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All libraries, but particularly public libraries, act as centers of equity. They exist to

provide knowledge and resources to all members of their community, without financial cost. This

is exhibited in the services and resources geared towards different age ranges, language abilities,

and social needs, among many others. In America, there is a massive lack of equity that is largely

based on race (Hecht, 2020). With their free resources, deep focus on equity, and highly trained

staffs, libraries are perfectly positioned to help address the lack of racial equity in America and to

lead the way as a model for other institutions and organizations to follow suit in their policies

and practices (Dar, 2020). Examining how libraries are rising to stand with and serve those who

are marginalized by oppressive systems is an excellent opportunity for the spread of ideas and

information in the fight against racism in America (Massachusetts Library System, 2020). The

readings and sources contained here relate to how libraries are addressing racism by being

outspoken on their anti-racist stances while using the resources available to them to address and

combat racism, looking internally to their own hiring practices and participation in systems that

are not actively antiracist or are contributing to oppressive systems, and providing support for

People of Color with library resources and services.

Taking public, anti-racism, stances

In the Info Docket Library Journal, there is an extensive list compiled of links to

statements from library organizations, library systems, and individual libraries from across the

country, who are announcing that they are publicly standing with the Black Lives Matter

movement, standing against racism, and standing against police brutality (Price, 2020). This

speaks to the nature of libraries as those will fight for true equity. In a powerful statement issued

by the American Library Association, “We recognize that institutionalized inequities based on
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race are embedded into our society and are reinforced through social institutions, and we

condemn the systemic racism and violence that Black, Indigenous, and People of Color

experience on a daily basis in our inequitable society… ALA has long sought to safeguard the

rights of library users, libraries, and librarians, in accordance with the first amendment to the

United States Constitution, and ALA has pledged to support anti-racism work within the broader

society by monitoring, evaluating and advocating for human rights and equity legislation,

regulations, policy and practice” (ALA, 2020).

In keeping with the promise of their issued statements, and in true keeping with library

beliefs, many of the statements themselves come with resources. Libraries have included in their

very statements pledging anti-racism work, one of the greatest and most-well known aspects of

their existence: books. They encourage patrons to read on antiracism in the form of reading lists

embedded in their statements (Amarillo Public Library, 2020). Many libraries have even created

links to reading list on antiracism for varying age groups and by type of material such as digital

books (St. Mary’s County Library, 2020).

Delving further into what the racial inequity in America is perpetuated through, the

concept of whiteness and how to disrupt it is explored and elaborated on, and a reading list was

created specifically for libraries and librarians to help in this work (Strand, 2019). Libraries are

publicly standing on the side of addressing racial inequity and using the resources at their

disposal to further the fight against racism.

Libraries looking internally to their own systems and practices
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Libraries are also looking internally to examine and confront their own participation in

systems that are not actively anti-racist or are contributing to oppression and inequity (Sonnie,

2015). For many, this has manifested by a deeper overhaul of their hiring practices

(Fuller-Gregory, 2020). Libraries are recognizing the dissonance in racial equity and confronting

and working to change their profession being a majority white makeup, as is exhibited by

numbers on the blog Feral Librarian (Bourg, 2014). To be leaders in the fight for racial equity,

people of color need to be in the positions to lead the work (Sonnie, 2015). Curriculum and

instruction grad student, Terynce Teaches, made an excellent point in their response to a racist

statement issued by Wells Fargo regarding Black talent. Terynce states: “If you don't have Black

talent in your spaces it's because of 1 of 2 reasons (or both): 1) you don't want Black talent in

your spaces ; 2) your spaces are not supportive and welcoming of Black talent. That's it. Those

are the reasons. Be it your company, school, or friend circle” (Terynce Teaches, 2020).

One of the more powerful and direct approaches to self-examination regarding racial

equity, was exhibited by the Multnomah County Library, who was also heavily involved with the

Government Alliance on Race & Equity. The Urban Libraries Counsel discusses Multnomah and

their work in the following quote:

"As an institution committed to creating free and equitable access for all, libraries must

focus on dismantling the systems that create and perpetuate barriers. When we can create

equity, we build healthy communities that benefit everyone. Multnomah County Library

hired its first equity and inclusion manager in 2016. Soon after, the library formed a

systemwide Equity & Inclusion Steering Committee to lead creation of a sustainable

foundation for placing equity at the center of the library's planning and decision-making.
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The library also began a process of reflecting inward - examining the policies and

practices that have created inequities over time” (Ervin, Melton & Oehlke, 2018).

Here we see libraries adhering to the standards issued by the Government Alliance on

Race & Equity for libraries to help address racial inequity. In their article, On the problem of

oppressive tastes in the public library, Lawrence argues that in the realm of reader advisories,

librarians have a moral obligation to social justice to not accommodate requests that could

further racist mindsets in patrons (2020).

As discussed in Library Journal, the Denver Public Library held a symposium on racial

equity to discuss issues pertaining to racism, emotional tolls, and equity in the workplace (Dar,

2020). The Seattle Public Library, who has also been a leader in paving the way for equity

examination and has worked closely with the Government Alliance on Race & Equity, created a

toolkit for allies to use in the fight against racism (Seattle Public Library, 2020). The Public

Library Association developed a subcommittee to further examine how they could better

incorporate antiracist practices into their organization and settled on four proactive steps. They

want to “capture data on diversity among library staff at all levels, influence how EDI (Equity,

Diversity, and Inclusion) could be advanced through library school education, examine PLA

programs, such as the Leadership Academy, for how they impact diversity, and catalog and share

library best practices related to diversity in the profession” (Fuller-Gregory, 2020, p. 2).

Libraries are also using each other as resources for their continued growth in the fight

against racism. The Libraries’ Equity, Inclusion, and Diversity Committee at Stony Brook

University discusses how their “committee members’ attendance and participation at conferences
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and webinars provided many opportunities to engage in discussions with others who have started

similar committees at their libraries” (Ramonetti, 2019, p. 1). Libraries are examining their own

existence in a system of inequity and taking steps to actively address their role and to create

equity within their own walls.

Providing support to people of color

Another theme across the literature is libraries providing support to people of color. To

effectually fight racism and support people of color, whiteness and its dynamics must be

acknowledged and removed. As illustrated in Strand’s list of resources for librarians in disrupting

whiteness in libraries, it is important to understand the place libraries hold in an inequitable

culture, and the place they are approaching the fight against racism from (Strand, 2019).

Schlesselman-Tarango delves into the concept of “cuteness” (which they define as “feminization

and a particular aestheticization thereof”) in public library spaces and how it is “called upon to

attempt to mitigate, veil, and neutralize whiteness in libraries and librarianship” (2017, p. 1).  It

is important not fight racism through a white lens.

Libraries are providing support to people of color much in the same way they are issuing

statements of support for the Black Lives Matter movement with reading lists attached: with the

resources available to the library. The Simons University library created a LibGuide that offers

support specifically to “people of color and Native folks” (2020). It provides resources such

practicing self-care information and links, coping strategies for healing racial trauma, and

resources in the community that provide information and support to people of color.
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The Massachusetts Library System created a LibGuide that specifically offers resources

to BIPOC library employees (2020). Their LibGuide also references the Libraries Are For

Everyone (LAFE) campaign, created on the HAFUBOTI website (2020). The LAFE campaign

has created artwork and signage that simply states, “Libraries Are For Everyone”. There is art in

over 100 languages and dialects that features images of BIPOC, the LGBT+ community,

numerous religions, people of varying physical ability and appearance, and those with assisted

mobility devices. The LAFE campaign has made the art free to use under public domain and

encourages libraries to support their patrons through its usage in their spaces (HAFUBOTI,

2020).

When examining how libraries can be more supportive spaces for youth who are dealing

with the trauma of a racialized culture, Matthews argues that is important to reverse, “racial

neutrality in public libraries by demonstrating how ambivalence about race perpetuates systemic

inequalities and the disengagement of racialized youth…the race-blind approach is not reflective

of the needs of communities being served” (2020, p. 1). This asserts that libraries need to address

racial inequity in their spaces and support their patrons of color.

Many of these sources have overlap between the three themes. When examining how

libraries’ internal framework and policies can better reflect equity and racial justice, libraries

become a more supportive place for people of color. Also, the public statements and stances on

supporting the Black Lives Matter movement and condemning police brutality and racism is an

important part of libraries being transparent in their self-examination and their desire to create

equity, which also is a supportive stance to people of color (ALA, 2020). In the inverse, the

public takes notice when organizations do or do not openly support racial equity and the Black
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Lives Matter movement (Hecht, 2020). A lack of public support makes a space innately less

welcoming. A large facet of the LAFE campaign is to be open and bold with support for those

who have less equity due to racial injustice (HAFUBOTI, 2020).

Looking at the materials here and in the literature, a research question of interest is,

“what can be done in public library programming and practices to effectively support patrons of

color in the ongoing societal pursuit for racial equity?” Addressing the concrete actions that

libraries can take, as well as the stance and perspective they should be addressed from, what is

helpful to the target audience and what is not, who is creating the programs, and who the library

is hiring, are all facets of if supportive actions are effective. All these facets could be addressed

through that research question.

Libraries embody a social model that exist to provide resources and information to any

who would seek it, regardless of the amount of equity they have in an inequitable culture.

Looking at the literature, libraries are stepping up to be on the front lines of the fight for racial

justice. They are modeling the behavior of self-examination of their own participation in

oppressive systems, and they are working to support their patrons and employees of color

specifically. Libraries give hope to a more equitable future.
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