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Abstract 

In 2016, Absher and Cardenas-Dow wrote that for people of color, collaboration is often “a complex social 
and cultural negotiation” that acts as “a coping mechanism, a way to meet every day needs, the way we 
succeed and thrive in an environment that is not always accepting of our viewpoints.”1 Approaching col-
laboration as library faculty members with an understanding of its complex nature, the authors were de-
lighted when the opportunity to collaborate arose. All women of color, the ease at which we were able to 
share, create, and flow together naturally offered us all the coping that Absher and Cardenas-Dow men-
tioned. The impression of our newfound safety net by our white library colleagues was one of less than 
productive value, resulting in the labeling of us as a ‘clique.’ Almost picking up where Absher and Car-
denas-Dow left off, we hope to examine the acts of misunderstanding and offer recommendations on how 
academic libraries—and many white people who work in them—can reflect on their language, intentions, 
and approaches to culturally exclusive collaboration. This report will touch on aspects of collaboration 
across departments, shifting toxic legacy practices, countering weaponized traditions of collaboration, 
and implementing change as new librarians. 

Keywords: collaboration, cultural collaboration, minority women librarians, library cooperation

 
 
 
 

Introduction  

Imagine going to eat with a group of friends at a 
restaurant you have never been to before. You 
are all expecting to sit around a table together, 
touching elbows, sharing food, and laughing for 

 
1 Absher and Cardenas-Dow, “Collaborative Librarianship: A Minority Opinion” in Collaborative Librari-
anship Vol. 8: Iss. 4, Article 3. (2016): 162. 

the evening. So, when you arrive at a restaurant 
full of solo dining booths1—individual stools 
facing the wall with physical partitions between 
each seat meant to cater to solo diners—it can 
come as a shock. Mentally, you begin to adjust 
how you plan to function in that space, seeing 

mailto:lauren.s.turner@du.edu
mailto:natalia.umana@du.edu
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the contrast to the dining experience you are ac-
customed to with the one you are faced with 
now. You know that not everyone shares your 
traditions, and you all agree to give it a try. Your 
group takes their seats at their solo booths, 
slightly scooching their stools to the edges of the 
partitions to feel closer to one another. The din-
ing room is very quiet, and you notice the other 
guests looking over to see the cause of the noise. 
No one else is talking and the disruption caused 
by your group is palpable. You notice how un-
comfortable it feels to be there, and despite the 
hunger growing inside of you, it is hard to focus 
on the menu. You make eye contact with your 
friends and can see that they feel the same way. 
Should we even be here? Maybe we should just go 
grab a table at our usual place. We clearly don’t be-
long.  

This is what it felt like as the three authors (all 
women of color) began to develop the friendship 
with one another necessary to cope with and 
thrive as library faculty at our primarily white 
institution2. Within six weeks of building “a 
level of trust and openness that felt almost radi-
cal3,” it became clear that our comfort with one 
another was a distraction for our white col-
leagues. Reminders not to let one another’s prior 
experiences impact our perceptions of the li-
brary’s culture felt more like warnings than 
friendly advice. Other clear acts of discomfort 
included statements discouraging getting “too 
close” and questions about the content of our 
conversations. Despite how our collective was 
perceived, we continued to build community to-
gether, encouraging numerous independent and 
group research efforts, and branching out to 
welcome new faculty of color across campus. 
Together, we could be ourselves; loud, joyful, 
and visibly in strong connection with one an-
other. So, when the term ‘clique’ was used to de-
scribe us, it spurred further examination of the 
tradition of collaboration in academia. We found 
ourselves asking why our efforts to collaborate 

in both scholarship and professional develop-
ment were being perceived as problematic. Not-
ing the existence of previous collaborations be-
tween women library faculty of the same age left 
us wondering if the problem was that we were 
women of color.  

Speaking from our frank perspectives, the tradi-
tion of collaboration as an individualistic prac-
tice has been weaponized against us as a cultur-
ally specific collective. This From the Field re-
port will examine the acts of misunderstanding 
experienced by the authors while posing inten-
tional questions about how culturally exclusive 
collaboration is valued and perceived by white 
librarians. First, we will give some context to the 
institution and the library. Then, we will recount 
what drew us to our academic library and share 
some examples of how the weaponization of tra-
ditional collaboration has shown up for us. Fi-
nally, we will share some questions for consider-
ation for the field.  

Background 

Guiding Frames 

As we set out to problematize how we come to-
gether to do work, we were drawn to the re-
search philosophy of Institutional Ethnography 
(IE). Established by social theorist Dorothy E. 
Smith and influenced by Marxism and the femi-
nist movement of the 1970s, IE prioritizes peo-
ple’s everyday experiences as the mode of un-
derstanding an organization; this examination is 
undergirded by a desire for change (“activist so-
ciology”)4 and resonates with our wishes and 
imaginations of a different way of being in the 
academy. While a true application of this theory 
further requires a deep examination of institu-
tional texts, one we are not undertaking here, we 
hope this phenomenological discussion can 
serve future inquiries on the tradition of collabo-
ration. Additionally oriented by critical theories, 
we apply these lenses as we broadcast our coun-
ternarratives—that is to say, our stories from the 
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margins that counter the ‘official story’ of a 
highly collaborative University of Denver Li-
braries faculty.  

The Institution 

The University of Denver (DU) 5, a private doc-
toral-granting institution in Denver, Colorado, 
espouses values of diversity, equity, inclusion, 
and social justice under the banner of “the pub-
lic good.6” We, as women of color and new fac-
ulty, were drawn to this narrative and the pro-
gressive policies promoted to prospective stu-
dents, faculty, and staff. The façade started 
crumbling before us as we informally encoun-
tered the Evans Report7—a report investigating 
the role of the University of Denver’s founder8 
in the Sand Creek Massacre of November 29, 
1864—through discussions with other faculty of 
color and student-led initiatives9. We discovered 
its recommendations were not followed 
through. This neglect is evident in the admin-
istration and Board of Trustees’ refusal to retire 
the DU moniker10 despite repeated calls for its 
removal. As settlers, we strive to resist oppres-
sion and seek social justice, working alongside 
Native students11, faculty, and staff to work 
with and for the Cheyenne, Arapaho, and Ute 
tribal nations, and all Indigenous Peoples of the 
land on which the University stands. 

The Library 

Named the Best Library in 2022 by Princeton Re-
view12, the Anderson Academic Commons 
(AAC) is DU’s primary library, noting on its 
website a mission of “connecting students, fac-
ulty, staff, and the broader University commu-
nity to knowledge in all forms.” An initial re-
view of the library website would suggest it to 
be a forward-thinking institution, with a com-
mitment to creating lifelong learners within the 
DU community. The library’s values include a 
call to “cultivate inclusion and diversity as val-
ues that enhance connections to the community 
and foster cultural competence.” The DU library 

has taken several initiatives to foster diversity 
and inclusivity within its organization. These in-
clude the establishment of the Collection Diver-
sification Task Force, Anti-Racist Task Force, 
and Inclusivity and Diversity Committee. Addi-
tionally, the library has released statements in 
support of the Black Lives Matter movement. In 
2018, the library launched its residency program 
aimed at providing early-career BIPOC (Black, 
Indigenous, and People of Color) librarians with 
an opportunity to gain experience as faculty in 
an academic library.  

Accounts 

Now, the authors will share the context that led 
them to apply for DU’s library residency pro-
gram, their professional and/or library experi-
ence before the residency, and a bit about the 
culture they experienced at DU, particularly re-
lating to collaboration.  

The One – Denisse Solis 

I was born during hurricane season in the hu-
mid climate of Miami, Miami-Dade County. I 
grew up surrounded by people who looked like 
me, who spoke like me, and who celebrated like 
me. As an immigrant child, I experienced many 
challenges, yet I was able to fully embrace both 
my American and Nicaraguan identities. It was-
n't until I moved to Denver that I realized how 
much Miami had enabled me to thrive as a La-
tina. During my first library job as a cataloger at 
Florida International University, I spoke Spanish 
with my colleagues and cataloged Spanish mate-
rials, creating original records for Latin-Ameri-
can works and authors. I was not bullied for 
speaking another language, having an accent, or 
sometimes struggling to search for the right 
words. I spoke Spanish frequently and felt like I 
could bring my whole self to work; that feeling, 
unfortunately, was short-lived.   

As noted by Absher and Cardenas-Dow13, col-
laboration is often “a complex social and cul-
tural negotiation,” and it is in that negotiation 
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where I found myself while pursuing my MLIS 
degree. I was constantly being told three things; 
(1) that the field of librarianship was small, and 
everyone knew each other; (2) that I must pub-
lish as soon as possible; and (3) that publications 
were the coin of the realm. This context led me 
to accept an invitation to collaborate with a 
group of colleagues which included a white 
woman who was a full professor reference li-
brarian, and a woman of color who was an assis-
tant professor music librarian. At the time I was 
a staff member at Florida International Univer-
sity. Although I initially needed to shake off the 
encroaching imposter syndrome, I was excited 
because I was passionate about the topic they 
were speaking on and felt I could contribute. 

Unfortunately, I found myself struggling to un-
derstand some of the decisions being made dur-
ing the editing process by my colleagues and the 
collaboration became harmful. Passive-aggres-
sive comments on my writing methods left me 
bewildered and hurt. When I suggested a differ-
ent visualization for our data, I was labeled a 
bully. Later, in a meeting where I attempted to 
gain some clarity and resolve these tensions 
with the full professor, I was called a “bitch” for 
supposedly offending my assistant professor 
colleague. Devastated, I went and apologized to 
her, only to learn that she did not find my sug-
gestion offensive. This incident left me confused 
and deeply hurt. I did not expect that during 
this “collaborative” process, I would be verbally 
abused, declared a bully for no real reason, and 
ultimately removed from a future presentation 
we had proposed together. 

While this may seem like an extreme example, it 
happened and has impacted my perception of 
white colleagues, resulting in hesitation and 
anxiety whenever a white colleague wants to 
collaborate. The same questions always circulate 
in my mind; are you going to harm me? How do 
you handle conflict? Do you actually believe 
in what we are writing? Are you just after the 

social capital associated with the topic or benefit 
from having a woman of color as a co-author?  

When I moved to Denver to become the first li-
brary resident at DU, I was anxious about the 
unknown. As the sole resident, I often felt iso-
lated, further complicating my desire to collabo-
rate and build community. I eventually con-
nected with other early-career librarian faculty, 
who were not residents. While we worked and 
socialized together, a true sense of understand-
ing was missing. It wasn’t until years later when 
Lauren and Natalia started that I felt whole 
again, seen and understood in ways my white 
colleagues could not comprehend. I was able to 
find joy again. I often wonder if the comments 
we receive about our collaboration stem from a 
lack of understanding of this kind of joyful col-
laboration. My research is me-search, it is about 
me in ways that may lend itself more to this joy-
ful collaboration, especially when the collabora-
tors are on a similar journey. 

The Few – Lauren Turner and Natalia Umaña 

Lauren - During the process of applying for li-
brary school, I sought perspective from fellow 
women of color currently working in the field. 
Because I had already decided to apply to DU’s 
library program, I initially scanned the website 
looking for any familiarity. When I found two 
women of color, I reached out to them both 
about my interest in learning what the reality of 
librarianship at DU was like. One of them was a 
Black woman Ph.D. librarian on their way out of 
the institution, and the other was Denisse Solis. I 
felt extremely lucky that both welcomed my in-
quiry and shared openly about their experi-
ences. Their mere presence within the institution 
was enough to solidify my decision to move for-
ward.   

I began working within the University Libraries 
as a graduate student staff member in 2021 
while earning my MLIS at the Morgridge Col-
lege of Education. I was the first Documenting 
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Student Activism Archives Assistant, working 
with the Curator of Special Collections and Ar-
chives, and the Digital Collection Services Li-
brarian (Denisse). The role offered the chance to 
explore the library's current holdings related to 
BIPOC students, and more specifically, student 
activism on campus.   

Like many student employees, I was juggling 
the position, my coursework, and my personal 
life, so building relationships with colleagues 
was not at the top of my list. I often came into 
the building to do my job, work with the physi-
cal materials, and go home or to class. Luckily, 
not many colleagues attempted to interact with 
me other than the usual greeting. This being my 
first position in an academic library, I thought 
that to be the norm. With my graduation ap-
proaching, I began looking for what was going 
to be next for me professionally. When I learned 
about the Digital Archivist Residency Librarian 
role that would be opening in 2022, I saw the 
three-year term as a great opportunity to get my 
feet wet and make a better decision about 
whether working in an academic library was for 
me.   

Before library school, I had two successful but 
ultimately unfulfilling careers; the first writing 
for magazines in New York City, and the second 
doing marketing for arts nonprofits in Denver. 
So, although my professional experience was 
vast, it hadn't touched on the academy yet. With 
encouragement from colleagues, classmates, and 
professors, I applied for the Digital Archivist 
Residency Librarian role. In applying, I learned 
that if given the role, I would be part of a cohort 
of two. My counterpart would also be a person 
of color, which was an exciting possibility. De-
spite the intensity of the application process, I 
was confident I could do the job. This was my 
first experience with a search committee as well, 
but I noted several familiar faces there including 
Denisse, a former professor, and another mem-
ber of the library faculty I encountered during 
my first year of applying for student jobs.  

When I was offered the position before officially 
graduating, I was excited by the opportunity to 
work in a library every day; I looked forward to 
being part of the faculty, and I was eager to 
build relationships with my colleagues, espe-
cially my new colleagues of color. My excite-
ment aside, I could feel a shift in the air, and I 
noticed a change in how people addressed my 
previous position working under Denisse. This 
is when statements about our developing friend-
ship began to surface. At first, I thought this was 
because I transitioned from a staff position to a 
faculty role, but my underlying concern was that 
it was because of the proximity between my 
Blackness and Denisse’s Brownness. When Na-
talia arrived, the three of us clicked together as if 
it were meant to be. Despite back-handed com-
ments about our perceived inability to do the 
jobs we were hired to do and what I thought to 
be weaponized incompetence from our white 
colleagues—conflating Denisse and my roles as 
the same despite adequate knowledge of the dif-
ferences—the chance to work with two badass 
women of color made it worth it for me.  

Natalia - I am a Colombian American Latina 
whose experiences of seeking belonging and fac-
ing xenophobia as an immigrant shape my per-
ceptions of my first two years as a visiting fac-
ulty member at the University Libraries; I am 
the other librarian in the residency cohort along 
with Lauren.  

My previous experience in academic libraries in-
cluded progressively growing responsibilities at 
Lucy Scribner Library at Skidmore College, 
where I held a series of staff positions within Ac-
cess Services that ranged from a seasonal part-
time interlibrary loan assistant to the head of cir-
culation. I am grateful for my time at Scribner 
Library, which afforded me the first peek into 
academic libraries and the complicated dynam-
ics of higher education, especially as a staff 
member and as one of the two people of color in 
the library.   
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For various reasons, including my k-12 speciali-
zation in my MLS program and a lack of a sec-
ond graduate degree—a norm for most of the 
academic librarians I’d first met—I was told and 
believed I would never be able to fully wear the 
label of librarian within academia. The possibil-
ity of countering this was born after reading an 
announcement shared to a REFORMA listserv: 
The University of Denver was looking for a 
Community Outreach and Reference Residency 
Librarian position, and the announcement was 
posted by the library’s first resident, Denisse 
Solis. From it, I learned that the University Li-
braries Residency program:   

provides early-career librarians with profes-
sional experience and mentoring in aca-
demic librarianship. Designed to engage li-
brarians who are members of historically 
underrepresented racial and ethnic groups, 
the residency program will allow the suc-
cessful candidate to gain the experience and 
skills necessary to thrive as an academic and 
research librarian. The University of Denver 
Libraries is a member of and is committed to 
the principles of the Association of College 
& Research Libraries Diversity Alliance: 
http://www.ala.org/acrl/issues/diver-
sityalliance.  

I had recently attended the 2021 REFORMA Na-
tional Conference for the first time and was in-
spired by Denisse Solis’ scholarship on display 
in “Telling Our Stories and Voices for Equity: 
Recruitment and Retention of BIPOC Library 
Workers: Results from a Mixed Methods 
Study14.” REFORMA 2021 was one of the most 
stimulating and inspiring experiences in my be-
ginning career, a much-needed reminder that 
people with similar cultural backgrounds and 
experiences not only exist in libraries but excel 
and thrive. My eagerness to apply continued to 
grow with the knowledge that the libraries 
sought a cohort of residency librarians. I hoped 
sharing this residency experience with another 

person of color who was also an early career li-
brarian would mitigate the isolation I’d previ-
ously experienced at Scribner Library and grant 
me space similar to my experience at the 
REFORMA conference.  

In a 2019 review of Beverly Daniel Tatum’s 2017 
edition of Why Are All the Black Kids Sitting To-
gether in the Cafeteria: And Other Conversations 
about Race, Higher Education scholar D-L Stew-
art notes that “the gathering of Black and other 
racially minoritized students together amid 
white spaces continues to be fodder for concern, 
debate, and evidence of ongoing racism in edu-
cational, professional, and social spaces15.” This 
nascent community Lauren, Denisse, and I built, 
one of safety, comradery, collaboration, and 
support, has received the label of a ‘clique’ and 
appears to be “fodder for concern [and] de-
bate16.” What was it about our group that mer-
ited this label? Was it our loud and emotionally 
expressive ways of caring for each other? Our ef-
fusive hugs of greeting when we gather? If so, is 
this all just a matter of cultural misunderstand-
ing? García Peña describes how building com-
munity is “antithetical to academia… [as it] is 
grounded in a model of individual success… 
[one that] promotes competitiveness, exception-
alism, and ownership of history and knowledge-
making17.” Therein the problem–our collective 
does not fit the traditions of the academy nor 
how faculty generally collaborate; our scooching 
of booth seats to be closer together in this solo 
dining environment is grating to others; this ab-
normality must be a clique. In its definition of 
the term, Merriam-Webster includes the follow-
ing example, “that clique refuses to even talk to 
outsiders at their lunch table”18, reminding us 
that the metaphor of Black folks meeting around 
a table didn’t begin with Tatum. 

King et al. relate the history of Black women 
gathering around kitchen tables as sites of “res-
toration and revolution” and for “talking deep—
planning, strategizing, and healing each other’s 
wounds,”19 urging us to continue to gather 

http://www.ala.org/acrl/issues/diversityalliance
http://www.ala.org/acrl/issues/diversityalliance
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among these metaphorical tables to create 
change in the academy…to humanize these 
spaces. When the authors highlighted the “third 
shift,” the additional, invisible, and highly emo-
tional labor that is required to even begin talk-
ing deeply, I recognized our third shift. Some 
past experiences of collaboration, or just the 
mere act of seeking them, have left me feeling 
embarrassed and deflated; perhaps I should 
have paid attention to the extractive nature of 
antiracism committee work as a clue of what 
was to come as I continued my journey within 
academia. While I am grateful to have highly ef-
fective collaborative relationships with several 
white colleagues as related to my essential du-
ties, it is when I have attempted to stray beyond 
these prescriptions that I encounter territorial 
boundaries—perplexed colleagues who declare 
“That’s what I do”—or an obvious interest in 
materials I created, but not me, my opinions, nor 
my ideas. For me, these individuals are used to 
doing what they do, alone and protective of 
their expertise as they sit in their solo booths to 
feast unperturbed. Instead, I will keep returning 
to our table of safety and community despite 
knowing the meal takes place during the third 
shift.  

Statement on Skinfolk Not Always Being  
Kinfolk 

Acknowledging that not all skinfolk are kinfolk, 
i.e., that folks do not have to be white to perpet-
uate white supremacy20 we constantly rejoice in 
how lucky we are to have found one another, 
here and now. Considerations of how and why 
we were able to bond so quickly have made 
their way into many conversations, leading us to 
examine how we individually approached aca-
demia. Unbeknownst to us at the time, we all 
entered the institution as our true selves, with 
authenticity, honesty, and an urge to reject as-
similation. This strength was further bolstered 
by witnessing each other show up courageously 
in spaces where our collaborative traditions 
were not the norm. 

Approaching academia as our true, authentic 
selves is a risk and privilege21 not all people of 
color take on. It should be no surprise that at a 
PWI where facets of white supremacy are the 
norm (e.g., individualism, territorialism, and 
perfectionism), people of color may choose to 
suppress parts of themselves for safety and/or 
to prioritize the advancement of their careers. 
Pulling up a chair in this solo dining environ-
ment when you’re used to communal tables 
takes a great deal of conscious effort and energy.  

We have experienced collaboration among vari-
ous groups, working both in interracial groups 
and BIPOC-only groups, yet our collaboration 
persists as rare and worthwhile. We have collab-
orated with our white colleagues for a presenta-
tion inspired by García Peña’s Community as Re-
bellion: A Syllabus for Surviving Academia as a 
Woman of Color for the 2023 Conference on Aca-
demic Library Management (CALM) and 
worked well with each other, pushing forward 
solutions to systemic harms while reinforcing 
boundaries and our humanity.   

During other experiences of interracial collabo-
ration, we have witnessed the transition from a 
well-intended effort of collaboration to instead a 
complex negotiation of values and ideas, some 
of which were in direct contrast with the ideas 
and experiences of the majority and leading to 
discomfort. Over time, that discomfort morphs 
into defensive, combative, and passive-aggres-
sive interactions, in turn, creating a challenging 
and possibly harmful situation for all involved. 

Alternatively, in working with a group solely of 
other BIPOCs, we are allowed more intellectual 
curiosity because we can move past ‘diversity 
101’ and build on our shared understanding of 
the value of our lived experiences. This support 
gives us the space to co-create knowledge and 
safely challenge our perceptions while serving 
as validation of our experiences, thoughts, and 
research ideas. It is in the validation that we re-
sist being overtaken by the culture. 
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In acknowledging that there can be both positive 
and negative collaborative interactions no mat-
ter the makeup of the group, we recognize that 
there is still (and always will be) room for us to 
grow collectively. This brings front-of-mind 
questions about how we can continue to build 
trust conducive to collaboration, especially 
through moments of tension or disagreement. 
How this group handles conflict and accepts 
that we hurt differently is one of the ways that 
we are countering the weaponized traditions 
around us. The overlaps of our intersecting 
identities still leave gaps in understanding when 
it comes to collaboration, but there is a basis of 
trust and respect that makes space for our vul-
nerabilities in a way that is different from work-
ing with our white colleagues.  

Coming to the Table 

In 1972, writer Charlayne Hunter wrote an arti-
cle for The New York Times about a two-day sym-
posium of Black women meeting to converse in 
Chicago, Illinois. Sponsored by the Black 
Women’s Community Development Founda-
tion, the need for such an event was clear. As the 
foundation president Mrs. Jean Fairfax was 
quoted as saying, “We felt there was much need 
for black women to talk to each other without 
fear and without being under pressure to be 
something other than what they are22.” Simi-
larly, and on a much smaller scale, the (table) 
space that we have established makes room for 
such free-flowing dialogue that can only happen 
when the fear of being one’s authentic self is 
gone.  

Unlike the status quo in 1972, the glare from the 
performative DEI efforts has made it difficult to 
recognize the root cause of the continued short-
comings. The struggle to recruit and retain BI-
POC librarians influenced the increase of aca-
demic library residency programs over the last 
10 years and into the present, often aiming them 
directly at minority and/or underrepresented 
communities. In creating new opportunities 

geared toward BIPOC librarians, such as the co-
hort model of the second round at DU, there 
should be a resulting increase in the gathering of 
BIPOC librarians. Considering this somewhat 
logical circumstance, why then did it feel like 
white librarians were surprised by our gather-
ing? Ringing a little ominously true of the be-
havior exhibited by men upon women entering 
the workforce and establishing women-only 
spaces, BIPOC-only spaces within academic li-
braries should be expected, respected, and al-
lowed to grow.  

Questions for the Field 

As we examine our experiences with collabora-
tion, we return to IE23, seeking to move beyond 
describing our local conditions to uncover the 
forces that influence them. We invite readers to 
reflect on the “relations of ruling”24 in your con-
texts through the following questions:  

1. What is the culture of collaboration at 
your library? What does it look, sound, 
and feel like when individuals collabo-
rate successfully? When is it appropriate 
to collaborate? 

2. How are newcomers welcomed into this 
“culture of collaboration”? In what 
ways? (E.g., committees, policies, writ-
ten and unwritten rules, etc.) How 
might that be different for residents or 
visiting faculty?  

3. How does this culture influence your 
daily decisions and actions regarding 
collaboration? Can you identify specific 
policies or rules that shape this behav-
ior? 

4. Do tenured and/or senior-rank white li-
brarians approach meaningful collabo-
ration with librarians who are in early 
or mid-career? If so, how? 

5. Do tenured and/or senior-rank white li-
brarians approach meaningful collabo-
ration with BIPOC librarians who are in 
early or mid-career? If so, how? 
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6. What drives your decisions on which 
collaborations to pursue? Is it driven by 
tenure and promotion expectations or 
personal interest in the topic? How of-
ten does collaboration take place be-
cause of interest in the potential for 
community building? 

7. What does reflection look like for white 
library faculty? Do they experience a 
similar taxing consideration or “third 
shift” of how their behavior, words, and 
implications impact BIPOC librarians as 
we do? If so, what does that look like? 

8. If collaboration is such a core tenet of li-
brarianship, why would collaboration 
that is culturally exclusive be seen as 
such a problem? 

Conclusion 

I’m breathing deeply as I write this. What I’m 
writing about is charged. I feel this energy in my 
body. It’s a heat in my throat and a rumbling in 
my belly. It’s an intensity that’s frustrating that 
these words must even be written. It propels me 
through my fears of backlash and worry about 
not getting it exactly right. What I say may an-
ger you. You may disagree. You may feel more 
confused, and this, I would say, is good. It means 
the work can begin. 

Breathing. 

- Kelsey Blackwell, “Why People of 
Color Need Spaces Without White  
People,” 2018 

Collectively, the co-authors have embodied 
Blackwell’s wise words, as they worked with in-
tention to write their truths while fighting the 

urge to dilute them out of fear. Through this 
process of collaboration and reconciliation, the 
individual ideas and words have morphed to-
gether from start to finish. Unlike any collabora-
tive effort experienced before, from the brain-
storming and writing to the revisions that often 
went line by line, there is no formula to replicate 
how we got here. The many intricate details that 
led us to find each other when we needed each 
other the most (even if we didn’t know it) are far 
beyond the scope of this report and our under-
standing. In noting the massive benefit that our 
collaboration has provided each of us, we are 
left feeling more confused than ever about why 
it bothers our colleagues so. Are our expressions 
of joy in collectivism in such contrast with how 
academic librarians view collaboration? Or is the 
root cause much scarier, residing among colo-
nial misconceptions that people of color are 
threatening savages here to take away from 
white existence? 

As a final note, we want to reiterate that our dis-
cussion is not implying that collaboration never 
happens in our library; quite the contrary. Our 
discussions and ultimately this Field Report, 
rooted in deep self-examination and reflection, 
serve as a collective sense-making for why cer-
tain collaborations appeared to be territorial, on 
terms we didn’t comprehend, transactional, or 
seemingly inauthentic as early and mid-career 
librarians of color. We hope that our perspec-
tives spark dialogue on the complex dynamics 
of intergroup collaboration. 
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