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ABSTRACT 

This article focuses on the role of LIS faculty and researchers in the aftermath of the 2016 
presidential election. Key points include our responsibility to educate ourselves about 
marginalization and silencing; to help our students build theoretical, practical, and ethical 
foundations for engaging with communities in ways that prioritize their needs and uphold the 
values of the profession; to amplify the voices of people systematically targeted by the 
presidential administration’s policies and actions; and to engage in public discourse about the 
implications of current administrative policies as related to the core values of LIS, such as the 
right to privacy, access, freedom of speech, and intellectual freedom. The article draws parallels 
between social oppression, as demonstrated in campaign rhetoric and presidential policy, and 
institutional oppression within library spaces. 
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I saw a girl get kicked out of the library last week. 

She was maybe 16, with long braids and a shy but easy smile. She had come into the library 
with a small group of friends and did not look fully comfortable in the space. They sat at a table 
together, in the way that teenage girls often do—three or four at a time (safety in numbers) and 
with a touch of attitude. She was new to this library, just as I was, glancing up and around at the 
glass walls and open stacks, respectfully quiet, except for low whispers to her friends. I watched 
her from my study room. My research assistant walked around the library, talking to teen girls 
about our research study. She chatted with the girl and her friends and walked away. A few 
minutes later, the girl popped her head into the room where I sat and, shyly, asked a question. I 
smiled, answered, and watched as she went back to her friends. She stood. They sat. She 
whispered, they whispered, and they looked back in my direction. I smiled. Then the guards 
showed up. Two guards, from opposite ends of the library. One stepped uncomfortably close to 
the girl, in a way I have seen before. It is the way some adults stand when asserting dominance 
over black teens: with a banal disregard for vulnerability and no sense of impropriety at invading 
the personal physical space of a teenage girl. When the guard spoke, the girl flinched and 
backed up slightly, and her face flashed with anger and indignation. She said something back, 
and the second guard pointed to the exit. The girls left. The guards wandered back to their 
stations. 

I was later assured that the girl must have been making noise or wandering (neither of which 
was allowed in the library). Teens who used the library space, I was told, had to be sitting and 
engaged in active study or they would be asked to leave. They were not permitted to wander, 
and they had to remain quiet. 

A Brutally Crafted Facade 

Exceptionalist lore (whether tales of American libraries as community anchors and bastions of 
intellectual freedom or of America as a land of equal opportunity) has always relied on the 
invisibility of the oppressed and the silencing of voices that challenge a country’s (or a field’s) 
view of itself as noble and just (Sue 2004; Franklin 2014). In the United States, structural 
exclusion of minorities from public institutions has long been regarded as an acceptable tradeoff 
for a veneer of social order and prosperity (Bonilla-Silva 2010). In keeping with this tradition, the 
2016 election season brought campaign promises of increased law and order in the form of 
codified harassment and oppression for many already marginalized groups of people in the 
United States. Preelection calls for a national stop-and-frisk program to reduce “inner city” crime 
among “the African-Americans” (Cornwell 2017), promises to appoint a Supreme Court justice 
to overturn Roe v. Wade (Mangan 2016; Nelson 2016), the promise of an extended wall on the 
American–Mexican border and reduced civil liberties for undocumented immigrants (Ellis 2016), 
open insult of people with disabilities (Harnish 2017), and promises of rollbacks on recently 
enacted protections for LGBTQ1 individuals (Battle and Wheeler 2017) all portended reduced 
civil freedoms for people of color, women, immigrants, and people with disabilities in the name 
of law and order, security, and nationalism. In the first months of the new administration, the 
administration has made clear its dedication to achieving order and prosperity through policies 
that cause further harm to groups that are already marginalized (Hulse 2017; Jost and Lazarus 
2017; Masri and Senussi 2017; McCarthy 2017). 

Hypervisibility, Invisibility, and Disproportionate Scrutiny 

The increased public focus (by the president and his administration) on potential criminality 
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among African Americans, immigrants, and Muslim Americans invokes a damaging paradox 
often experienced by marginalized people in the United States: the combination of hypervisibility 
and invisibility (McDonald and Wingfield 2008; Mowatt, French, and Malebranche 2013). 
“Hypervisibility” (or extreme visibility) describes increased scrutiny or expectations applied to a 
group because of difference. It is characterized by extra attention to a particular group based on 
differences such as race, culture, or gender, and it can subject members of the group to 
arbitrary enforcement, higher expectations, stereotyping, and other additional burdens. 
“Invisibility” refers to the suppression (by self or others) or lack of recognition of personal or 
cultural expression, speech (in all of its forms), or influence. In the prologue to his novel Invisible 
Man, Ellison (1952) writes, “I am a man of substance, of flesh and bone, fiber and liquids—and I 
might even be said to possess a mind. I am invisible, understand, simply because people refuse 
to see me. . . . When they approach me they see only my surroundings, themselves, or figments 
of their imagination—indeed, everything and anything except me” (3). 

This phenomenon can be seen in the continuous use of “Chicago” as a coded reference to 
violence in black communities despite higher levels of crime in other American cities, emphasis 
on “radical Islamic terror” (and a simultaneous de-emphasis of domestic terrorism), and 
increased emphasis on violent crimes committed by immigrants, despite lack of evidence of 
higher levels of violent crime by this group (Green 2016). Nicole Cooke (2014) describes the 
paradox as it plays out among faculty: “It is easy to ignore a minority faculty member in a 
meeting, but when a ‘diverse perspective’ or ‘diversity representative’ are needed, said faculty 
member is put on the spot and asked to represent an entire race, ethnic or minority group (i.e., 
the disabled, LGBTQ, etc.)” (43). A similar dynamic is often experienced by youth of color in 
library spaces (as we see in the introductory narrative). Institutional policies often normalize 
middle class, heterosexual, able-bodied whiteness (Furner 2007) through formal codes of 
conduct and informal policies. 

Many of these policies simultaneously silence youth of color (literally and figuratively) and make 
them hyper-visible and subject to increased scrutiny and enforcement. 

Silence and Exclusion 

The embrace of exclusion and silencing extends beyond rhetoric. The right to vote is one of 
America’s most prized civil rights, and one of the most powerful forms of public speech 
(Pettitand Sykes 2015; Derfner and Hebert 2016) in the United States. During this election, 
which was the first since the Supreme Court effectively struck down section 5 of the Voting 
Rights Act of 1965 with the Shelby County v. Holder decision,1 several states (including North 
Carolina) changed their election rules in ways that restricted voting by people of color, who 
largely voted for Democratic candidates. In North Carolina, state lawmakers were rebuffed by 
the courts for attempting to enact policies that would “target African Americans with almost 
surgical precision,”2 even as the GOP campaign celebrated declines in African American 
participation at the polls (Mueller 2016). In a postelection speech, the president-elect thanked 
African Americans—not for voting for him, but for not turning out for the election at all (Rupar 
2016). In a country the vote is often framed as the voice of the people, in the aftermath of 
intentional voter suppression, the president-elect of the United States thanked a race of people 
for its silence. Of course, none of this rhetoric or action was new. The exclusion and silencing of 
                                                           
1 Shelby County, Alabama v. Holder, 570 U.S. 2 (2013). 
2   North Carolina State Conference of the NAACP v. McCrory, 831 F.3d 204 (4th Cir. 2016). 
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people of color, LGBTQ1individuals, women, people with disabilities, immigrants, and others is 
as old as the country (Widdersheim and McCleary 2016; Hudson 2017; Kteily and Bruneau 
2017) and has taken many forms. Open suppression of participation in (or complete exclusion 
from) the electoral process (Combs 2016; Nagel 2016), exclusion through selectively enforced 
standards (Osborne 2004), and misinformation campaigns (Stringer 2008) have historically 
been used to explicitly exclude marginalized groups from social and political institutions and 
spaces. With time, and with reduced social acceptance of open prejudice, more sophisticated 
methods developed. 

As Justice Ginsburg wrote, “Second-generation barriers come in various forms.”3 In “postracial” 
America, the silencing of marginalized people is also achieved through the adoption of 
“colorblind” policies that disproportionately affect people of color, the de-prioritization of issues 
related to marginalized people in favor of promoting more “neutral” values, and control of 
narratives (current, historical, and archival), classification, definitions, and language (Honma 
2005; Aguilera 2016). Although they are manifested in different ways, and sometimes 
unintentional, these barriers persist in many American institutions. 

The Complicity of Libraries 

This brings us back to the library (and our opening narrative). Patricia McDonough (1997) wrote 
that “organizational cultures are linked to wider socioeconomic status cultures” (107). The 
criminalization of black childhood in American learning spaces has been well documented and 
theorized in the sociological and educational literature (Monroe 2005; Morris 2016; Wun 2016). 
Black children are punished and suspended at disproportionately high rates across the United 
States and as early as prekindergarten (Smith and Harper 2015). Monique Morris (2016) noted 
a trend of pushing black teen girls out of school settings for age-appropriate behaviors such as 
“standing up for themselves, asking questions, wearing natural hair, wearing revealing clothing, 
and in some cases, engaging in unruly (although not criminal or delinquent) acts” (55).  

Black girls bear an intersectional burden that stems from the stereotypes held by adults in their 
learning spaces; when the troublesome-teen stereotype is compounded by the image of the 
Sapphire (i.e., the angry black woman), conflict often ensues. As Morris noted, “This 
misunderstanding sometimes manifests when girls speak their opinion . . . or if they stand up for 
themselves when they feel that they have been disrespected by peers or by adults” (59). When 
this conflict occurs with a librarian, potentially valuable relationships are lost. When this conflict 
is with a school resource officer, a library guard (armed or unarmed), or a police officer 
potentially devastating effects can follow. 

Avoiding these conflicts can become a matter of self-preservation. Most girls have no choice but 
to go to school, but many can (and do) avoid the library (Agosto and Hughes-Hassell 2010; 
Kumasi 2012). To preserve their safety, they render themselves literally and figuratively silent, 
invisible in or absent from the library space. Despite extensive research on the information and 
developmental needs of teens (Agosto and Hughes-Hassell 2005; Meyers, Fisher, and Marcoux 
2007), and despite the recent national conversation around the dangers that overpolicing 
present for people of color in general and black teens in particular (Moore et al. 2016), many 
local libraries still employ inappropriate (and arbitrary) codes of conduct that serve to silence 

                                                           
3 J. Ginsburg dissent to Holder, 570 U.S. 2 (2013) 
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and exclude vulnerable groups in the interest of maintaining law and order. As a field, we know 
better, but these practices persist. 

The tactics used to control library spaces are not very different from those used to control the 
vote. These include open displays of physical force for suppression and exclusion of dissidents 
from the space, misinformation about rules for participation (or giving library and security staff 
large amounts of discretion in determining eligibility for use of library facilities), and exclusion 
through selectively enforced behavioral standards. The perpetuation of these types of policies 
and practices is achieved through what we have called “second-generation policies.” 

These include the deprioritizing of issues related to exclusion and marginalization among library 
administration in the LIS classroom, in grant funding, and in policy making in favor of more 
“neutral” values. They also include de-legitimization of narratives of exclusion and 
marginalization in American libraries and the crafting of categories, definitions, and other 
language to invalidate the experiences of the marginalized. Social responsibility, access, 
democracy, diversity, nondiscrimination, and equal justice are among the core values of the 
American Library Association (ALA 2004) and the Association for Computing Machinery (1992). 
This suggests that LIS faculty have a responsibility to work against systemic oppression, which 
results in silencing and disenfranchisement of community members. This responsibility has 
become more difficult to ignore and more difficult to fulfill in the wake of the 2016 election. The 
defense of values that were largely uncontroversial within the field (e.g., free and equal access 
to information, diversity, libraries as integral to democracy,and social responsibility) has become 
controversial and partisan as university faculty, libraries, and organizations debate how to 
weather the new administration (e.g., the recent #NotMyALA controversy).4 

Merely weathering the administration is not an acceptable goal for LIS faculty or libraries. 
Instead, we believe that as a profession, we must embrace our social justice roots and act. The 
survival of libraries as institutions means nothing if the people we purport to serve, whose 
interests we say we center in our work, are pushed further to the margins of society, 
intentionally silenced, and increasingly denied full participation in a democratic society. We 
discuss four roles that LIS faculty must assume now as we stand in solidarity with people of 
color, LGBTQ1individuals, women, people with disabilities, immigrants, and others whose very 
existence is under attack. 

Four Roles for LIS Faculty in the Aftermath of the Election 

Know the Issues, the History of the Field, and the Community 

If faculty want to make positive impacts on this postelection environment, they first need to be 
willing to confront racism, sexism, homophobia, ableism, and other forms of discrimination 
(structural and individual) in their research, in the classroom, among the faculty, with community 
partners, and in professional organizations. Unwillingness to address these issues is not 
neutrality. It is complicity and acquiescence to the replication of broader systems of oppression 
within libraries and LIS programs. This complicity results in silencing that, at worst, completely 
excludes marginalized groups and, at best, renders them invisible. 

                                                           
4 “#NotMyALA Writings by Library Community,” #NotMyALA (blog), December 17, 2016, 
https://notmyala.blogspot.com/2016/12/notmyala-writings-by-ala-members-and.html 
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Deconstructing oppressive institutions is not just a matter of goodwill or good intention. As 
faculty, we have a responsibility to familiarize ourselves with research relevant to our field and 
to ground our pedagogy and inquiry in existing theoretical and ethical frameworks. This includes 
the responsibility to make ourselves aware of history, current issues, and ongoing debates; 
familiarizing ourselves with the stakeholders and affected communities; and learning from those 
who have done the work before us. Working toward equity is no exception. 

Build Students’ Theoretical, Practical, and Ethical Foundations 

A critical element of working toward equity involves engaging students in explicit discussions 
about power, social structures, and the role of information professionals in the creation of 
systems and services that shape others’ ability to access information about their lives and the 
world. Ignoring concepts such as race, intersectionality, and power represents tacit promotion of 
a colorblind epistemology and pedagogy that promotes whiteness as normative, dismisses 
discussion of marginalized experiences as disruption to the norm, and “unwittingly perpetuate[s] 
the false narrative that their coursework is ‘neutral’ and ‘unbiased’ rather than ideologically and 
politically informed and racialized” (Cooke, Sweeney, and Umoja 2016, 120). Shying away from 
discussions about institutionalized racism, sexism, ableism, classism, and other forms of 
structural oppression might help faculty avoid difficult conversations or might alleviate their fear 
of being perceived as partisan or politically biased by students or administrators, but doing so 
leaves students unprepared for the task of creating equitable systems once they join the 
workforce. 

To prepare LIS students and graduates to confront oppression, to understand “how power and 
privilege shape LIS institutions and professional practice” (Cooke et al. 2016, 107), to embrace 
social justice as an LIS value (Pawley 2006; Schroeder and Hollister 2014; Cooke et al. 2016), 
and to understand the ethical implications of their decisions and practices requires that faculty 
intentionally help students develop the theoretical, practical, and ethical foundations they will 
need to engage with marginalized and silenced communities in ways that prioritize community 
needs and uphold the values of the profession. It requires faculty to prepare students to employ 
critical theories and methods as they incorporate the perspectives and values of marginalized 
and silenced communities, examine how libraries participate in systems of oppression, explore 
ways for librarians to dismantle these systems, and guide their efforts to work with “patrons and 
communities to co-investigate the political, social, and economic dimensions of information, 
including its creation, access, and use” (Tewell 2016, par. 1). It also requires faculty to introduce 
students to ethical and moral frameworks and to encourage students to engage in habits of 
ethical reasoning, and to routinely examine their impact on the lives of marginalized 
communities. 

Amplify Voices of the Marginalized 

Working toward equity also means that LIS faculty must incorporate and amplify the voices of 
marginalized communities in their teaching and research, among faculty, with community 
partners, and in professional organizations to counteract and challenge the stories of the 
dominant group (Delgado 1989), to assert and acknowledge the importance of the personal and 
community experiences of people of color and other marginalized communities (Dixson and 
Rousseau 2006), and to promote the scholarship of faculty of color, whose work is often 
relegated to the margins (Villalpando and Delgado Bernal 2002). The centrality of the 
experiential knowledge of people of color and other marginalized communities is a central 
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concept in critical race theory (Solórzano and Yosso 2001; Yosso 2006). As Dolores Delgado 
Bernal (2002) explains, the lived experiences of people of color and other marginalized 
communities are legitimate, appropriate, and critical to understanding, analyzing, and 
challenging oppressive structures, practices, and discourses. Critical race scholars and 
educators intentionally center the voices of members of marginalized communities to refute the 
dominant ideology and to support members as they “find their voices” (Yosso 2006, 171). Tara 
J. Yosso (2006) explains: 

“Those injured by racism and other forms of oppression discover that they are not alone; 
moreover, they are part of a legacy of resistance to racism and the layers of racialized 
oppression. [Thus] they become empowered participants, hearing their own stories and the 
stories of others, listening to how the arguments against them are framed, and learning to make 
the arguments to defend themselves” (173). 

Engage in Public Discourse 

If LIS faculty are serious about challenging oppressive systems, we also have a responsibility to 
engage in public discourse about the implications of the current administration’s policies as they 
relate to the core values of the field, such as access, democracy, public good, intellectual 
freedom, diversity, and social responsibility (ALA 2004). Our responses must be not only public 
but also immediate and substantive. We must not be afraid to hold the administration 
accountable for its actions or to hold the field of LIS, libraries, and our colleagues accountable 
for embodying (or not embodying) our core values. How do we do this? What might this look 
like? We share three examples. 

On the Thursday after the election, in response to reports of increased bullying of marginalized 
students in our nation’s schools (Southern Poverty Law Center 2016), we worked with students 
and alumni of the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill School of Information and Library 
Science to develop a publicly available Google document titled, “The Role of Teen Librarians 
and Staff in the Current Social Climate.” Our goal was to provide public and school librarians 
who work with teens with concrete strategies and resources to use in support of marginalized 
students, including immigrants, Muslims, African Americans and LGBTQ1 students, who were 
experiencing heightened anxiety as a result of emboldened and politicized bullying (Southern 
Poverty Law Center 2016). 

On the day following the election, R. David Lankes (2016), director of the School of Information 
and Library Science at the University of South Carolina, authored a blog post titled, “The 
Knowledge School and an Election Mandate.” In his message, Lankes articulated the role of LIS 
schools postelection. He wrote, “Our role is not simply to document the campaign. Our role is 
not simply to analyze the data generated by the candidates. Our role is to act” (par. 4). Lankes 
continues to speak out publically about the role of LIS faculty in response to new administrative 
policies and actions. On February 24, 2017, for example, he called on scholars and academics 
in the information domains “to work with communities around the country and around the world 
to actively build knowledge and a common framework for evaluating the work of politicians, 
scientists, activists, and the citizenry” (par. 3). Lankes’ continued public engagement 
demonstrate the role LIS faculty must take as public intellectuals who are unafraid to monitor 
and respond to federal and state policies that conflict with the values of the profession and 
intentionally or unintentionally limit the civil liberties of members of marginalized communities. 

On November 18, 2016, when ALA’s Washington office issued a press release titled, “Libraries 
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Bolster Opportunity: New Briefs Show How Libraries Support Policy Priorities of New 
Administration,” the reaction from the ALA membership, which interpreted this message as 
capitulating to and normalizing the incoming administration, was swift and loud. The press 
release was immediately withdrawn, and the ALA executive committee moved quickly to solicit 
ALA members’ thoughts, ideas, and feedback to help guide them in their future discussions and 
plans for working with the administration. They also reaffirmed their commitment to ALA’s core 
values, apologized to members, and acknowledged the need to earn back their trust (J. Todaro 
and ALA Executive Committee, personal communication, November 21, 2016). 

Many members of ALA are faculty at LIS schools or academic librarians with faculty status. By 
joining their voices with those of ALA members who work in school and public libraries and 
other information settings, they demonstrated their commitment to hold the field accountable for 
embodying our core values and for publicly, and vigorously, opposing administrative actions that 
further marginalize, exclude, and silence segments of American society. 

These three examples demonstrate deliberate choices by LIS faculty to act in the wake of the 
election—to embrace the field’s commitment to “combat prejudice, stereotyping, and 
discrimination against individuals and groups in the library profession and in library user 
populations on the basis of race, age, sex, sexual orientation, gender identity, gender 
expression, creed, color, religious background, national origin, language of origin or disability” 
(ALA 2005,1). Through actions such as these, LIS faculty publically embody the core values of 
the profession.This is a powerful message to send to our students and to the communities we 
serve. 

Concluding Thoughts 

The open marginalization, social exclusion, and silencing that have pervaded public and political 
speech since the 2016 election season are not new phenomena. Marginalized people have 
experienced varying degrees of oppression throughout the history of the country. What is new is 
that the impacts of recent presidential rhetoric (and action) have implications beyond 
traditionally marginalized populations. For LIS, there is a perception of new threats to 
traditionally neutral values, such as freedom of speech, intellectual freedom, and privacy. In 
reality, these rights have always been contested for marginalized people—even (and sometimes 
especially) in libraries. Inasmuch as the election highlighted a convergence of interests (Bell 
1980) between marginalized groups and the field of LIS, it also mirrors a certain level of 
hypocrisy present within the field, which has used (and which continues to use) many of the 
same tactics for social control of marginalized people (albeit in more sophisticated, purportedly 
socially acceptable ways). Despite periodic forays into diversity, libraries and library schools 
have long been complicit in exclusion, even as they promised that they were for everyone. 

As a field, we are presented with a dilemma. Should we keep our heads down quietly and hope 
that no one notices us and our values? Or should we do the difficult work of continuous learning 
and introspection, continued development of our pedagogy, and open public discourse about 
our values? Should we choose not to speak for fear that our expertise might touch on current 
political concerns (i.e., real life)? Or should we be proactive in our personal learning, research 
agendas, pedagogy, and community engagement? We embrace the last. As faculty, we can use 
our privilege to challenge social and institutional systems that silence and marginalize. When we 
have the courage to break our own silence, we can make room for others to speak. 
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