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Imagine a library with no walls.  Books of all kinds—from textbooks to zines to original 

poetry—are stored outside.  They can be given to anyone for any length of time—no need to own 

a library card and no need to have them back by a predetermined date.  The books are kept in 

plastic bins, and, when it rains, volunteers cover them with tarps that must be taped down and 

tucked in.  When the bad weather passes, volunteers uncover the books and set the library back 

up.  This scenario may sound unlikely, but it is in fact a description of the Occupy movement’s 

libraries.  Today they are found in cities around the world, but it all began with the People’s 

Library in Liberty Plaza.   

Whether you support or oppose the Occupy Wall Street movement, it is undeniable that it 

has had a significant effect on our recent history and culture.  It started on September 17, 2011 

when protestors set up camp in Zuccotti Park in New York City.  It has since spread to cities and 

countries around the world, from Pittsburgh to Paris.  Protestors rallied around the slogan “We 

are the 99%!” setting themselves in contrast to the “1%” (as they termed exorbitantly wealthy 

members of the population).  Though the Occupy movement has been criticized for failing to 

articulate specific demands, most protestors and supporters agree that it is a statement against 

corruption and a call for a much-needed change in how our society operates. 

At first glance, it may seem odd for a library—something so often associated with 

structures and rules—to exist within a movement that rejects societal structures and rules.  

“Aren't libraries all about rules and organization?” Barbara Fister (2011) asks us in “Why The 

Occupy Movement Needs Libraries.”  However, Fister goes on to answer: 



 Well . . . no. Libraries are fundamentally about something quite different … more 

a way to define the community through a culturally meaningful form of sharing, a 

physical impulse to pass books from one hand to another.  …  Sharing books is 

communal nourishment, like breaking bread. 

Community and interdependence are key themes of the Occupy Wall Street movement, themes 

that are found time and again in its literature.  Christian Zabriskie, founder of Urban Libraries 

Unite, reports that during his visit to Zuccotti Park “people at the library [were] incredibly 

gracious and welcoming,” and “empowered” him to contribute in whatever way he could (2011).  

Betsy Fagin, the Librarian of the Occupy Wall Street Library, wrote on her blog that “almost 

every aspect of life at Liberty Park was created through a generosity of community spirit with a 

foundation in love” (To Autumn, 2011).  The library is run entirely through volunteers and 

donations. 

This community spirit sounds very nice in theory, but how is it working out in practice?  

Quite well, according to the People’s Library website and several news reports (Zabriskie, 2011; 

Fister, 2011). Volunteers and donors have been generous.  The current books are being returned, 

and new books are coming in every day.  As of February 2012, there are more than 9000 books 

in the Occupy Wall Street Library catalogue.  LibraryThing, an online cataloguing application 

and social space, donated a free lifetime membership to the People’s Library, and its founder 

Tim Spalding has helped with the cataloguing.  Volunteers from all over the country have 

donated their time to making the People’s Library work. 

Contrary to the implications of Fister’s rhetorical question, the People’s Library has a 

sound organizational system in place.  There is no official check out system, but a page of 

Library Ground Rules has been placed in the Library Staff Documents Box to assist volunteers.  



These rules also appear on the website.  Essentially, once a book is donated to the library, the 

words “Occupy Wall Street Library” are written in a visible spot so that the library’s books can 

be distinguished from protestors’ personal books. Once the book is catalogued on LibraryThing, 

it is marked as “Processed” and placed in the appropriate bin.   

There are no deadlines or fines.  In fact, visitors to the library have the option of checking 

books out forever.  Librarians request that visitors cross out “Occupy Wall Street Library” and 

“Processed” from the book so it is not mistakenly returned; then, if they write the title, author, 

and ISBN on the “Sign Out Forever” sheet, the librarians will go into the catalogue and remove 

the book.  “These books belong to everyone, so we trust everyone to do what they think is most 

effective with them,” the Occupy Wall Street Library states in its online FAQs.  “If you think 

you could put a book to good use long-term, by all means keep it.”  If the book ever finds its way 

back to the library, it is simply marked as “Returned.”    

 One of the most notable things about the Occupy Wall Street movement is that it tries to 

avoid the traditional hierarchical management system.  Decisions are made via group consensus.  

David Graeber, one of the early organizers of Occupy Wall Street, left New York three days after 

the movement had begun. “We don't want to create a leadership structure,” he explained. “The 

fact that I was being promoted as a celebrity is a danger. It's the kids who made this happen” 

(Berrett, 2011). Pia Catton (2011), a journalist interviewing the protesters for the Wall Street 

Journal, recounts her meeting with a young man wearing a nametag that said “Info.”  Perhaps 

expecting to find someone in charge of the program, she was surprised when he insisted that "I'm 

no one's boss, and no one is the boss of me."   

The People’s Library holds tight to this non-hierarchical, consensus-based structure.  

Betsy Fagin became the Librarian of the Occupy Wall Street Library in the early weeks of the 



movement; however, she did so only after presenting her wish to take responsibility for the 

library before a General Assembly.  The assembly then approved the idea.  Even then, when 

Fagin posted news about the Occupy Wall Street Library on her blog, she made sure to include 

that she is but “(one of) the self-appointed librarian(s)” (Occupy Wall Street Library, 2011).  

What are we to make of libraries that are run in such a non-traditional way?  Mandy 

Henk, a writer for the Occupy Wall Street Library website, describes the Occupy libraries as 

examples of “guerilla libraries.”  Guerilla libraries take the concept of a library one step further 

than most public libraries; they meet peoples’ information needs by bringing the books to the 

readers instead of requiring the readers to come to the books.  They aim to supply information to 

hard to reach groups or groups that have somehow been excluded from involvement in ordinary 

libraries. Ultimately, guerilla libraries like the ones founded by the Occupy movement reject the 

idea that relationships should be mediated by the state or the market.  Instead, they create space 

for people to form their own relationships. 

 As with any other library, managing the People’s Library has presented its challenges.  

Occupy Libraries must deal with issues like protecting damageable books from the elements and 

making the most of a limited space. Library Working Group member Eric Seligson observes, “If 

we got back all the materials we have loaned all at once, we wouldn’t be able to handle it. There 

is so much out there we wouldn’t have space for it all” (Zabriskie, 2011).  The library’s 

organizers have also had to negotiate with local police who will remove the protective tarps if 

they are not set up in accordance with the city’s codes (Fister, 2011).   

On November 15 and 16, 2011, much of the People’s Library in Liberty Plaza was 

confiscated by unexpected police raids.  Although the city promised that confiscated items would 

be stored safely, library organizers who sought to retrieve them discovered that many items had 



been damaged beyond repair.  The destruction of the library was a poignant reminder to many of 

the important role libraries play in ensuring free speech and equality.  Supporters rose to its 

defense.  “The dissolution of a library is unacceptable,” announced ALA President Molly 

Raphael.  “Libraries serve as the cornerstone of our democracy and must be safeguarded.”  She 

added, “We support the librarians and volunteers of the Library Working Group as they re-

establish the People’s Library” (ALA Alarmed, 2011).    

 Betsy Fagin wrote on her blog that she was saddened by the destruction, but she was 

confident that the struggle would bring the community closer together. “Now our roots can grow 

deeper and stronger,” she said.  “It really is the beginning of the beginning” (To Autumn, 2011).  

Indeed, since November, the People’s Library has not only reestablished itself but has multiplied 

in size.  Many more such libraries have sprung up across the country and the globe.  The Occupy 

Maine Library, the Occupy Sacramento Library, and the People’s Library of Vancouver are but a 

few of many such libraries in existence.  The future of the Occupy Wall Street movement may be 

evolving, but one thing is sure.  “No matter what happens, the library stays,” says Briar 

Somerville, a member of the Library Working Group, “and we stay with the library” (Zabriskie 

2011). 

  

http://peopleslibrary.wordpress.com/2011/10/16/library-working-group-meets/
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