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THE STORY OF ROSE  

Van Melik & Merry (2021)



CHANGING LIBRARY LANDSCAPES

https://www.bibliotheekinzicht.nl/kern-en-
basisgegevens/bibliotheeklocaties-en-faciliteiten

https://www.bibliotheekinzicht.nl/kern-en-basisgegevens/bibliotheeklocaties-en-faciliteiten
https://www.bibliotheekinzicht.nl/kern-en-basisgegevens/bibliotheeklocaties-en-faciliteiten


URBAN STRUGGLES IN LIBRARY LANDSCAPES

https://www.vzinfo.nl/eenzaamheid/infographic

https://www.vzinfo.nl/eenzaamheid/infographic


• Public libraries: from information to social infrastructure
• Problem: high expectations to provide social service assistance 

and address systemic challenges (illiteracy, unemployment, 
loneliness, pandemic, refugee crises); yet potentially 
overburdened and threatened by austerity 

• Aim: unpacking (in)formal practices of library staff, patrons, 
policy-makers and other stakeholders to provide, perform and 
maintain public libraries through a lens of ‘infrastructuring’

• Themes: institutional support, local involvement and community 
librarianship

• Ambition: simultaneously studying and cultivating a sense of 
community through co-productive zine-making workshops with 
main stakeholders

• By: Radboud University, University of Lund, University of Vienna 
and associate partners (2022-2025), incl. EBLIDA

• www.transforminglibraries.net

INFRASTRUCTURING LIBRARIES IN TRANSITION (ILIT)

http://www.transforminglibraries.net/


THEMES & CASE STUDIES

Institutional support: How do 
national, regional and local policies 
envision and fund libraries as socio-
cultural infrastructures?

Local involvement: How do libraries 
engage diverse local communities with 
the goal of advancing library innovation 
and transformation as an urban 
infrastructure?

Community librarianship: How do 
librarians provide, practice and perform 
the infastructuring of libraries?

Bibliotheek Rotterdam
• Centrale Bibliotheek
• Bibliotheek Delfshaven

Bibliotheken I Malmö
• Malmö Stadsbibliotek
• Rosengårdsbibliotheket

Büchereien Wien
• Hauptbücherei Wen
• Bücherei am Schöpfwerk



LIBRARIES AS SOCIAL INFRASTRUCTURE // SOCIAL INFRASTRUCTURING

• Social infrastructure (Klinenberg, 2018): “sites where strangers can meet and 
mix with others with whom they share their neighbourhoods and cities. More 
than just fulfilling an instrumental need, they are sites where cities can be 
experienced as inclusive and welcoming. (…) social infrastructures are necessary 
for nurturing public life, but also for addressing and preventing some of the 
most pressing concerns of contemporary urban life: countering social isolation, 
negotiating difference, and creating places for all—regardless of age, race, 
gender, sexuality, or income” (Layton & Latham, 2019: 2) 

• Increased appreciation of libraries as essential urban infrastructure, esp. 
during pandemic 

• Important to not only focus on what the library as social infrastructure is, but 
also how it comes into being through (informal) sayings and doings 
(‘infrastructuring’, i.e. ‘librarising’, Rivano Eckerdal, 2018)



PRACTICE-ORIENTED APPROACH TO SOCIAL INFRASTRUCTURING

• Librarising/’doing the library’’: everyday routinised 
practices of staff working as community librarians

• Rivano Eckerdal (2018: 1409: “In  a library-
assemblage, elements include the librarians, library 
assistants, the patrons, the physical space, furniture, 
objects including books, journals and computers, 
digital resources, inter alia OPAC, search engines 
and social media platforms, and the articulations 
that are produced and used within the assemblage. 
All these elements make up the assemblage and 
librarians are not assigned any specific position or 
legitimacy.” 

Shove et al. (2012: 14)



THE STORY OF ANNE

• “librarian duties [are] shifting from information experts, or collectors 
and organizers of materials, to community advocates, teachers, and 
as match-makers for people to meet one another and new ideas” 
(Barniskis, 2016: 114 – emphasis added) 

• Community-led Librarianship (CLL): “an integrated approach in 
which librarians seek to work with, not for, community members to 
better meet what they need and want from their public library” 
(Freeman & Blomley, 2019: 206 – original emphasis)

Van Melik & Merry (2021)



COMMUNITY LIBRARY: GUEST AT THE TABLE 

Van Melik & Merry (2021)





Competence: recognise, build and 
support small-scale, self-sustaining 
communities; provide emotional labour; 
tell stories to patrons and funders 

Material: mobile bookshelves and 
tables, plants, chairs, open space, 
guestbooks, infographics

Meaning: from place of books (boekenbieb) 
to place of encounter (mensenbieb); 
provide connection rather than collection; 
community space; third space  

Librarising/infrastructuring



CHALLENGES OF SOCIAL INFRASTRUCTURE/INFRASTRUCTURING

• Understanding how the library comes into being as social infrastructure implies not 
only focussing on activities that take place in the library, but also taking into account 
all enabling/constraining factors (e.g. available space or knowledge, potential 
collaborations with other welfare institutions, financial struggles, consensus 
regarding the library’s primary meaning) 

• Who is the ‘social’? Different communities with different (sometimes competing) 
needs

• How to reach out to those that would benefit most? 
• How to convince funding bodies of this new function of the library? Is library ‘culture’ 

or ‘social work’? ‘The role of the library as a provider of media still holds significantly more 
weight, in terms of dollars spent today, than the provision of creative spaces and programs
(Barniskis, 2016: 1150)

• Are librarians and volunteers equipped enough to deal with vulnerable populations?
• Requires continuous investment and adaptation





QUESTIONS?

For more information: 
• Project website of ILIT: www.transforminglibraries.net
• Email: rianne.vanmelik@ru.nl

• Van Melik, R. & M. Hazeleger (2023), Routinised practices of community librarians: 
Daily struggles of Dutch public libraries to be(come) social infrastructures. Journal of 
Librarianship and Information Science. https://doi.org/10.1177/09610006221149

• Van Melik, R. & M.S. Merry (2021) Retooling the public library as social infrastructure: 
A Dutch illustration. Social & Cultural Geography 
https://doi.org/10.1080/14649365.2021.1965195

• Corble A. & R. Van Melik (2021) Public libraries in crises: Between spaces of care and 
information infrastructures. In: Van Melik, R., P. Filion & B. Doucet (Eds.). Global 
Reflections on COVID-19 and Urban Inequalities: Public Space and Mobility (Vol. 3) (pp. 
119-129). Bristol: Bristol University Press.
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