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Abstract 
 

With the decline of social services in welfare states, libraries have come to represent the final 
frontier of democracy amongst privatizing public institutions. This view of libraries is especially 
prevalent in the media but is more carefully analyzed in critical LIAS (library, information, and 
archival studies). Because of the urgency of the position that librarianship holds in our society, 
social-justice-oriented perspectives have flourished in the library setting. This paper overviews 
the state of radical librarianship in Canada through a collection and analysis of resources on said 
subject. It argues for the importance of theoretical thinking in radical librarianship, that 
challenges the epistemological paradigms that dominate LIAS and acknowledges the ongoing 
institutional violence perpetuated by the library and information sector. With respect to the value 
of intellectual labour, the intention of this paper is to encourage further inquiry into the subject of 
radical librarianship so as to continue nurturing these pockets of dissent. 
 

Introduction 
 

With the decline of social services in welfare states, libraries have come to represent the final 
frontier of democracy amongst privatizing public institutions and as a result, take on new 
responsibilities that once belonged to these institutions. This view of libraries is especially 
prevalent in the media, where libraries are being discussed as both the means to defend 
democracy and the emblem of democracy (see vanden Heuvel, 2018; Anderson, 2018; Halpern, 
2018; Pateman, 2019; Zeman, 2018; Klinenberg, 2018). Critical library, information, and 
archival studies (LIAS) scholarship takes these claims further by adopting a self-reflective 
approach on the profession and examining the possibilities that emerge from its charged place in 
contemporary society. While reflection on and examination of librarianship have always been 
informed by sociopolitical and geographical context, certain strains of critical LIAS scholarship 
and practice have veered toward a more radical direction, looking at how librarianship 
contributes to or combats more fundamental inequality in our society. Thus with the growing 
reputation of librarianship with social change in society (Gregory & Higgins, 2013, p. 2; Samek, 
2007, p. 8; Morrone, 2014, p. 3; Gray, 2012, p. 43), sharing principles on and experiences of 
radical librarianship is much needed.  
 
The notion of radical librarianship is of course not a straightforward one. It does not entail a 
teleological direction towards justice or progress, and instead, encompasses the many ways 
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librarianship both contributes to and subverts power. It forefronts the tensions that librarianship 
faces through questions of democracy, political economy, public space, progress, colonization, 
and intellectual freedom, integral to the everyday operations of libraries and archives. As Yoder 
(2003) has argued, the metanarrative of progress can further divide the privileged and the 
marginalized in the library and information setting (p. 383). If value is inscribed based on 
progress, it cements a hierarchical relationship between those deemed not advanced enough and 
those setting the terms of progress. In this paper, the term radical librarianship will be used to 
encompass other all left-leaning, non-traditional forms of librarianship that are named elsewhere: 
progressive librarianship, critical librarianship, socially responsible librarianship and activist 
librarianship, but will abide by the position that librarianship is full of contradictions. Toni 
Samek (2004) describes some of the defining features of progressive librarianship as: rejection of 
political neutrality, support for intellectual freedom, coalition-building, participatory decision-
making, opposition to the commodification of information, advocacy for the accessibility of 
information, promotion of cultural diversity, prioritization of people over capital, and defense of 
democratic values (p. 12). I hope to complement this list by referring to the importance of 
reflection and theorizing, discussed in the work of David Hudson, and the dualistic nature of 
librarianship in both disciplining and mobilizing populations, revealed through the use of 
Foucaultian and Habermasian thought in LIAS. These additions prevent the erasure of 
“impractical” intellectual labour contributed by LIAS and ongoing institutional violence 
perpetuated by the information sector. The choice to use the term “radical” in this paper and 
project is in part to its association with identifying root issues that inform power structures in 
society. The Journal of Radical Librarianship frames radical librarianship around “the ethical 
roots of librarianship” (Lawson, 2015, p. 1) and the Radical Librarian Collective, which formed 
in London, UK in response to the increasing neoliberalization of the library and information 
environment, uses the term radical because they see libraries as “growing, rooted organisms 
whose collections and services shift and expand according to their changing usage” and “radical 
entities via the people who organise, tend, and facilitate their usage” (Arkle, Brynolf, Clement, 
Corble, & Redgate, 2016, p. 2-3). For Lankes (2016), the term “radical” simply means invoking 
thought and action in a profession that has become predominantly passive (p. 6). The movements 
that are enabled by a framework of radicality are the groundings from which this paper develops. 
 
This paper serves as further reflection on the state of radical librarianship, through an overview 
of a project on collecting resources on radical librarianship in Canada. It traces the process and 
challenges of creating a collection on the state of radical librarianship in the Canadian setting, 
from the formation of the CLA in 1946 to the present day. In so doing, it offers a literature 
review on the topic and makes visible the obvious gaps in this body of literature. Discussions on 
radical librarianship have largely focused on the US and the UK, even though many such 
discourses and events have affected the library and information field in Canada. By bringing in 
resources from different intellectual settings and locations into one place, this collection intends 
to add to the history of radical librarianship, highlight dissent and activism in the field, and 
stimulate further intellectual production on the subject. 
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To provide more context for the collection, this paper begins with the history of radical 
librarianship. It then summarizes the process of creating the collection, reviews the current 
literature specific to Canada and offers points of reflection.  
 

Historical Context 
 

Librarianship has had a long history driving societal transformation as Bales (2018) argues that 
modern librarianship, arising out of principles of liberal democracy, has always been committed 
to the development of public life ( p. 7). While he posits that the library institution’s drive 
towards social advancement was rooted in the investment of liberal democratic society in justice 
and equality (p. 8), he also contends that libraries are spaces of contention for upholding social 
justice due to their investments in institutionalized neutrality (p. 13).  
 
The history of Canadian librarianship upholds these claims, given that the beginning of 
librarianship in Canada is attributed to the personal libraries of historians and settlers and 
libraries of Jesuits in the 17th century (Peel, 1982-1983; Beckman, Dahms, & Bruce, 2015; 
Burpee, 1908). By the 18th and 19th centuries, libraries were found at settlements and fur-trade 
and military posts, and during the 19th century, mechanics’ institutes, school libraries, 
professional libraries, and subscription-based public libraries became more prominent (Beckman, 
Dahms, & Bruce, 2015, para. 3). It was only until the late 19th century that the first free tax-
supported public libraries emerged (Beckman, Dahms, & Bruce, 2015, para. 4). In this way, the 
growth of libraries and librarianship in Canada generally aligned with the sociopolitical and 
economic activities of its time and was never intended to be a subversion against dominant 
society. The only exception is the province of Quebec, where public libraries were established 
later than the rest of Canada due to the public perception of libraries as a threat to the Catholic 
Church (Picco, p. 140-141).   
 
Although libraries continue to be regarded as symbols of democracy in the media, the 
relationship between democracy and libraries has been debated in academic scholarship (see 
Buschman, 2018; Wiegand, 2011; Frohmann 2004; Buckland, 2008). Buschman (2005) 
discusses the state of crisis that librarianship has been facing, linking it to the fate of all public 
cultural institutions, where economics has become the grounds for decisions affecting these 
institutions. A business-centred philosophy has taken over the public sphere and has prevented 
libraries from reaching their democratic ideal of “unfettered communication and investigation” 
(Buschman, 2005, p. 9). Pushing beyond surface-level representations of libraries as democratic, 
more radical critiques drawing on critical theory have been formed. The activist nature of the 
profession and the illusion of neutrality are prominently discussed in literature about radical 
librarianship (Gregory & Higgins, 2013, p. 2; Samek, 2007, p. 8; Morrone, 2014, p. 3). To 
highlight the relationship between librarianship and social action, Samek (2007) has compiled 
examples of how librarians have practiced manifestations of social action like anarchism, 
campaigns, infiltration, mass direct action, and solidarity (p. 47), and how librarians have 
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employed their own strategies specific to the library and information field to resist dominant 
ideologies (p. 67).  
 
Samek (2004) argues that literature on the subject has generally been lacking despite the 
flourishing of library activism with the Internet (p. 2). In her own work, she has traced the roots 
and growth of progressive librarianship as it emerged in the US context. She uses the term 
“progressive librarianship” to refer to socially responsible librarianship, activist librarianship, 
and radical librarianship, as it is used in the North American context, and critical librarianship, as 
it used in the European context (Samek, 2004, p. 2). She locates the origins of progressive library 
discourse to the 1930s in the American Library Association (ALA) when issues of peace, 
segregation, library unions, and intellectual freedom were being brought to the table by younger 
members (Samek, 2004, p. 3). From this point onwards, there were two major waves of 
momentum building for progressive librarianship, one in the 1960s in response to global social 
movements and the increased concern with social responsibility in the field of librarianship and 
the other in the 1990s with the rise of the Internet. For Samek, intellectual freedom for librarians 
was a crucial issue from the very beginning, since the nature of advocacy and activism requires 
freedom of expression (Samek, 2004, p. 4). Its importance is especially reflected in the plethora 
of alternative library publications that came out in the 60s and 70s (Samek, 2004, p. 4). In the 
Canadian setting, intellectual freedom was the foundation of the Canadian Library Association’s 
(CLA) founding ethical philosophy (Samek, 2002, p. 37).  
 
Consistent with the research on the limited historiography of librarianship in Canada (McNally, 
1986, p. 452), the specific origins of radical librarianship in Canada are not well documented. 
McNally (1986) attributes the dearth of Canadian library history to Canada’s historiographical 
tradition on nationalism and independence (p. 451). In both Canadian English-language 
historical writing and French-language English writing, biography and political history have 
been prioritized over cultural history (McNally, 1986, p. 451). Rather than employing 
historiography, literature on radical librarianship in Canada has focused more on analyzing 
events in the contemporary context. The work on radical librarianship in Canada is also more 
scattered, lacking any essential text that offers a comprehensive history of radical librarianship 
specific to Canada. However, there has been a rise in literature on community-led librarianship, a 
social justice approach to librarianship that was conceived in the UK and Canada to address 
social exclusion and prioritize the needs of low income and excluded communities in public 
libraries (Pateman & Williment, 2016). Through what was called the Working Together Project 
(2004-2008), Vancouver, Regina, Halifax and Toronto public libraries explored the practice of 
community-led librarianship, identifying the barriers to libraries faced by socially excluded 
communities, building relationships with these communities to improve library services and 
developing of an inclusive service planning model. The Edmonton Public Library later 
developed their own community-led librarianship model from 2006 to 2010. 
 
While intellectual freedom has been at the foundation of the history of progressive librarianship, 
for Birdsall (2006), a progressive librarianship that only encompasses intellectual freedom does 
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not attend to the contemporary transformations in communication (p. 50). In his analysis, he 
emphasizes the importance of communication in defining progressive librarianship because there 
have been major transformations in global electronic communication. He states that “[i]t shifts 
the focus of the library from information to communication, from content to process, from the 
informed citizen to the communicative citizen” (Birdsall, 2006, p. 61). The relational aspect of 
social action is thus essential to contemporary progressive librarianship. 
 
Samek also addresses how progressive librarianship is currently being practiced and has 
branched from central concerns surrounding intellectual freedom. She overviews the ways in 
which the Internet is being used as a tool for activism but also calls for a critical outlook on 
Internet and information technologies (Samek, 2004). This move towards digitalization in 
librarianship gives rise to information ethics, global information justice, and intercultural 
information ethics as important concepts, where the breaking down of barriers needs to be 
balanced with recognizing cultural diversity, especially for Indigenous populations (Samek, 
2004, p. 10). Placing the issue of cultural diversity at the core of contemporary librarianship, 
Samek (2007) notes how certain communities, such as Indigenous peoples, women, and political 
radicals, have always been excluded from cultural institutions (p. 13). Globalization and 
digitization have become major threats to cultural diversity, so it is particularly important for 
library and information workers to be wary of the sociopolitical transformations happening 
around them (Samek, 2007, p. 15). As Samek (2007) states: “Twenty-first century librarianship 
that focuses on values such as human dignity, freedom of expression, social responsibility and 
cultural diversity is vulnerable to the push and pull of competing ideological, economic, 
technological, legal, political, cultural and social agendas” (p. 16). 
 
Similarly, Hudson (2012) is wary of the Western biases and knowledge frameworks that are 
taken for granted in narratives of global information inequality and the digital divide, arguing 
that LIS, in its concern for global equality, has employed dominant international development 
discourses. He states that what constitutes information, technology, and knowledge is always 
determined by Western states, so that the West is always advanced in these areas, and the non-
West is always underdeveloped and needing of guidance (Hudson, 2012, p. 76). Indigenous 
communities are especially impacted by narratives of global information inequality as they are 
presumed to be static cultures that need Western technologies to advance (Hudson, 2012, p. 80). 
In putting into question major concepts that drive the work of librarianship, Hudson advocates 
for continuous self-reflexivity and critical reflection in the field, even when it has good 
intentions.  
 
Radical librarianship, thus, must operate on a philosophical level, asking deeper questions, as 
solely pragmatic approaches operate on presumptions and dominant ideologies (Hudson, 2012, p. 
84). Hudson (2016) expands on these ideas in a lecture called “On Critical Librarianship & 
Pedagogies of the Practical,” where he articulates the ways in which critical LIS continues to 
assume the primacy of practicality as a pedagogical method. He pulls apart the common 
narrative about theory as elitist and removed from the real world, noting that the call to everyday, 
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limpid language often assumes the neutrality of speech and as a result, affirms dominant 
discourse (Hudson, 2016). How theory is produced in the intellectual life of marginalized people 
is neglected when presumptions about what theory is and what it can do persist. He hones in on 
the language of diversity and inclusion in LIS, which he argues, locates the problem of race to 
the lack of diverse representation in the workforce as opposed to the larger structure of racism 
that gives rise to these localized forms of racism (Hudson, 2017, p. 11). Because these 
unquestioned concepts on theory and language maintain the status quo of white supremacy in the 
library world, he argues for forming LIS spaces that go beyond solution-oriented scholarship and 
ordinary language. In the growth of LIAS literature on radical librarianship in Canada, these 
major shifts in approaches and thought must be acknowledged, addressed, and responded to. The 
underlying thread is this paper, then, is to expand Hudson’s project, to “move from a politics of 
purity to a politics of social critique, …a practice, indeed, that understands the value of 
examining, unpacking, and traversing such boundaries in the first place” (Hudson, 2017, p. 27) 
 

The Collection 
 

The collection of resources on radical librarianship takes the form of a website and is available to 
the public. It is catered to librarians/archivists/information professionals, LIAS scholars, master’s 
students in the fields of library, information and/or archival studies, and others interested in 
radical librarianship in the Canadian setting, and includes a variety of resources that range from 
more theoretical analyses to personal reflections. The multiplicity of formats included--social 
media, academic articles, blogs, books, and other web resources--allows for different levels of 
inquiry into an underrepresented history and a wider range of voices reflecting on the subject. 
Out of all the resources I gathered, I created a short list, prioritizing theoretically strong and 
pertinent articles that touch on issues of decolonization, anti-racism, neoliberalization and 
proactive struggle (see Appendix).  
 
This collection of resources does not strive for completeness, not only because of the under-
documented nature of such work and the ongoing struggles against power structures, but  
because of the inevitable omissions in every collection (Carter, 2006, p. 216). The desire for 
obligatory inclusion of all subjects cannot be fulfilled given that any collection is predicated 
upon a selection process. Furthermore, Carter (2006) has called attention to how the practice of 
filling in all gaps may actually oppose the subversive acts of those who refuse to be included in 
erasing the ongoing violence enacted upon particular groups (p. 227). He uses the example of 
women who have been historically left out of the archive deciding not to be included post-
exclusion (Carter, 2006, p. 227). Their politics of refusal insists on the power of silence and 
rejecting further marginalization. For Foucault (1972), discontinuities play an essential role in 
the history of ideas and the production of knowledge, and to pretend otherwise is to sustain the 
naive assumption that “human consciousness [is] the original subject of all historical 
development and all action” (p. 12). Thus, a radical methodology of collection development 
should not assume that a collection can be exhaustive and should instead incorporate an 
acknowledgement of its absences. A reading of the absences serves to bring attention to 



Journal of Contemporary Issues in Education, 2020, 15(1), pp. 4-21. 
(c) Author(s), Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 (CC BY 4.0) licence 
http://ejournals.library.ualberta.ca/index.php/JCIE  
doi 10.20355/jcie29388 
 
 
 

10 

continued injustice, as absences enact a haunting, reminding us of the asymmetrical grounds for 
memorialization and documentation. The collection holds both important ideas that speak to the 
challenges of today’s information setting and major gaps that demonstrate the work that still 
needs further consideration. As threats to the existence of librarians and librarianship become 
more and more prominent, these critical voices and silences become evermore meaningful.  
 
For the search and selection process of the collection, I used the different combinations of the 
search terms “librarianship”, “librarian”, “library”, “radical”, “activist”, “progressive”, “critical”, 
“social justice”, “social movement”, “activism”, “feminist”, “queer”, “indigenous”, “LGBT”, 
“anti-racist”, “disability”, “homelessness”, “poverty”, “intellectual freedom”, “Canada”, 
“Canadian” to specify that I was looking for resources specific to the library profession, 
geographically based in Canada, and social justice related. I searched through the databases: 
Google Scholar, University of Alberta Libraries, EBSCO, SAGE, ScienceDirect, Taylor & 
Francis Online, Project MUSE, Emerald, and JSTOR; through specific journals: Progressive 
Librarian, Journal of Radical Librarianship, Journal of Critical Library and Information 
Studies, Library Trends, Under the Lead Pipe, Archivia, Feliciter, Journal of Canadian 
Academic Librarianship, Partnership: The Canadian Journal of Library and Information 
Practice and Research, and Canadian Journal of Information and Library Science; and through 
works’ bibliographies. To access non-academic resources, I used Google and Twitter to seek out 
resources.  
 
Because there is already a scarcity of work completed on the topic of radical librarianship, 
finding work specific to Canada was a challenge. For this project, the rubric of radical 
librarianship encompassed works that did not name the concept/practice as long as the work 
employed critical analyses and/or discussed non-traditional practices. Following the work of 
Hudson, it aims toward a theoretically-grounded radical librarianship that moves beyond 
thoughtless prescriptive performance. Because alternative theoretical approaches to library 
history have been heavily influenced by Foucault and Habermas (Popowich, 2007), I considered 
how radical librarianship can both be a mode of critique and an orientation towards new 
possibilities. The work of Habermas lends well to LIAS discourse because it is concerned with 
the formation of the public sphere from the 17th to 19th centuries as a place of debate for the 
bourgeoisie. For Popowich (2007), Habermas’ work demonstrates how the transformations in the 
economic system at the time helped form the public sphere, used at the time to exclude or control 
working class populations. Yet because Habermas had hope for the possibility of emancipation 
through freedom of expression, Habermas’ work is used to speculate the possibilities that radical 
librarianship can open up. Foucault’s work, on the other hand, traces the genealogy of the 
Enlightenment project as repressive instead of progressive, and its institutions as structures of 
domination. Thus, it serves well in exposing the dominant ideologies that public libraries uphold. 
This dual consideration provides for both a self-reflexivity towards libraries as institutions of 
control and producers/reinforcers of dominant discourse, following a Foucauldian lens, and a 
possibility that open discussion can be fostered within these institutions, following a 
Habermasian lens.  
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Themes & Absences 

 
From what I found, there were few books compared to the wide range of academic articles. As a 
result, there is much breadth, and less depth in the body of literature, in that much of the 
literature reflects on one-off experiences and less so develops long-term historical and structural 
analysis. These findings affirm Hudsons’s (2017) observations on the precedence of pragmatic 
concerns and common sense language in LIS. Practicality and common sense are of course in 
themselves not the problem; the problem is when non-productive and non-solutions-oriented 
forms of knowledge are deemed superfluous or irrelevant. As much as I attempted to find work 
that was more conceptual in nature in my choice of search terms, the dearth of such work became 
apparent. Some articles were found in more para-academic settings such as library association 
blogs and Public Libraries Online. There was a prominence of Twitter use and blogging by 
radical librarians, which stresses the importance of the Internet as a platform for dialogue. The 
hashtags #critlib and #radlibchat are especially indicative of the significance of online advocacy 
as a tool for radical librarianship. The authors of the literature are varied, from MLIS 
students/recent graduates to LIAS academics to practicing librarians and archivists.  
 
With regard to the content, key themes that stand out include: increased cuts to library and 
archives, neoliberal discourse in library associations and policies, unionization at academic 
libraries, decolonization of library education and practice, the absence of Indigenous and people 
of colour librarians, librarianship as a feminist profession, the effects of postmodernism on 
archives, archiving of marginalized histories, social exclusion perpetuated by the profession, 
intellectual freedom for the library profession, advocacy for diversity in hiring and collections, 
and community-led librarianship. Two major events that have shaped contemporary radical 
librarianship in Canada are the cuts to Library and Archives Canada and the release of the Truth 
and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) Report. Other shaping factors include the broader 
structures of neoliberalism, racism, and homo/transphobia, in addition to the debates on 
homelessness, Internet censorship, and technological innovation that has preoccupied the entire 
field of librarianship.  
 
Other events and perspectives that are well covered by this body of literature include the history 
of activism in academic librarianship and the neoliberalization of library discourse and practice. 
Activism in the academic library setting has been noteworthy in Canada, and thus the book In 
Solidarity: Academic Librarian Labour Activism and Union Participation in Canada (see Annex 
below) provides for an informative account of that history. Issues regarding the profession of 
librarianship, such as unionization, economic parity, status and labour rights, are thoroughly 
documented in the literature on academic librarianship. Some historical and contemporary events 
relating to intellectual freedom for academic librarians in Canada are overviewed. Affective 
labour and feminist leadership are also subjects that have also been relevant to the academic 
library setting. 
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The events surrounding Library and Archives Canada (LAC) are also well discussed and 
analyzed by LIAS scholars in Canada. Scholars discuss how the rhetoric of digitization was 
deployed to justify the casualization and deprofessionalization of library work by the 
Conservative federal government. In light of the controversial budget cuts and Code of Conduct 
issued by Library and Archives Canada, librarians and archivists across Canada mobilized in 
response. The LAC events exemplify the movement towards the commodification of information 
and privatization of the public sphere. LIAS scholars go beyond the LAC events to examine how 
neoliberalism is affecting librarianship with the growing disappearance of the professional 
library worker and increasing focus on the library user as a producer-consumer in planning 
documents, service models, and new library philosophies. The discourses of library association 
documents and library reports are often used as sources of data for researchers to highlight the 
language used that reinforces neoliberal ideologies. Work in this area also touches on how 
“public” public libraries are in the blurring lines between the public and private sphere. In 
response to the economic changes, many scholars are highlighting the importance of unions, 
advocacy and a political economy analysis of librarianship. 
 
The plethora of independent archiving projects and the close relationship between archives and 
humanities have generated much literature on archives in Canada. Moving away from the view 
of archives as the storage of objective history, scholars have focused on the relationship between 
archives and power, and the growth of autonomous community archives. Legal records and 
immigration documents are critically examined in relation to mechanisms of exclusion and 
technologies of governance. The literature on community archives looks at specific archives, 
how they were formed, how they operate, and what they contribute to the greater public. Some 
examples of archives created include: a feminist porn archive, Canadian Women’s Movement 
Archives, Canadian Lesbian and Gay Archives (CLGA), Missing and Murdered Indigenous 
Women Database (MMIWD), Sex Work Database (SWD), and Post-Apology Residential School 
Database (PARSD). A recurring conclusion in the literature is the need for more funding to 
sustain archiving projects. The literature demonstrates that many smaller archival projects are 
being supported through academic institutions. A strong theoretical line of thinking also 
pervades archival studies, focusing on the relationship between archival institutions and 
postmodernism. Some scholars have looked at how archival institutions have been and continue 
to be violent to Indigenous peoples even in responding to the TRC report and in the creation of 
NCTR. Archivists have exerted efforts to decolonize and deconstruct archives by rethinking 
archival description, and archival gaps. Another major area of interest in critical archival studies 
is the obsession with “the archive” in the humanities and the social sciences and how 
theorizations of the archive may divert from, support, and/or challenge the profession of 
archiving. 
 
The literature on community-led librarianship, quite unique to Canada, branches from the 
Working Together Project, and the book Developing Community-Led Public Libraries: Evidence 
from the UK and Canada (Pateman & Williment, 2016). Some of it serves to document 
community-led activities happening in Canada and highlights the marginalization of the poor and 



Journal of Contemporary Issues in Education, 2020, 15(1), pp. 4-21. 
(c) Author(s), Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 (CC BY 4.0) licence 
http://ejournals.library.ualberta.ca/index.php/JCIE  
doi 10.20355/jcie29388 
 
 
 

13 

those who are homeless in public library settings. It advocates for intentional strategies and 
systematic action by public libraries to develop policies, programs, and spaces for the poor and 
critiques library policies that disproportionately cause harm to homeless people. Some special 
programs that are mentioned in the literature include: prison library programs and outreach 
programs with immigrants, adult literacy learners, and Aboriginal peoples.  
 
In more recent years, there has been a rise in work on reconciliation and decolonization. Because 
of the sociopolitical context of Canada, Indigenous librarianship is a subject that stands out in 
Canadian literature on radical librarianship. Decolonizing library and archive institutions has 
become more of an urgent priority for many Canadian librarians after the release of the Truth and 
Reconciliation Report in 2015. The literature demonstrates how internship programs for 
Indigenous students have been established, courses on decolonizing information institutions have 
been developed, collection development has incorporated material by and for Indigenous 
peoples, and organization schemes have been reformed to fit Indigenous ways of knowing. Many 
scholars have recommendations for further transforming the field of librarianship in the process 
of reconciliation; such recommendations include honouring cultural protocol, practicing self-
reflexivity, re-evaluating library collections and services, and taking direction from Indigenous 
peoples. Attention has also been given to why there are so few Indigenous libraries with the 
reasons being attributed to lack of funding for Indigenous communities, lack of financial 
resources and time for education, lack of knowledge of the profession, lack of job opportunities 
in their vicinity, the affective responses triggered by library institutions, low pay in Indigenous 
libraries, and issues of self-identification. 
 
Unsurprisingly, analyses of race in Canada has been particularly lacking, with Aboriginal and 
Visible Minority Librarians: Oral Histories in Canada (see below), a book of the personal 
experiences of Indigenous and racialized librarians, standing in for much of that role. The 
literature on Indigenous and racialized librarianship in Canada has been written by the same few 
authors: Deborah Lee, Maha Kumaran, and David Hudson as there are few Indigenous and 
racialized librarians in Canada to begin with. A national survey was conducted by the Visible 
Minority Librarians of Canada in 2013 to gather data on demographics, needs and challenges 
facing visible minorities. The results demonstrate that more comprehensive data needs to be 
gathered on racial and ethnic diversity, institutional leadership and support needs to be more 
accessible to racial and ethnic minority librarians, better recruitment strategies need to be 
developed for increasing diversity in LIAS programs, and library associations in Canada must 
demonstrate greater leadership with respect to diversity. There is some scholarship done on the 
information needs of visible minorities, and the diversity of library collections and library 
services, but very little work on the library itself as an institution of racialization with the 
exception of David Hudson’s work. In archival studies, a book called Identity Palimpsests: 
Archiving Ethnicity in the U.S. and Canada (2014) was published to focus on how ethnicity 
affects and is affected by archiving.  
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The documentation of the historiography of radical librarianship in Canada is very scattered, and 
there lacks key texts that scholars of radical librarianship in Canada turn to. Empirical 
documentation rules over theoretical analyses in much of the work. Early history beyond the 
CLA is completely missing. For instance, the history of Emergency Librarian, an alternative 
library publication that was formed in 1973 in response to the frustrations towards CLA 
(Robbins, 1976, p. 2010), is near undocumented.  
 
Other absences in the literature concern the geography of Canada, where there are few major 
cities and non-urban contexts are generally neglected. This absence creates a gap in 
understanding the issues that most affect rural and reserve settings. Because of the language 
divide, literature about or based in Quebec is also missing in the collection. The relatively sparse 
density of Canada results in few conversations happening across the national geography. 
 
Another important group that has been largely absent from considerations of radical librarianship 
in Canada are transgender and gender-non-conforming populations (Lang, 2009). Lang argues 
that language to describe LGBTQ populations has been outdated in the profession and that 
gender identity is especially neglected in library discourse and practice. Gay and lesbian 
populations have received more attention, particularly in the school and medical library settings 
and in relation to Internet filtering and censorship. 
 
From the literature review, what arises as gaps include: the early history of radical librarianship 
in Canada; geographic contexts outside major English-speaking cities; theoretical perspectives 
using critical theory; perspectives from Indigenous and racialized librarians and archivists; 
critical LIAS education and information literacy; social exclusion based on gender identity; 
critical work on homelessness and poverty; considerations of disability; and ties between 
librarianship, grassroots organizing and social movements in Canada. These silences are 
indicative of the persisting power relations that affect the library, archival and information 
setting. Carter’s (2006) theorization of reading silence as a critical methodology is thus useful to 
think through the dependence of speech on silence and silence on speech. He cautions against 
abruptly filling in silences without careful consideration so that LIAS can pay closer attention to 
that which enables such silences in the first place. If LIAS literature is an essential space for 
critical reflection and contemplation, we must use this space to question the norms of the library 
and archival world, even in the spaces that seem themselves as more progressive. 
 

Conclusion 
 

This review, while showcasing the work on radical librarianship that is happening in Canada, is 
also a reflection on the state of critical LIAS. While the practice-driven focus of even LIAS 
literature is of course important for the profession, the sole attention to action-driven knowledge 
does not serve much. Thought must be conceived as a form of labour in and of itself for its 
ability to transform dominant epistemological paradigms and forms of knowledge production. If 
anything, librarians should understand the importance of thought and creating new ways of 
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thinking. The intention of this paper is thus to encourage further inquiry into the subject of 
radical librarianship so as to continue nurturing these pockets of dissent. Continuous self-
reflection and conceptual rethinking will strengthen LIAS scholarship and ensure that the 
profession is always aware of the dominant ideologies that pervade alternative library discourses 
and spaces.  
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settler colonial memory.  
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YUL’s lack of academic resources about Africa. She discusses the academic library’s 
reliance on approval plans in building collections, in relation to the lack of diversity in 
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diverge from these ethical principles, contributing to censorship and difficulty locating 
LGBTQ resources. They also include a selected LGBTQ educational resource list, with 
books for different age groups, professional resources, policy and curriculum development 
resources, books on censorship, and e-resources. 

 
Hudson, D. J. (2017). The whiteness of practicality. In Schlesselman-Tarango, G. (Ed.), 
Topographies of whiteness: Mapping whiteness in LIS. Sacramento: Library Juice Press. 



Journal of Contemporary Issues in Education, 2020, 15(1), pp. 4-21. 
(c) Author(s), Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 (CC BY 4.0) licence 
http://ejournals.library.ualberta.ca/index.php/JCIE  
doi 10.20355/jcie29388 
 
 
 

20 

This article takes on a theoretical approach to analysing libraries as an institution of 
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language, and the place of anti-racist work in and beyond libraries.  

 
Stevenson, S. A. (2016). Immaterial labour, public librarians, and third-generation public 
libraries. New Library World, 117(3/4), 186-200. https://doi.org/10.1108/NLW-11-2015-0083 

This article analyses the Ontario public library report, Third Generation Public Libraries: 
Visionary Thinking and Service Development in Public Libraries (to 2020) and Potential 
Application in Ontario, from a political economy perspective, looking at the 
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the field, and recommendations for combating barriers. These librarians emphasize feelings 
of isolation/alienation, tokenism, lack of support, and microaggressions as major challenges, 
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