
In an article published  in the last
issue of Feliciter, Brian Campbell, 
citing the continuing concentration
in the media and publishing 
industries, suggested that it is perh a p s
“time for librarians to re-examine
their concept of neutrality and 
balance.” He asked whether collec-
tions and the information provided
by libraries should merely reflect
imbalances in the production and
dissemination of information, or
whether librarians should be 
“actively working to...rebalance the
information available?”1 In short,
what Mr. Campbell asks can be 
summarized as follows: Can current
library policies and practices be 
characterized as “neutral” if our 
collections simply reproduce the
privileges already enjoyed by 
established and powerful media 
conglomerates in every other area 
of our society?

As librarians, we are dedicated 
to giving our students the research
skills they need to become independ-
ent, lifelong learners. We show 
students where and how to access
the information they need and 
teach them how to use information
e ff e c t i v e l y. We explain the import a n c e
of consulting a wide variety of 
information sources and teach 

students how to critically evaluate
these sources. Should not our 
collections provide evidence that 
we apply these teachings ourselves 
by selecting titles from the broadest
possible range of sources? 

Conversely, if our library cata-
logues are becoming, as some have
argued, more and more homogeneous
and less representative of the totality
of books and other materials published
each year, are we not undermining
our efforts to teach students to think
critically about the information they
use? How can we legitimately position
ourselves as the champions of 
i n f o rmation literacy if, when selecting
materials for our libraries, we do not
actively strive to make marginalized
or alternative voices as readily 
accessible as voices and perspectives
already easily available through
mainstream media and large chain
bookstores?

Not particularly effective
According to several recent 

studies, libraries are not succeeding
in making available sources of 
information that challenge or 
provide alternatives to the views
e x p ressed in mainstream publications.
Rita Marinko and Kristin H. Gerh a rd,
for example, examined holdings rates

of titles indexed by the Alternative
P ress Index and found that altern a t i v e
press periodicals are not widely held
in ARL libraries.2 In a similar study,
LaFond, Van Ullen and Irving,
investigating whether subscription 
to electronic full-text databases
improved access to non-mainstream
periodical titles, found that none of
the four full-text databases considere d
in their study offered a “particularly
effective mechanism for expanding
access to materials offering altern a t i v e
points of view.”3 Although full-text
databases devoted to newspapers and
periodicals of the alternative and
independent press do improve access
to certain titles (Alt-PressWatch, for
example), at present they serve more
to emphasize the imbalances in other
print and electronic collections than
they do to compensate for these
imbalances. 

For those who may question 
the need to “rebalance” our library
collections, Peter McDonald points
to the corporate hegemony that is
squelching “free expression in art,
culture [and] information access” and
argues that it is also having a major
impact on librarianship. He contends
that librarianship “suffers from th[e]
same miasma of false ‘choice’ as does
the rest of society” and offers as one
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example the profession’s acceptance
of corporate-dominated information
and a selection process that relies
largely on “major, commercial book
review journals” and publisher 
catalogues.4 A similar view is
expressed by Byron Anderson, 
who argues that librarians, by 
relying on standard bibliographic
tools that neglect the alternative
press, “would be fortunate to be
aware of even 10 percent of the 
publishers publishing today.” Unless
aggressively pursued, Anderson 
continues, the other 90 per cent
remain obscure.5

Reasons for this obscurity, in
addition to those already mentioned
above, can include criteria in collec-
tion development policies that 
discriminate against the alternative
press, the small advertising budgets
of small and alternative presses, and
the lack of attention alternative
press titles receive from reviewers.6

But just as important, perhaps, is the
reluctance some librarians may feel
about selecting titles that, they
believe, do not belong in an academic
library. They may question an 

author’s lack of an established 
reputation or doubt the reliability 
of a press that does not have main-
stream popularity or appeal. Or they
may simply disregard a title because
it could not be found in another
library catalogue.

Building balanced 
collections 

H o w e v e r, with the book publishing
industry now dominated by just a few
multinational conglomerates seemingly
more interested in profit and
cross-promotion than they are in
contributing to the knowledge and

scholarship of a particular field, it
would appear that small and inde-
pendent publishers are, and will 
continue to be, critical in the 
building of broad and balanced 
collections that more accurately
reflect the diversity of ideas. This 
is precisely the argument made by
Robert McChesney, who observes
that independent publishers are
playing “an indispensable part in the
overall system of providing content
that is too risky for the giants to 
consider.”7 Moreover, as publishing
decisions at mainstream and 

university presses become incre a s i n g l y
market-driven, independent presses,
which are more likely to base decisions
on topic or literary merit,8 may
become the only source for content
deemed too “risky” (where “risky”
might just as easily refer to poor 
profit potential as it does to 
controversial or dissenting ideas). 

Last year, librarians were rightly
proud to learn that letters written 
by librarians to Michael Moore’s
publisher, who in the immediate
aftermath of the September 11 
terrorist attacks decided not to
release Stupid White Men, helped

deliver the book to store (and
library) shelves. Moore was obviously
pleased by the action taken to rescue
his book and called librarians “the
most important public servant in a
democracy.”9 This story is, on the
surface, impressive and inspiring.
However, it does not highlight the
work librarians do to defend those
whose voices are in danger of being
censored or silenced but, rather, is an
isolated high-profile incident that
did little to address the imbalances
in our libraries. 

3 1Issue #1, 2003 •  F e l i c i t e r w w w. c l a . c a Canadian Library Association

L i n k i n g  C a n a d a ' s  I n f o r m a t i o n  P r o f e s s i o n a l s

…small and independent publishers are, and will c o n t i n u e t o
be, c r i t i c a l in the b u i l d i n g of b road and balanced c o l l e c t i o n s
that m o re accurately reflect the diversity of i d e a s.



Michael Moore, through his
books and films, brings to a wide
audience an important perspective
and a voice that helps to counter the
accepted conventions and rhetoric 
of mainstream media. Yet, Moore is
himself a highly recognizable media
figure who has already succeeded in
making his voice heard. What’s
more, Moore’s book was already
printed and ready to ship when the
decision to delay its release was
made. What about lesser-known
authors whose books are cancelled 
in earlier stages of development? 
Or books that simply won’t be
accepted by publishers afraid to 
take a chance on an unpopular or
controversial view? 

Some of these authors will be
lucky and find a small press that is
willing to take a chance. But their
books will probably not be widely
advertised or reviewed. Don’t we as
librarians have a responsibility to
find these books and make them
available? As Freedom to Read 
week approaches, let’s reaffirm
our commitment to intellectual 
freedom by taking steps to rebalance
our collections and to re-examine
the implications of remaining 
“neutral.” 

Jeff Lilburn (jlilburn@mta.ca) is Public
Services Librarian at Mount Allison
University.
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CLA 
Book Award Posters !
The Canadian Association of Children’s

Librarians (CACL) and the Young Adult Services
Interest Group (YASIG) of the Canadian Library

Association are pleased to offer you this year’s
posters commemorating their three book

awards. These posters promote some of the best
of Canadian publishing for children and teens:
winners of the Amelia Frances Howard-Gibbon

Illustrator’s Medal, the CLA Book of the 
Year for Children Award and the 

Young Adult Canadian Book Award. 

These posters are available 
at a cost of $25.00 per set of three. 

•
Bulk purchases of 5-9 sets reduces the cost
to $20.00 per set of three. ($100.00 min.)

•
Bulk purchases of 10+ sets reduces the cost
to $15.00 per set of three. ($150.00 min.)  

Price includes taxes and shipping.

Order from:
CLA Order Department

328 Frank Street, Ottawa, ON  
Canada K2P 0X8  

613-232-9625 Ext. 310; Fax: 613-563-9895;
orders@cla.ca

For more information and to view the posters
please check the website at:
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