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Chapter 3

Public Knowledge

For millennia libraries have acquired resources, organized them, 
preserved them, and made them accessible (or not) to patrons. 
Libraries have had to at least comprehend, and in some cases 
become, a key node within evolving systems of media production 
and distribution. Consider the medieval scriptoria where manu-
scripts were produced, the evolution of the publishing industry 
and book trade after Gutenberg, and the rise of information 
technology and its webs of wires, protocols, and regulations.1 At 
every stage, the contexts—spatial, political, economic, cultural— 
in which libraries function have shifted, so that they’re contin-
uously reinventing themselves and the means by which they 
provide those vital information services.

Libraries have also assumed a host of ever-changing social 
and symbolic functions. They’ve been expected to symbolize, 
through their collections and physical space, the eminence of  
a ruler or state or city, to integrally link knowledge and power—
and, more recently, to serve as “community centers,” “public 
squares,” or “think tanks.” Even those seemingly modern 
metaphors have deep histories. The early Carnegie buildings of 
the 1880s were community centers with swimming pools and 
public baths, bowling alleys, billiard rooms, even rifle ranges, as 
well as, of course, book stacks.2 As Andrew Carnegie’s funding 
program expanded internationally—to more than 2,500 libraries 
worldwide—secretary James Bertram standardized the design in 
his 1911 pamphlet “Notes on the Erection of Library Buildings,” 
which offered grantees a choice of six models, believed to be the 
work of architect Edward Tilton.3 Notably, they all included a 
lecture room.
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Around a decade ago we started seeing the rise of a new 
metaphor: the library as “platform,” a term that refers to a base 
upon which developers create new applications, technologies, 
and processes.4 As we saw in chapter 2, the platform metaphor 
has more recently migrated to cities, too, in the form of “plat-
form urbanism,” and to economics, in the form of “platform 
capitalism.”5 In an influential 2012 article in Library Journal, 
technologist David Weinberger proposed that we think of librar-
ies as “open platforms”—not only for the creation of software 
but also for the development of knowledge and community.6 
Weinberger argued that libraries should open up their entire 
collections, all their metadata, and any technologies they’ve 
created, and allow anyone to build new products and services on 
top of that foundation. The platform model, Weinberger wrote, 
“focuses our attention away from the provisioning of resources 
to the foment”—the “messy, rich networks of people and ideas”—
that “those resources engender.”

We might say that the ancient Great Library of Alexandria, 
part of a larger museum with botanical gardens, laboratories, 
living quarters, and dining halls, was a platform not only for the 
translation and copying of myriad texts and the compilation of a 
magnificent collection but also for the launch of works by Euclid, 
Archimedes, Eratosthenes, and their peers. Contemporary 
libraries are platforms for book clubs, seniors’ support networks, 
and podcasting teams. Their fabrication labs and makerspaces 
are platforms for the production of architectural models or rudi-
mentary robots or, during the COVID-19 pandemic, personal 
protective equipment for undersupplied medical staff. Their 
small business incubators are platforms for local entrepreneurs. 
Their auditorium stages are platforms for local authors, musi-
cians, playwrights, and dancers.

As Dale Leorke and Danielle Wyatt write in Public Libraries 
in the Smart City, one of few studies that links the two themes, 
libraries are “increasingly positioning themselves as innovation 
hubs of the new economy, supporting entrepreneurial activity 
and the skills required to thrive in a digital future.” In recent 
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years they’ve deployed sensors to monitor visitor flows, robots 
to retrieve materials from storage, RFID tags to track book 
circulation, and machine learning to add metadata to digitized 
collections. I used to receive countless invitations to webinars 
exploring how the blockchain would revolutionize libraries (I’m 
glad this phase has passed). Libraries are “being conscripted 
into smart city narratives,” which has both “reinforced and 
revitalized” their importance to their cities and “imposed new 
expectations and pressures.” Leorke and Wyatt provide exam-
ples from Singapore, Australia, and Scandinavia, where libraries 
have been explicitly written into their cities’ or nations’ “smart 
city” or national digital infrastructure initiatives (figs. 24 and 25).  
They’re meant to support “lifelong learning” as citizens retool 
for an expanding digital knowledge economy, to introduce 
patrons to new technologies, and to facilitate their interactions 
with increasingly automated government services (officials  
in Wichita thought they might use the libraries to allow patrons 
to interact with new smart city tech, like gunshot detection  
sensors—yikes!) (fig. 26).7

The platform metaphor has limitations. For one thing, it 
smacks of Silicon Valley entrepreneurial epistemology, which 
prioritizes “monetizable” “knowledge solutions”—in other 
words, intellectual property. Media scholar Tarleton Gillespie 
points out that the elastic character of the term “platform” in the 
tech world—it’s simultaneously structural, computational, and 
political, and it connotes openness, neutrality, and egalitarian-
ism—makes it easily marketable. Platforms promise all things 
to all stakeholders, yet they’re infused with the prejudices of 
their creators.8 Just as the Dewey Decimal System embodies the 
ideology of its creator (Dewey was a notorious racist, sexist, and 
anti-Semite), so do Facebook, Reddit, and Signal.9 Further, the 
platform’s contemporary association with digital media tends to 
bracket out the similarly generative capacities of low-tech, and 
even nontechnical, library resources and services.

Finally, “platform” evokes a particular structural vision:  
a flat, two-dimensional stage on which resources are laid out  
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24. Helsinki Central Library Oodi, Helsinki, 
Finland, exterior.

25. Helsinki Central Library Oodi, Helsinki, 
Finland, top floor.
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for users to do stuff with. The platform—like the dashboard  
interface—doesn’t have any implied depth, so we’re not inclined 
to look beneath it or behind it, or to question its structure or 
logics. We look to the truth on the screen without examining the 
data, algorithms, code, and cables that produce that truth. This is 
precisely the sort of uncritical thinking that facilitates the spread 
of misinformation, the adoption of technical fixes for social ills, 
the fetishization of computational models, and the embrace of a 
robust dashboard as the epistemological apotheosis. Contrary to 
Weinberger’s recommendation, we need to pay attention not only 
to the “foment”—the “messy, rich networks of people and ideas” 
that take shape on an institutional or technical platform—but 

26. Technology Petting Zoo, Austin Public 
Library, Austin, Texas.
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also to its “provisioning of resources”: how those resources are 
created, sourced, organized, stored, and made available to us.

I propose instead that we look at the library as an infrastruc-
ture—one that can, and should, play a central role in theories 
and practices of digital urbanism. Thinking about the library as 
a network of integrated, mutually reinforcing, evolving infra-
structures—in particular, architectural, technological, social, 
epistemological, and ethical infrastructures—can help us better 
identify what roles we want our libraries to serve, and what we 
can reasonably expect of them.10 What ideas, values, and social 
responsibilities can we scaffold within the library’s material 
systems: its walls and wires, shelves and servers? In this chapter 
we’ll consider how the library functions both as a knowledge 
infrastructure and a social infrastructure—one that provides 
critical services, especially for those marginalized populations 
who are either irrelevant to or criminalized by the smart city’s 
all-seeing sensors and all-knowing databases. We’ll examine 
how public and academic libraries do, or could, play important 
supplemental or adversarial roles in cities powered by propri-
etary technological platforms and monitored by automated 
surveillance networks. Can we build digital and material infra-
structures that allow a library to serve simultaneously as  
an epistemological scaffolding, access provider, infrastructure 
manager, privacy trainer, material culture conservator, data 
trust, zone of digital security, champion of open-access materials 
and sustainable public-interest technologies, and space of social 
connection and inclusion?

The Need for Institutional Scaffolding

In Toronto, the public library system was recruited into the 
Sidewalk Toronto plan about halfway through the design process 
as a means of quelling concerns about data collection and privacy. 
The Toronto Region Board of Trade proposed that the library,  
a trusted, neutral third party, could host the development’s data 
as part of a Toronto Data Hub. Library spokesperson Ana-Maria 
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Critchley told the Star that the library was a fitting and willing 
partner: “Public libraries are defenders of digital privacy and 
have expertise in data policy and information management.” Yet 
“given the complexity of the issues and the expertise and consul-
tations that would be required to inform the work,” she said, the 
library “would absolutely require extra resources.”11 Critchley’s 
caveat reflects the complicated roles, and compromised positions, 
libraries often hold in this new age of digital media and networked 
urbanism. Libraries can support their cities (and the municipali-
ties’ corporate tech partners) in expanding digital access, promote 
digital skills and critical digital literacies and environmentally sus-
tainable practices, and facilitate the launch of start-ups and other 
forms of digital entrepreneurship. As in the cases of Singapore 
and Toronto, libraries can also serve as an ethical concession,  
a smokescreen, in otherwise controversially invasive, oppressive, 
discriminatory digital governance and urban development  
projects. Yet in order to serve such roles, libraries in most parts  
of the world would “absolutely require extra resources.”

Two decades ago, when I was researching my first book, I 
traveled around the United States to visit dozens of new libraries 
designed to serve as anchors for civic life, urban development, 
and social connection for a multigenerational public facing  
a wave of new digital media. In more recent years I’ve had the 
pleasure of visiting spectacular new and renovated library 
buildings, from Seoul to Helsinki, that support a range of activi-
ties—reading, listening, gaming, eating, coding, quilting, physical 
computing—in spaces designed to foster vibrant interactions 
between people, media, ideas, and their material environments 
(Those reading patios in Austin! Those tech labs in Helsinki! 
That view of the Dublin Bay from the Dún Laoghaire Library 
reading room! [figs. 27 and 28]). Yet outside Scandinavia and 
Singapore—and a few other regions of the world that guarantee 
generous support for public infrastructure—libraries, despite 
their vibrancy, are often underresourced in both operations 
and maintenance. When the roof leaks, the HVAC system is on 
the fritz, and there’s only one functional electrical outlet in the 
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27. Reading patio, Austin Public  
Library. Lake Flato Architects and  
Shepley Bulfinch.

28. Reading Room, dlr LexIcon,  
Dún Laoghaire, Ireland. Carr Cotter  
& Naessens Architects.
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whole branch, it’s hard to imagine finding the time and resources 
to manage a data hub.12 This is in part why libraries figure into so 
few smart city narratives.

The 2008 and 2020 economic crises exacerbated the insti-
tution’s challenges. Austerity measures in the UK precipitated 
the closure of almost eight hundred libraries between 2010 and 
2020, and in the United States, privatization led to the diminish-
ment of many other urban social services, whose responsibilities 
often then fell on the laps of librarians—while their own bud-
gets declined and open hours were constricted.13 On any given 
day, a public librarian is likely serving teachers and students in 
public schools with no libraries of their own, facilitating GED 
classes and job-training programs for unemployed patrons, 
hosting story hours and discussion groups, responding to dozens 
of reference requests, helping their communities sift through 
a rapidly expanding morass of misinformation, coordinating 
morning activities for seniors and afterschool agendas for kids 
with working parents, and offering various means of support  
for the homeless, the mentally ill, and other marginalized com-
munities. Librarians in many cities and towns are trained to 
administer Narcan to counteract opioid overdoses, and during 
the 2020 pandemic, librarians in San Francisco and Phoenix 
were reassigned to help with COVID-19 contact tracing. Imagine 
the noncomputational, embodied intelligences required to jug-
gle such a range of responsibilities.

Given what we know about the epistemological limitations 
of the city-as-computer mode of thinking, the myriad forms of 
urban intelligence that don’t lend themselves to datafication or 
“entrepreneurialization,” and the threats posed by oppressive, 
discriminatory urban technologies, librarians could be staking 
out a more productively adversarial position in relation to the 
surveillant, extractive smart city. As an institution that has 
long been committed to patron privacy, and one that is increas-
ingly embracing principles of digital justice, libraries can—and 
must—position themselves as “spaces of exception” to exploit-
ative digital urbanism. Frequently romanticized as “oases” amid 
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urban clamor and commercialization, libraries are perhaps 
instead more like “special epistemological zones” (kind of like 
less devious, less capitalist “special economic zones”) that reso-
lutely embody unsmart knowledge politics and uphold the ideals 
of inclusion, equity, and justice above efficiency, convenience, 
profit, and the tangle of compromised values undergirding capi-
talism in its various permutations: racial, platform, surveillance 
capitalism, and so forth.14

Particularly in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic and 
the Movement for Black Lives uprisings, libraries—both public 
and academic—need to continually reflect on their commit-
ments to justice and inclusion. At last count, in 2017, 87 percent 
of American librarians were white.15 Stories of patrons and 
librarians facing discrimination or hostility for their race, class, 
sexual identity, or disability are not uncommon.16 How might the 
institution build physical and social infrastructures that scaffold 
more inclusive collections, services, and values?

To begin, libraries need to reevaluate their ideological 
relations to the tech and publishing industries they depend on 
for “content,” software, and hardware, and to the increasingly 
technologized and privatized governments who fund them—all 
of whom regularly make decisions that undermine core library 
values and put segments of their patrons at risk. They can 
choose materials, contract with vendors, and build systems that 
embody different values. They can model a principled critique 
of the novelty and innovation that pervade commercial media 
and consumer culture. Perpetual pursuit of the new, after all, 
promotes materialistic acquisitiveness, planned obsolescence, 
environmental irresponsibility, superficial analysis, and aes-
thetic capriciousness, and it legitimates a form of what some 
might call “cancel culture.” While “keeping current”—being up 
to date, learning relevant skills—is a valuable goal, it’s important 
to place that pursuit in a larger cultural, political-economic, ped-
agogical, and institutional context: What knowledges and ethics 
are we aiming to cultivate here? What kind of communities and 
societies are we building? What ends does “currency” serve?
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Library as Knowledge Infrastructure

Let’s imagine libraries that are robustly and reliably funded, 
positioned as a critical infrastructure, as a city’s core of public 
knowledge. Imagine what a library could be if it, rather than a 
police dashboard or an urban operating system, were taken as the 
quintessential emblem of urban intelligence. How might libraries 
consciously construct knowledge infrastructures that double as 
an ethical scaffolding—one that encompasses the inclusive range 
of urban intelligences that we discussed in chapter 2?17

Our library would, of course, feature media in a range of for-
mats, each with its own recognized affordances. In most of the new 
libraries I’ve visited in the past decade, books, the modern library’s 
mainstay, are prominently displayed. The stacks themselves are 
often a central architectural feature, or their aesthetic treatment—
open, accommodating, suffused with warm light—is symbolic of 
the institutional ethos. Most institutions prioritize open access 
and offer furniture, fenestration, and lighting to ensure that 
patrons can choose the environmental conditions in which they 
physically and mentally engage with resources. The management 
of those materials, however, might rely on high-tech logistical 
systems, as is the case with the New York and Brooklyn public 
libraries, whose shared “floating” collection moves between the 
systems’ branches based on demand via the BookOps distribution 
facility in Queens, and the off-site storage facility in Princeton, 
New Jersey, which serves Princeton, Harvard, and New York 
University, as well as the research libraries of the New York Public 
Library (NYPL) (fig. 29).18 Even though most libraries are now 
acquiring more digital than physical resources, particularly after 
the 2020 pandemic, their material collections still often exceed 
their shelf capacity—and shared collections and off-site storage 
are among the tech-enhanced means of sharing those resources 
among multiple institutions within a geographic region.

How these materials are acquired is as important as how 
they are displayed and managed. Libraries can make ethically 
driven choices about what “content” they procure and which 
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29. RECAP Storage Facility, Princeton,  
New Jersey.

vendors they contract: they can choose (or not) to support small, 
local, minority-owned independent presses; large corporate 
publishers with restrictive e-book lending policies; university 
presses that emphasize open access; copyright-conservative, 
paywall-heavy publishers like Elsevier, who are known to charge 
fifty dollars for a single-day article rental; or conglomerates like 
Thomson Reuters and RELX, huge media and publishing con-
glomerates who also happen to be major data brokers for US law 
enforcement.19 In 2019 the University of California cut ties with 
Elsevier because of its exorbitant costs and restrictive access 
polities. Procurement is political—both in the police depart-
ment, as we saw earlier, and in the library.
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Collection development can prioritize forms of media and 
types of knowledge that resist standardization and metrics, that 
might stymie standard classification schemes, that might not 
hold traditional forms of “value,” and that most likely can’t be 
parsed by a machine. Zines and comics often share the shelves 
with codices, and special collections are often given pride of 
place. The Brooklyn Public Library (BPL) and many other 
institutions feature the work of local authors and manage large 
local history collections.20 I remember taking my “Data Archive 
Infrastructure” class on a behind-the-scenes tour of the BPL, 
where we encountered the “morgue”—the expansive clippings 
collection—for the Brooklyn Eagle, the defunct local paper once 
edited by Walt Whitman, in its full, yellowed, analog glory. And 
while take-out menus might seem to be an invasive print species, 
always sneaking into our mailboxes and under our doors, the 
NYPL collects historical menus that offer windows onto local 
culinary, cultural, business, and design history, and that can also 
serve as proxies for tracing immigration history and the move-
ment of ethnic enclaves around the city. Family photos, films, and 
ephemera also collectively tell a community’s story; many librar-
ies invite patrons to bring their scrapbooks and shoeboxes to the 
library, where they can learn how best to digitize that material, 
which they can then share with relatives and neighbors and  
contribute to the “community digital archives” at the library.21

Uptown from where the NYPL’s menu collection resides 
at Forty-Second Street, the Schomburg Center for Research 
in Black Culture houses manuscripts, archival records, rare 
books, moving images, recorded sounds, photographs, prints, 
and artworks that capture African American, African Diaspora, 
and African experiences; it’s also home to the singular Lapidus 
Center for the Historical Analysis of Transatlantic Slavery. 
The Schomburg is an institution of international value and 
repute, but it encompasses forms of knowledge that have played 
profound roles in shaping its neighborhood, Harlem, and city. 
I’ve written elsewhere about dozens of such collections of Black 
intellectual and cultural heritage, both “official” libraries and 
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“fugitive” collections, which often consciously transgress institu-
tional conventions, operating outside the demands placed on (or 
imposed by) state-supported and commercial institutions.22 We 
find similarly transgressive knowledge politics in Vancouver, at 
the Xwi7xwa Library, which stewards indigenous knowledge and 
culture, ensuring that indigenous epistemologies and philoso-
phies are represented in the collection and its classification, as 
well as in the materials’ manifestation in the library building, 
and their activation through programs and services.23

The methods of engagement and analysis a library then 
permits its patrons to practice on those media are themselves 
representative of a politics of knowledge: who gets to make it, 
and how. Digital humanities labs, conservation labs, and media 
forensics labs enable readers, listeners, and viewers to deploy 
a variety of technologies in analyzing these media both as texts 
and as material objects—both of which can provide insight about 
the places, people, and ideas they represent. At the Andrew 
Heiskell Braille and Talking Book Library in New York, assistive  
technology coordinator Chancey Fleet works with a tactile 
graphics embosser and 3-D printer to make tangible models of 
visual materials—maps, architectural drawings, diagrams, and so 
forth—which serves to translate resources into new modalities 
for greater accessibility.24 And at the new Greenpoint Library 
and Environmental Education Center in Brooklyn, which my 
“Anthropology and Design” class toured while it was still an 
active construction site, green roofs and other sustainable  
building systems transform the space itself into an object lesson— 
a demonstration of the environmental knowledge patrons 
encounter in the collection and in programmed events.

Of course, with all these new tools and activities come new 
spatial requirements. Library buildings must incorporate a wide 
variety of furniture arrangements, lighting designs, acoustic 
conditions, and indoor-outdoor spaces to accommodate mul-
tiple sensory registers, modes of working, postures, and more. 
Librarians and designers have been acknowledging—and design-
ing for rather than designing out—activities that make noise  
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and can occasionally be a bit messy.25 In other words, there’s 
greater recognition that knowledge is embodied, situational, 
and irreducible to computational form.

Some of the more unorthodox elements of the library’s 
program have benefited from intellectual framing and local 
contextualization. In the early 2010s it seemed that every library 
felt compelled to add a makerspace, yet those institutions didn’t 
always have a clear sense of why such a facility supported their 
mission. It simply felt obligatory—a compulsory “platform” for 
rebranding the library and marketing it as freshly relevant in an 
age that demanded digital fluency. Since then, many librarians, 
critical technologists, and scholars have examined the gender, 
racial, and class dynamics of the maker movement, as well as the 
neoliberal, turn-your-hobby-into-cash assumptions undergird-
ing some maker ideology, and they’ve compellingly reframed 
these library labs as sites of knowledge production and commu-
nity activism.26 At the Bubbler in the Madison Public Library 
in Wisconsin, for instance, the staff work with local teachers to 
weave media production and computational fabrication into 
thoughtfully conceived lesson plans (fig. 30). Their Making 
Justice program, organized in collaboration with juvenile justice 
agencies, engages more than five hundred at-risk youth in creat-
ing “graphic and 3D art, photographic, spoken word, storytelling, 
performance, and video projects documenting themselves, their 
communities, and the justice system.”27

“Consuming” all this media requires thoughtful framing 
too. Few librarians would look at information as an off-the-
shelf commodity. It’s not merely “content” to be promoted via 
a “platform” for instant likes. It’s not “data” to be fed into a 
“dashboard,” thus producing an objective visualization. Instead, 
librarians have long embraced critical information literacy, 
which involves examining resources to better understand how 
they’re produced, presented, and valued, and how the institu-
tion of the library itself—its political history, its classification 
systems, its institutional structure, and so forth—shapes the 
ways that knowledge acquires and represents power.28 We can 
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supplement information literacy with media literacy, which 
examines how information or knowledge (recall our discussion 
in chapter 2 of the distinction between these terms, and why 
it matters) is given form; and data literacy, which encourages 
patrons to think about data’s provenance—its origin, custody, 
and ownership (and the very fact that data are made rather 
than simply, passively extracted from the world). Such issues 
are rarely addressed on a dashboard. Then there’s algorithmic 
literacy, which proposes that we should be aware of how algo-
rithms shape everything from our search results to our Amazon 

30. As part of the Whoopensocker 
elementary residency program, youth 
from the Bridge Lake Point Waunona 
Neighborhood Center make zines at the 
Bubbler in the Madison Public Library.
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recommendations to who is deemed “high risk” by a policing 
platform or mortgage broker, and infrastructural literacy, which 
encourages us to think about the cables, satellites, and modes of 
distribution through which information reaches us (and bypasses 
marginalized populations). Finally, digital justice adds an ethical 
imperative to our critique: it reminds us that the above questions 
are not merely of academic concern but a matter of access, partic-
ipation, ownership, and power—particularly for disenfranchised 
communities.29 It’s important that we explore these various 
lenses of analysis in the library, because they’re needed in the 
greater world too.

Librarians can bring these critical questions to bear in 
guiding patrons through the selection and analysis of resources— 
or the creation of new ones. You’ll recall that the Toronto Public 
Library was invited to serve as a data hub for the Sidewalk  
project. That relationship never panned out, but some libraries  
do serve as repositories, or trusts, for their cities’ public  
data. Prepared with the aforementioned critical frameworks, 
librarians and their patrons can together curate, or care for, 
data more responsibly, too, so those data respect the lives and 
environments they represent, and so they can ultimately prove 
more useful for members of the local community. As Trevor 
Owens, the head of digital content management at the Library of 
Congress, told me a few years ago, libraries could become a “kind 
of middle ground for civic data initiatives. That is, the libraries 
should be spaces where anyone can learn about the data that are 
being collected about them, or about their communities, and also 
learn how they can use those data themselves and have a voice 
in how they are collected, managed, and used.”30 The Pittsburgh-
based Civic Switchboard project has heeded this call: they work 
with various communities to establish their local libraries as 
“data intermediaries,” connecting data publishers, data users, 
and other members of the local data ecosystem (e.g., universities, 
nonprofits, community organizers, etc.), who then join forces to 
“enhance data quality, provide feedback mechanisms to publish-
ers, and build tools that enable broader data use.”31
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These various literacies can be modeled in a consultation over 
the reference desk. There are several organizations and initia-
tives dedicated to preparing librarians to discuss these critical 
concerns with their patrons. The Library Freedom Project, for 
instance, is a partnership among librarians, technologists, attor-
neys, and privacy advocates that offers workshops on surveillance 
threats and privacy rights, responsibilities, and strategies.32 The 
Digital Privacy and Data Literacy Project (DPDLP) “teaches NYC 
library staff how information travels and is shared online, what 
risks users commonly encounter online, and how libraries can 
better protect patron privacy.”33 The DPDLP wanted to translate 
its pedagogy for patrons, too, and it decided to experiment with 
a new modality: an exhibition. In 2018, in partnership with the 
Metropolitan New York Library Council, New York City’s three 
library systems, and the Mayor’s Office of the Chief Technology 
Officer, my colleagues Greta Byrum, Erin Davis Anderson, and 
I commissioned ten local artists to create site-specific artworks 
in branch libraries distributed throughout the boroughs of New 
York City. The artists’ work—which included an installation about 
race and surveillance, a workshop inviting teenagers to decon-
struct the logics of targeted advertising, a series of tech liberation 
protest signs, and a Wi-Fi-blocking Faraday cage—reached out to 
communities that are often digitally marginalized and at risk of 
harm from predatory surveillant systems (fig. 31).34 The Mozilla 
Foundation’s Glass Room, which I’ve visited in New York with 
my students, and again in Berlin, operates on a similar premise: 
it adopts an Apple store aesthetic to display “art, design, and 
tech objects that explore data, privacy, and our relationship with 
the technologies and platforms we use in our everyday lives” 
(fig. 32).35 Quite a few of the public and academic libraries I’ve 
visited have dedicated gallery space, which allows them to feature 
artwork from the community, thus recognizing these aesthetic 
forms as critical components of local knowledge. Or they can use 
the space for participatory and pedagogical projects, like those 
I’ve described here, that support the informational mission of  
the institution.
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31. Mimi Onuoha, The Protest We  
Never Had, Gravesend Library, Brooklyn, 
New York. Privacy in Public exhibition, 
December 1, 2018 through February 1, 
2019.

32. The Glass Room, a pop-up tech 
literacy exhibition, curated by the Mozilla 
Foundation and the Tactical Technology 
Collective, New York, 2018.
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Many libraries also include facilities and supplies for com-
munities to make media of their own: from film and recording 
studios to printing workshops to computer and citizen science 
labs. Oodi in Helsinki, which opened in late 2018, boasts  
enviable production facilities. As local newspapers are bought 
up and summarily gutted by publishing conglomerates and 
private-equity firms—precisely the kinds of businesses that 
make bloodless, “data-centered” decisions—some mastheads 
are revived in their local libraries.36 University libraries often 
encompass their university presses, infusing the publishing 
enterprise with their capacious appreciation for multiple forms 
of knowledge production, their prioritization of access, and,  
in some cases, an appreciation for experimentation with the 
forms in which knowledge is materialized and distributed.

In short, librarians can cultivate collections and contract 
with vendors to ensure that their stacks and servers are stocked 
with data, information, and knowledge that reflect the breadth 
of intelligences in their communities. Those materials all rep-
resent a particular politics of knowledge too. Who gets to make 
knowledge, and what forms does it take? How is it stored and 
classified, and what systems of valuation are implied in those 
decisions? Who gets to access it, and how? These are questions 
one doesn’t typically get to ask when adopting a totalizing urban 
operating system or a monopolistic vendor’s “knowledge base.” 
That’s why any library operating in productive resistance to 
technosolutionist platform-think must recognize that procure-
ment and collection development are responsibilities of the 
highest epistemological and political significance.

Yet, of course, that content is shaped and distributed through 
various technologies: routers and readers, audio players and 
collection viewers, annotation devices and captioning tools 
and dashboards and the like. Rather than always relying on 
proprietary commercial tools with stringent user restrictions 
and little concern for the privacy of their users’ data, some 
libraries build their own tools. The now-defunct NYPL Labs, 
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the Harvard Library Innovation Lab, the Library of Congress’s 
LC Labs, the State Library of New South Wales’s DX Lab, and 
tech teams embedded in many university libraries all build 
public technologies to facilitate the discovery, analysis, and 
dissemination of knowledge.37 In recent years funders like the 
Ford and New America Foundations have supported work on 
public-interest technology (which some folks regard as simply 
a rebranding of what used to be called “civic tech”), which is 
designed to serve the public good rather than secure a profit.38 As 
tech policy analyst Mutale Nkonde emphasizes, public-interest 
tech always attends to the “asymmetrical power systems that 
lead to the weaponization of technological systems against 
vulnerable communities,” and it aims to minimize those harms.39

Architect and cartographer Laura Kurgan, computer scien-
tist Lydia Chilton, and data journalist Mark Hansen at Columbia 
University are engaged in a long-term process to develop 
public-interest technologies for libraries; they’re particularly 
interested in developing tools that counter the logics of sur-
veillance and data extraction, and that support librarians’ work 
in connecting their most vulnerable patrons to information 
resources and social services.40 Similarly, technologist and for-
mer BBC executive Matt Locke has envisioned a “Public Media 
Stack.” He wonders: How would our digital networks look and 
function differently if they weren’t funded by venture capital 
and focused on likes and hits and attention-grabbing, polar-
izing content? What if, instead, they were designed to foster 
discovery and critical analysis?41 Locke held his first summit at 
the Metropolitan New York Library Council (where I was board 
president between 2019 and 2021), which suggests that libraries 
could play a role in envisioning and supporting such a system.

It’s important to acknowledge that those alternatives can be 
modest—local, contextual, scaled to suit the needs and knowl-
edge of particular communities. My friend and colleague Greta 
Byrum, with whom I curated the Privacy in Public exhibition 
across New York City’s libraries, is a community networks 
expert who collaborates with marginalized and disenfranchised 
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groups, especially those who live in areas that are too remote, 
or not sufficiently profitable, to be attractive to commercial 
internet service providers. Through extensive fieldwork and 
highly participatory, iterative design, Byrum and her colleagues 
in Community Tech NY work closely with their partners to 
design networks that embody the values of the community. 
Their work “looks beyond the goal of simply connecting people 
to the internet to ask how purpose-built and community-defined 
technology can contribute to well-being and resiliency”—how 
connectivity might allow neighbors to organize and address 
issues like unemployment and environmental health problems, 
and to share local knowledge. “Libraries are so often the most 
critical digital infrastructure in places where we work,” Byrum 
told me, “both because they provide access to technology, and 
also because they offer digital support and resources in a safe 
and trusted environment. . . . Our central community technology 
principle is to fit technology to our human relationships, not 
the other way around—and we work with libraries because they 
already embody and model this in practice.”42

Many of the principles underlying Byrum’s work mirror 
those informing the Detroit Digital Justice Coalition, who 
themselves draw inspiration from the “Principles of Working 
Together,” developed at the 1991 People of Color Environmental 
Leadership Summit. Those principles link digital access to 
other forms of social, environmental, and housing justice: they 
espouse common ownership, alternative energy, recycling and 
salvaging, and the use of technology to “promote environmental 
solutions.”43 Knowledge infrastructures, they acknowledge, are 
about so much more than information; they’re part of a larger 
ecosystem of access and equity. Many librarians have explicitly 
taken up the issue of environmental justice, asking how their 
collections, services, and facilities, and even their institutional 
practices—including material storage and data retention—can 
promote environmental resilience.44 As Byrum’s work demon-
strates on a microscale, and as Locke’s aspirations demonstrate 
at the macroscale, we need to understand how our libraries 
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function as, and as part of, infrastructural ecologies—as sites 
where spatial, technological, intellectual, and social infrastruc-
tures shape and inform one another. And we must consider how 
those infrastructures can embody the epistemological, political, 
economic, and cultural values that cities and communities want 
to define themselves, rather than those imposed by a commer-
cial platform or oppressive state.45

Library as Social Infrastructure

Basic community information needs are often drawn into relief 
precisely when they’re not met. By mid-March of 2020 most 
American libraries had shut their doors (fig. 33).46 Some cities 
still circulated physical materials, either via a “contactless” 
pick-up system or bookmobile (fig. 34). And while their reading 
lounges, cafés, and media labs sat empty for a few months, librar-
ians rushed to move as many of their services and programs 
online as possible: from children’s story hours and author talks 
to ESL classes and reference services. As Harvard librarian John 
Overholt proclaimed on Twitter, “There is nothing at all contra-
dictory about believing that libraries are essential to a healthy 
democratic society and believing that physical access to library 
collections is not essential in the midst of a deadly pandemic.”47 
Nearly all libraries enhanced their electronic offerings, promot-
ing their public domain resources and in some cases drawing on 
“emergency libraries” or benefiting from vendors’ temporarily 
lenient copyright allowances. Some wondered if the crisis would 
give public institutions new leverage in their long fight against 
corporate publishers’ and media companies’ exploitative rights 
management restrictions.

E-book circulation soared. Librarians curated digital  
collections of trusted health information to help their patrons 
filter out the studies that had not been peer-reviewed and the 
conspiracy theories. They compiled reading lists on pandemics 
and self-care and, come June, after the murder of George Floyd 
in Minneapolis, they added bibliographies on the legacies of 
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33. Muhlenberg Branch of the New York 
Public Library, closed during the COVID-19 
lockdown, June 2020.

34. A contactless book pick-up system at 
the Bull Run Library, Manassas, Virginia, 
June 2020.
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racism and white supremacy. When it became clear that gov-
ernments and tech companies were planning to harvest users’ 
health and geolocation data for the purposes of contact tracing, 
some digital privacy advocates called for data collectives and 
data trusts to ensure that the public determined how their data 
would be governed and used. The International Federation of 
Library Associations and Institutions advocated that libraries 
play key advocacy and educational roles on these matters. Facing 
a concurrent unemployment crisis, libraries also enhanced their 
online career resources and job-search services. Meanwhile, 
some librarians called their senior patrons at home to check in, 
while their buildings became distribution centers for meals or 
child-care centers for frontline workers.

As schools, doctors’ offices, and other workplaces moved 
online, a segment of each community found itself without the 
proper services or equipment to stay connected—and thus 
without the means to submit homework assignments or file 
for unemployment. Some of those folks hung out in library 
parking lots and on their front stoops, catching errant Wi-Fi. 
In some cities, librarians loaned out hotspots and laptops, or 
they dispatched Wi-Fi-equipped bookmobiles to “digitally 
redlined” neighborhoods. In other cities, they referred patrons 
to local community tech networks. In still other places, Digital 
Navigators, supported by the National Digital Inclusion Alliance, 
provided one-on-one tech support to digitally marginalized 
residents, helping them find affordable home internet service 
and computer equipment, and offering crash-course digital skills 
tutorials by phone. Just imagine trying to trace all these high-
touch, ad hoc operations on an emergency-response dashboard 
in some space-age control center.

“Never before did people need access more—in a day and age 
where the government is requiring more and more to happen 
online—than during a pandemic,” Linda Johnson, president of 
the Brooklyn Public Library, told the Markup. “It’s a true perfect 
storm: the deprivation is more extreme than ever, and the need 
is higher.”48 The director of Toledo’s libraries, Jason Kucsma, 
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suggested that this storm compelled libraries to consider just 
how elastic their mission could be: “Libraries have picked up a 
lot of the work to fill the gaps, but . . . communities will realize 
that there are very big gaps in how we met [their] basic needs. . . . 
We are here to serve our communities in ways that make sense 
but we cannot be everything to everyone.”49

This isn’t the first time we’ve celebrated the library’s ver-
satility and dependability—and simultaneously feared for its 
exhaustion. Libraries took on the role of community refuge, 
switchboard, and dispatch center during the 2011 earthquake in 
Japan and again during Hurricane Sandy in New York in 2012. 
Even in noncrisis situations, people turn to libraries to access the 
internet, take a GED class, get help with a résumé or job search, 
seek referrals to other community resources, and to escape 
the summer heat or winter cold. As the Center for an Urban 
Future (CUF) found in their multiyear study of New York City’s 
branch libraries, public libraries are often seen as “opportunity 
institutions,” opening doors to, and for, the disenfranchised.50 
In their influential 2013 report, CUF highlighted the benefits 
to immigrants, seniors, individuals searching for work, public 
school students, and aspiring entrepreneurs: “No other institu-
tion, public or private, does a better job of reaching people who 
have been left behind in today’s economy, have failed to reach 
their potential in the city’s public school system or who simply 
need help navigating an increasingly complex world.”51 And few 
institutions are asked to take on such a wide and expanding list 
of demands without a proportionate increase in budget.

When I visited the San Francisco Public Library in 2003,  
I recall many staff members expressing consternation over the 
building’s public restrooms. The central library’s location in the 
Tenderloin district made it accessible to the city’s sizable home-
less population, who often used the bathrooms to perform their 
daily ablutions—or to lock themselves away in solitude for an hour 
or two. The staff was sympathetic but torn. The institution, like 
so many of the other libraries I visited, was struggling to balance 
its obligations to patrons with varying degrees and kinds of needs. 
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Six years later—by which time the influx of technology firms had 
greatly exacerbated income inequality and housing shortages 
in the city—San Francisco added a social worker to its library 
staff. Leah Esguerra now coordinates a team of several formerly 
homeless individuals who serve as health and safety associates, 
and together they connect patrons to mental health and home-
less services, help them find jobs and food, and offer referrals for 
substance-abuse counseling and legal support.52 Esguerra and 
her colleagues became a model for many other institutions, who 
now have outreach divisions that perform similar roles.

As library historian Wayne Wiegand addresses in Part of Our 
Lives: A People’s History of the American Public Library, public 
libraries have been home to various social services—for immi-
grants, seniors, shut-ins, hospitals, nursing homes, schools,  
the disabled, and so forth—for more than a century.53 Practicing 
librarians know this very well. Public health, urban planning, 
and community organizing researchers and practitioners have 
also long recognized the library’s social role in the civic sphere. 
Some libraries have physically colocated with other city services:  
Seattle’s Ballard branch includes a separate entrance for a  
“little city hall,” and the Chicago Housing Authority and Chicago 
Public Library have collaboratively built three facilities that 
combine the two services. The renovated Martin Luther King  
Jr. Library in Washington, DC, is planning to include spaces  
for government agencies too.54

In the 1960s, development economists began using the term 
“social infrastructure” to distinguish services and resources like 
education, research, physical health, and “psychic” well-being 
from such physical infrastructures as transport, communica-
tions, and utilities.55 Much of my earlier work, including a 2014 
article called “Library as Infrastructure,” examines how librar-
ies often serve as social infrastructural supplements to (and, at 
times, smokescreens for) urban development plans, and how 
the library’s technological systems, physical space, intellectual 
mission, and social responsibility can reinforce or undermine one 
another. Today the idea of the library as a “social infrastructure” 
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is associated with sociologist Eric Klinenberg, who, in 2018, pub-
lished a popular and widely celebrated book on the topic, Palaces 
for the People. This work builds on his 2002 book, Heat Wave, 
where he made the case that vital public culture in Chicago neigh-
borhoods drew people out of sweltering apartments during the 
1995 heat wave, and into cooler public spaces, thus saving lives.56

While Klinenberg’s work has set professional and policy 
agendas over the past several years, it overlooks a critical dis-
cussion about the limits of the social infrastructural mandate. 
Yes, we can and should celebrate the library for building vital 
social connections and welcoming all comers, but we also have 
to look at how the institution’s physical infrastructures—its 
architectures, technical systems, staff capacity, and operating 
budgets—might limit its ability to continually accommodate 
an ever-diversifying program, one made even more compli-
cated as unemployment rises and other social services and 
cultural resources are hobbled. At some point, we might need 
to acknowledge that we have stretched this program to its limit, 
and that no single physical infrastructure can effectively scaf-
fold such a motley collection of social services. Journalist Anne 
Helen Peterson, inspired by Klinenberg’s work, spoke with 
librarians about their expanding social mandate. Her inter-
viewees echoed what I found in my fieldwork in 2003 and 2014: 
“libraries cannot fix . . . everything, and if we’re being asked to 
fix everything, pay us appropriately.”57 Perhaps what we need 
instead, rather than an ever-more resilient and accommodating 
library and librarians, is a more robust ecology of social ser-
vices—for mental health, education, restorative justice, housing, 
and so forth—each playing to its strengths and exploiting its staff 
members’ specialized training (and each, as Angela Davis posits, 
also providing an alternative to mass incarceration).58

We have to reckon, too, with the fact that this noble vision 
of a benevolent, egalitarian institution, however singular and 
celebration-worthy it might be, does not match all patrons’ expe-
riences. As we discussed earlier, libraries, like most institutions, 
are still grappling with legacies of racism, white supremacy, 
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colonialism, and ableism. The rosy vision doesn’t match all 
staff members’ contemporary experiences; some have suffered 
verbal or physical assault by mentally unstable patrons, or even 
coworkers. Some have been violently attacked, and others killed. 
Librarian Amanda Oliver notes that librarians carry extraordi-
narily heavy loads, which include attending to some people who 
“have been failed by society.” Those folks, she says, commonly 
end up either in police custody or at the library. Yet rather 
than reinforcing a carceral regime in her own institution, she 
calls upon libraries to reallocate their security funds to “social 
workers, mental health crisis workers, de-escalation training 
and other supportive systems.”59 This is part of the responsibility 
that comes with being “free to all.”

For Klinenberg, the built environment and spaces of public 
gathering are critical resources in social infrastructure; they 
“influence the breadth and depth of our associations,” “promote 
civic engagement and social interaction,” and “buffer all kinds 
of personal problems—including isolation and loneliness.”60 
I agree: the library-as-physical-place is a powerful force in 
the public realm. But as our earlier discussion has shown, the 
physical is only one dimension of the library’s infrastructural 
function. During the COVID-19 pandemic, we saw that virtual 
space was the primary medium through which the library per-
formed its informational and social functions. Anthony Marx, 
president of the New York Public Library, wrote an op-ed for the 
New York Times, setting an agenda for the postpandemic library. 
At the top of his list: investing in “digital and virtual technolo-
gies and expertise.”61 In order to serve its epistemological and 
social functions, the library needs to ensure that as many people 
as possible have access to appropriate technological infrastruc-
ture, both inside and outside the library walls.

Library as Ontological Infrastructure

The social depends on the technical. And in light of the entan-
gled disruptions of 2020 and the broader intrusion of surveillant 
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and extractive technologies into the urban realm, it’s imperative 
that we think carefully about how to build those public-interest 
technical systems and tools: how to use them as scaffoldings for 
social connection; how to integrate them into the built environ-
ment, whether our libraries or our homes or our cities’ public 
spaces; how to design them such that they give material form to 
the epistemologies defining our institutions; and how to ensure 
that they embody the values of inclusion and justice. Nate 
Hill, executive director of the Metropolitan New York Library 
Council, is cautious about ensuring that these new tools focus 
on “systemic infrastructural issues and decades of technical 
debt”—including concerns about local knowledge and connectiv-
ity, privacy and resource-sharing—rather than entrenching and 
enabling the expansion of the library’s program to encompass 
more and more social services.62

Information studies scholar Safiya Noble has made frequent 
calls, often amid gatherings of librarians and other information 
professionals, for public alternatives to Google, Facebook, and 
the like. Mere reform of the systems we have, she suggests, won’t 
cut it: “It’s disingenuous to ask advertisers to change their busi-
ness practices and expect them to operate like public interest 
information spheres or portals, because that’s not what they 
were designed to do. What we need is greater investment by tax-
payers in civic alternatives, which . . . would help us understand 
digital advertising platforms like Google, Facebook, and others, 
for what they are, rather than thinking of them as the public 
library, which they are not.”63

In fact, Noble argues, these commercial platforms are inim-
ical to the public realm, not only because they abet the spread 
of conspiracy theories, violence, voter suppression misinforma-
tion, and prejudiced, dehumanizing content but also because 
their workforce lacks meaningful diversity and relies dispropor-
tionately on precarious labor; their business model depends on 
the expenditure of vast amounts of natural resources for their 
manufacture, distribution, operation, and disposal; and they rely 
on public roads and public post offices and benefit from publicly 
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educated employees while failing to pay taxes to support those 
resources. Their risk is infrastructural and epistemological: 
“These companies . . . play a key role in the decimation of shared 
knowledge and education as a public good. While we seek 
remedies [to our social ills] based on evidence and truth that 
can shape policies in the collective best interest, Big Tech is 
implicated in displacing high-quality knowledge institutions—
newsrooms, libraries, schools and universities—by destabilizing 
funding through tax evasion, actively eroding the public goods 
we need to flourish.”64

Noble is worth citing at length, and we’d be wise to heed her 
advice. She reminds us that reform is not sufficient for an irre-
mediably exploitative, extractive tech industry (and, similarly, 
not for a fundamentally broken criminal justice system, as many 
have argued). Instead, we need what Ruha Benjamin calls “abo-
litionist tools”—tools designed to “resist coded inequity, to build 
solidarity, and to engender liberation,” including perhaps new 
public-interest alternatives that could be stewarded through a 
robustly supported library system.65

The library’s sociotechnical infrastructures—they’re always 
both, social and technical, simultaneously—have to serve multi-
ple publics simultaneously too. Not only do they need to ensure 
access and security for the most disenfranchised communities  
in our cities and create the conditions of possibility for digital 
and social justice, but they also need to provide spaces of oppor-
tunity for those with resources to share, such as in Brooklyn, 
where local artists and designers teach classes at the library, or 
in some other cities, where tech-savvy teenagers volunteer their 
time to offer basic tech tutorials to seniors, while those seniors 
in turn contribute their life stories to youth-led oral history 
projects. The library’s privileged, skilled, and well-resourced 
users can bring their knowledge and talents to the library and 
offer them up as public services. They can also contribute to the 
ongoing development of the institution’s civic technologies and 
digital infrastructures. Many of these folks, well versed in critical 
information literacy, know what’s at stake: they’ve glimpsed 
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that technodystopian world built from the internet up—some 
of them may even have helped to build it—and now they want to 
imagine the world otherwise.

Following Noble’s and Benjamin’s leads, let’s imagine an 
abolitionist world in which a portion of the funding that once 
propped up the prison industrial complex and our municipal 
data-extraction empires was redirected to where it would do the 
greatest good, and especially for the most marginalized popula-
tions—to social services and public infrastructures, like schools 
and libraries. Imagine those public infrastructures were further 
supported by appropriate taxation of commercial digital plat-
forms and other corporations. Media scholar Ethan Zuckerman, 
in advocating for the creation of an auditable and accountable 
“digital public infrastructure,” reminds us that the post office—
which, as I write this, in late 2020, is under grave threat in the 
United States—has, in some countries, historically had oversight 
of telecommunication and public broadcasting.66 Perhaps we 
can learn from history and imagine a network of public infra-
structures for the creation, storage, and dissemination of public 
knowledge: universities, libraries, broadcasting, print media, the 
postal service, telecommunications, local data intermediaries, 
and digital infrastructures working together, as a public episte-
mological ecology?

Until we get there, perhaps the library can still offer an 
otherwise, an otherworld, a space of exception to the commer-
cially and carcerally networked city—a city that, today, watches 
and tracks and scores and sorts, and metes out reward and 
punishment inequitably. We could develop “useful,” productive 
knowledge and equip ourselves to live critically and consciously 
among the automated digital systems, while also leaving room 
for slow and inefficient ideas, for the “unexpected, the irrelevant, 
the odd and the unexplainable.”67 We could stare back at all the 
surveillance cameras and sensing technologies that are looking 
at us, reverse-engineer the algorithms that determine what bits 
and bodies rise to the top, question the technical protocols and 
legal policies that limit who has access to knowledge. Rather 
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than merely consuming data fed to us via platforms, we could 
recognize the deep and distributed infrastructures and human 
intelligences that scaffold our institutions of knowledge and 
program our values. We could acknowledge the biases and leg-
acies of injustice that still suffuse those institutions, and work 
toward their abolition. We could reflect on the environmental 
impacts of our internet searches and streaming services, and 
work to develop practices and tools to minimize our ecological 
footprints. We could do all these things at the library—but not 
only here.

Rather than building an institution, or even a whole society, 
with venture capital and proprietary technical modules manu-
factured by Great Men—from Dewey and Carnegie to Zuckerberg 
and Andreessen—we could instead imagine communal spaces, 
public-interest technical systems, and social contracts that 
mutually reinforce one another and advance more inclusive and 
just epistemological and ethical values: a library that uses its 
infrastructures to care for, maintain, and build the rich diversity 
of public knowledges that already define our cities.68
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