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Questioning Library Neutrality: Essays from Progressive Librarian is the latest book published
by Library Juice Press. It brings together a collection of ten articles addressing the issue of
neutrality in librarianship, all of which first appeared in the pages of Progressive Librarian, the
journal of the Progressive Librarians Guild, between 1991 and 2006/2007. In her brief
introduction, editor Alison Lewis explains that the selected essays are presented “in the hope that
they will stimulate further interest in and debate about the concept of neutrality within the library
community.” Read together, the essays do indeed provide a good introduction to many of the
issues, theoretical and practical, related to the concept of neutrality in librarianship. Peter
McDonald’s 1997 essay about the lack of critical examination of corporate “inroads” into
librarianship, for example, shows how hidden agendas and power structures can, when left
unchallenged, work to uphold the status quo — an argument echoed by several of the volume’s
contributors. Ann Sparanese, for instance, following her account of the well-known story of the
librarians who helped to save Michael Moore’s book, Stupid White Men, argues that “slavishness
to neutrality can often simply be a mask to support the status quo...[which] can, and does, deprive
millions of Americans of the kind of rights that are required for full intellectual freedom.”
Similarly, Robert Jensen, pointing to the distribution of power that exists in any situation, argues
that failing to take a position with respect to that distribution by claiming to be neutral is as much
a political choice as is the decision to endorse or contest it. Neutrality, he argues, is simply not
possible. Other notable essays in the collection include Sandy Iverson’s feminist critique of
objectivity and Jack Andersen’s discussion of “information criticism.” Iverson argues that many
of the underlying concepts governing the work of librarians “perpetuate systems of domination in
our society” and she urges librarians to adopt a position of “situated knowledge” that questions
the “metanarratives” librarianship is built upon. Likewise, Andersen, troubled by what he views
as a lack of “socially engaged discourse,” calls for librarians to develop a discursive framework
that moves beyond technical and managerial language in order to engage more actively with other
disciplines and to address critically the social, political and cultural consequences of knowledge
organization systems in society.

This is a valuable collection of essays addressing the concept of librarian neutrality and what Ann
Sparanese describes as the “struggle between concern for strictly ‘traditional’ library issues and a
broad view of the role of the library and librarians in society.” However, Lewis’s goal of
stimulating further interest and debate might have benefitted from the inclusion of a more
comprehensive introduction providing an overview of the history of the debate over neutrality in
librarianship and an assessment of where the issue stands today. The important essay by Steven
Joyce provides a partial overview by examining reaction to a 1992 American Libraries cover
photo of individuals behind an ALA “Gay and Lesbian Task Force” banner in relation to the
1970s “Berninghausen debate” over social responsibility. But the addition of a broader discussion
encompassing periods both earlier and more recent could have drawn a more complete picture of
the larger historical context. Similarly, a discussion of how the concept of neutrality has been



addressed, or not, elsewhere — beyond the pages of Progressive Librarian — along with a list of
suggestions for further reading would also have been useful. Although our profession is hugely
indebted to Progressive Librarian for first publishing these essays and for providing a forum for
the critical analysis of the social and political context in which librarians and libraries work and
operate (disclosure: my own most recent publication addressing, in part, the question of librarian
neutrality, appeared in PL), an overview of the influence the debate has had on mainstream and
progressive LIS research and activism, as well as a consideration of related scholarship in other
disciplines, would have added to the value of this volume for students and librarians encountering
these issues for the first time.

These minor quibbles aside, Questioning Library Neutrality is an important collection of essays
and will certainly help to bring the issues it addresses to a wider audience and to a new generation
of librarians. The debate over neutrality in librarianship is one that has been ongoing for many
decades and the essays collected here represent an important part of that debate. Lewis’ volume
deserves to be required reading in all LIS programs; I wish it had been when I was in library
school.
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