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HOW CAN LIBRARIES EFFECTIVELY 
CONTRIBUTE TO DECOLONIZATION?



WHAT DOMAINS SHOULD WE FOCUS ON?

WHAT ACTIONS CAN WE UNDERTAKE?



HOW LIBRARIES CAN CONTRIBUTE

Through practical 
interventions

acquisition
description

presentation

By seeking sustainable 
collaborations

By helping to spread 
awareness about 

decolonization and by 
supporting initiatives
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VU LIBRARY

• 1880:

• Protestant University

• Theology, law, arts

• Only Protestant students

• 70s onwards: 

• Broadly oriented public university

• All students welcome

• Library

• Multidisciplinary collections

• 33 kms of books, only partly open

• Special Collections (archives, rare 
material, art and academic heritage) VU Library study room with

17th-century globe from W.J. Blaeu



1 .  W H AT I S  M EA N T BY D ECO LO N I Z AT I O N
O F  EU RO P EA N L I B RA R I ES

• Libraries part of a knowledge system rooted in colonialism

• Decolonization is more than 'diversity'

• Decolonization is not erasing colonial history

• Decolonization means

o understanding the biases in our collections;

o critically assessing our roles as librarians;

o and fundamentally changing our daily operations

2022



2.  CRITIQUE OF DECOLONIZATION 
WORK AT UNIVERSITIES AND LIBRARIES

“There is a quandary at the heart of the call to 
decolonise – if the neoliberal university (…) is part of the 
problem, and systemically racist, is decolonisation a 
philosophical possibility? And, by association, can 
libraries decolonise within those structures and 
constraints, or is coloniality so embedded as to be 
immutable? Who has the insight, and the wisdom to do 
this?”

Crilly and Everitt 2022, p. 18

2022



3 .  H O W  L I B R A R I ES CA N CO N T R I BU T E TO
D ECO LO N I Z AT I O N

• Practical interventions, in combination with
Øcollaboration with staff and students;

Ø influence with publishers and suppliers;

Ødeveloping critical understanding of the biases in 
our collections.

Book collection in the VU Decolonization Lab



PRACTICAL INTERVENTIONS IN 
THREE DOMAINS

• Acquisition: collection development and 
(support of) the diversification of reading lists

• Description: addressing outdated and 
offensive terminology
• Presentation: decolonizing library spaces

2023



ACQUISITION/
COLLECTION DEVELOPMENT

• Large part of budget goes to ‘Big Deals’ > 
bias towards high-ranking journals

• Limited funds besides Big Deals > reinforces 
Eurocentic bias

• Leveraging networks and expertise of 
researchers and teachers

• Supporting vs proactively trying to influence 
teaching and research Image source: https://libguides.derby.ac.uk/c.php?g=682403&p=4868302

Data are from 2018 and taken from: https://www.publishersweekly.com/pw/by-
topic/industry-news/publisher-news/article/78036-pearson-is-still-the-world-s-

largest-publisher.html

https://libguides.derby.ac.uk/c.php?g=682403&p=4868302


DESCRIPTION: 
IDENTIFYING OUTDATED OR HARMFUL 

LOCAL SUBJECT HEADINGS
AND PROVIDING RESPECTFUL ALTERNATIVES



OCLC’S LOCAL SUBJECT RE-MAPPING TEMPLATE

https://help.oclc.org/Discovery_and_Reference/WorldCat_Discovery/Display_local_data/Create_locally_preferred_subjects_for_display_and_search_expansion
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1IYaNYvk3vKbkOs96pcOokfnp3-Vt0_rndlvBwZ6eMqw/edit?pli=1#gid=0 

https://help.oclc.org/Discovery_and_Reference/WorldCat_Discovery/Display_local_data/Create_locally_preferred_subjects_for_display_and_search_expansion
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1IYaNYvk3vKbkOs96pcOokfnp3-Vt0_rndlvBwZ6eMqw/edit?pli=1


EXAMPLE

https://vu.on.worldcat.org/search?queryString=su%3Azigeuners&clusterResults=true&groupVariantRecords=false&changedFacet=format&subscope=zs%3A36730%3A%3Asz%3A36655&subformat=Book%3A%3Abook_printbook&stickyFacetsChecked=true



https://vu.on.worldcat.org/search/detail/901374658?queryString=su%3Azigeuners&clusterR
esults=true&groupVariantRecords=false&changedFacet=format&subscope=zs%3A36730%3
A%3Asz%3A36655&subformat=Book%3A%3Abook_printbook&stickyFacetsChecked=true

B I B L I O G R A P H I C A L  R E C O R D



WHERE TO START?

https://amsterdam.wereldmuseum.nl/en/about-wereldmuseum-amsterdam/research/words-matter-publication



https://diversewoordenlijstvrt.wordpress.com/



STRATEGY

Extract Extract all local subject headings

Check Check them against our sources

Replace Replace them with more respectful alternatives



CONSIDERATIONS FOR RESPECTFUL 
ALTERNATIVE SUBJECT HEADINGS

• Person-first vs. identity-first

• No hurtful or outdated language

• Ask the people themselves

• Consult most recent sources



CONTINUOUS PROCESS



ACCOUNTABILITY STATEMENT

https://vu.on.worldcat.org/discovery



https://vu.nl/en/about-vu/divisions/university-
library/more-about/decolonization-and-a-
more-inclusive-library

WEBSITE



P R ES EN TAT I O N  O F  
O P E N  CO L L ECT I O N S

• White, Eurocentric
collections create
feelings of lack of 
belonging and isolation of 
students of color

• Diversifying collections
must be done in 
conversation with the
faculties



PART OF  THE  
COLLECT ION ON THE  

OCC AS ION OF  THE  
DUTCH SLAVERY 
MEMORIAL YEAR



4. CHALLENGES

• Local / within the library

• Do all colleagues understand the purpose behind decolonization work?
• Local / within the university

• How to respectfully involve students and staff in decolonization work, recognizing the
emotional labor this work may entail, esp. for staff and students of color

• National and international / need for collaboration
• Lack of expertise among librarians

• Moving away from western classification systems

• Influencing big publishers and vendors



5. TOWARDS OVERCOMING THESE 
CHALLENGES

Help spread awareness about 
decolonization and support diversity and 

decolonization initiatives within their 
own universities.

Seek sustainable collaborations 
with students and staL from their 
own universities and colleagues 

from other libraries.



OVERCOMING
CHALLENGES -

LOCALLY

• Within library
• To see raising of support for decolonization work among colleagues

as part of decolonization work

• Within university – the nature of librarians as connectors
• Seek sustainable relationships with students and staff

• E.g. Decolonization Lab

• Supporting/connecting diversity and decolonization initiatives on 
Campus

VU Campus



Diversity Office's Decolonization Lab at 
the VU Library
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O V E R C O M I N G C H A L L E N G E S
– N AT I O N A L LY A N D
I N T E R N AT I O N A L LY

• 23 April 2024: National 
meeting ‘Decolonization
and Collections’ at the VU
ØTwo taskforces



6. SUMMARY

Decolonization should be an integral part of 
our daily work

Local actions can have meaningful impact

Call for collaboration



THANK YOU
FOR YOUR

ATTENTION

VU Library working group
'Decolonization and Collections'

Please don't hesitate to contact us if you have any
questions!

Pam Kaspers, p.j.kaspers@vu.nl

Rian Kriesels, rian.kriesels@vu.nl

Michèle Meijer, m.l.meijer@vu.nl

Esther Nijland, e.l.nijland@vu.nl
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