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Do we rule them, fool them, shoot them, or eat for them?

Neoliberalism in the Academic Library

Introduction

A while ago, I was reading Harper 

Magazine. Therein, literary critic William 

Deresiewicz argues in his essay "The 

Neoliberal Arts: How College Sold its Soul to 

the Market” that institutions of higher 

education in the United States have 

assimilated neoliberal ideas, linking 

education and capital.  Education becomes 

like banking: professors dispense 

knowledge to students like money.  

Education becomes a way to earn money, 

not to learn or grow as citizens: programs 

with high earning capabilities (engineering, 

accounting) are seen as valuable, whereas 

others (literature, sociology) are belittled.  I 

wanted to explore how academic library 

instruction fits within the neoliberal 

education system.  This poster shows what I 

discovered.

Neoliberalism in the Library

As our society grows more neoliberal, and 

therefore so do our educational 

institutions, we see neoliberal concepts 

infiltrating all aspects of academia.  And 

this includes libraries.  So, where do we 

see neoliberalism in libraries?

• Information treated as a commodity.

• Electronic resources – Access to 

information (particularly scholarly 

communication) is a privilege, stuck 

behind paywalls & only accessible by 

members of certain institutions.

• When seeking funding, libraries must 

often prove they are valuable and are 

viable based on a business model.

• Trying to be more like bookstores or 

coffee shops which are businesses not 

libraries.

• The idea of a “knowledge economy.”

• Education & information literacy as 

“transferrable skills.”

• “Life-long learning” pressures 

individuals to constantly learn in order to 

stay productive and keep up with market 

needs.

• Information Literacy Frameworks & 

Standards which emphasize ideas of 

“information ecosystems” &

“information marketplaces,” such as 

ACRL’s former Standards and current 

Framework.
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Neoliberalism

“Of, relating to, or characteristic of a 

modified or revived form of 

traditional liberalism, esp. one based 

on belief in free market capitalism 

and the rights of the individual.” 

(Oxford English Dictionary)

Further discussion

• Is my title misinformed? Are 

library patrons laborers? Or do 

they fall into a different category?

• Into which category do the 

librarians fall?

• Is neoliberalism bad in a library, in 

an academic institution?

Subversion in the Library

Now that you know how neoliberalism has 

settled into academic libraries, how would 

you subvert neoliberalism in your library?

• UK librarians Lawson, Sanders, & Smith 

put forth the idea of “liberation 

bibliography” (17).

• Acknowledge that there is no 

distinction or hierarchy 

between scholarly and other 

information.

• Learning must benefit the 

higher good, not simply the 

individual or institution.

• American librarians Accardi, Drabinski, & 

Kumbier suggest using “critical 

pedagogy” to have students ask 

themselves: what does consuming 

information mean and do (308)?

• Academic librarians are often faculty and 

often tenured, which means they are well-

positioned to combat hegemonic control.
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