html


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ammon_Hennacy


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cheyenne_Mountain_Complex








Higher 
Education







http://arementalkingtoomuch.com/




https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1jxOysvA7dITgDmR29leWcvbx0i0FNxbt8Us4RuHArsk/edit#slide=id.p
http://www.acrl.ala.org/value/?page_id=21


The potential of higher education is that it: 

The potential of libraries is that they: 

The importance of my work is that I:



Critical 
Librarianship



“Critical librarianship is an 
international movement of library and 

information workers that consider[s] the 
human condition and human rights 

above other professional concerns.”

Toni Samek, “Critical Librarianship: An interview with Toni Samek, ”2007

https://bclaifc.wordpress.com/2007/11/13/critical-librarianship-an-interview-with-toni-samek/


http://www.ala.org/rt/srrt
http://www.progressivelibrariansguild.org/


https://radicalreference.info/


Maria Accardi, Emily Drabinski, and Alana Kumbier, 2010

“Ours is a profession that often 
splits working and thinking in 

two...Would ideas that didn’t 
always lead to outcomes find a 

home in our profession?”

http://libraryjuicepress.com/critlibinstruct.php
http://libraryjuicepress.com/critlibinstruct.php


http://critlib.org/
http://critlib.org/twitter-chats/


Critique: A method that allows us to 
reveal conditions and seek 
change

http://www.inthelibrarywiththeleadpipe.org/2018/vocational-awe/
http://www.inthelibrarywiththeleadpipe.org/2018/vocational-awe/


Critical 
Librarianship

Centers a commitment to 
social justice

Questions the myth of 
neutrality

Asks who benefits, and why

http://www.ala.org/advocacy/intfreedom/corevalues
http://www.ala.org/advocacy/intfreedom/corevalues








Critical 
Librarianship

Centers a commitment to 
social justice

Questions the myth of 
neutrality

Asks who benefits, and why



https://2018.alamidwinter.org/speaker/ala-presidents-program


“Neutrality is a privilege afforded 
to those who do not live in fear, 

have not experienced genocide and 
war, do not have to daily face the 

effects of institutionalized racism.” 

Candise Branum, “The Myth of Library Neutrality,” 2008

https://candisebranum.wordpress.com/2014/05/15/the-myth-of-library-neutrality/


Critical 
Librarianship

Centers a commitment to 
social justice

Questions the myth of 
neutrality

Asks who benefits, and why





http://www.ala.org/advocacy/spectrum
https://www.lib.umn.edu/sed/institute
https://librarieswehere.wordpress.com/


What we do is important. 
Through conversation, reading, 

reflection, and taking action, 
critical librarianship is a 
promising framework for 

examining what we do and how to 
build and exercise our power.



What might critical librarianship look like   
in your job? 

Which students at your institution need the 
most support? 

How does the culture at your workplace align 
or not align with critical librarianship?



Critical 
Librarianship 
in Practice



Critical 
Librarianship 

in Practice

Info Lit and Instruction

Cataloging  and Classification

Collection Development

Hiring and Management



“I’ve had students look at LC and Dewey as 
‘anthropologists from the year 2815’ and they try to 
hypothesize values the cultures that produced these 

ways of looking at information had - thereby 
opening up the idea that knowledge is conditional 

on time, place, and power.”

Participant in the study “The Practice and Promise of Critical Information Literacy,” 2018



“Instead of simply demo-ing a database, I facilitated 
a role-playing activity in which [students] assumed 
the roles of scholars, and we then had a discussion 
about who gets to be a scholar and thus who has a 

voice in the literature. 

“This was all new to them, and I think they were able 
to both understand what ‘the literature’ is and 

problematize academia in ways they hadn’t before.”

Participant in the study “The Practice and Promise of Critical Information Literacy,” 2018



Critical 
Librarianship 

in Practice

Info Lit and Instruction

Cataloging  and Classification

Collection Development

Hiring and Management



http://www.sanfordberman.org/prejant.htm
http://www.sanfordberman.org/prejant.htm


http://id.loc.gov/authorities/subjects/sh85003553.html
https://www.congress.gov/bill/114th-congress/house-bill/4926


Critical 
Librarianship 

in Practice

Info Lit and Instruction

Cataloging  and Classification

Collection Development

Hiring and Management





https://digital.library.unt.edu/ark:/67531/metadc1114882/
https://digital.library.unt.edu/ark:/67531/metadc1114882/
https://sparcopen.org/our-work/big-deal-cancellation-tracking/


https://twitter.com/search?q=%23textbookbroke


Critical 
Librarianship 

in Practice

Info Lit and Instruction

Cataloging  and Classification

Collection Development

Hiring and Management





Shirley Lew, “Creating a Path to Feminist Leadership,” 2017 

“The real job of a feminist 
leader is simple: 

free yourself in order to free 
and empower others; free our 
libraries in order to empower 

those we serve.”

http://libraryjuicepress.com/feminist-leadership.php
http://libraryjuicepress.com/feminist-leadership.php
http://libraryjuicepress.com/


Questioning is at the heart of 
critical librarianship.



Hope is at the heart of 
critical librarianship.



Thank You

eamon.tewell@liu.edu
@eamontewell
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