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Chapter Thirteen

Like Our Lives Depended on It
Reflections on Embodied Librarianship, Counterspaces,

and Throwing Down

Nicholae Cline, Jorge R. López-McKnight, and
Madelyn Shackelford Washington

“Diversity is being invited to the party. Inclusion is being asked to dance.”—
Vernã Myers

On Friday, March 24, 2017, a few hundred librarians attended the Chair’s
Choice program at the Association of College and Research Libraries
(ACRL) national conference in Baltimore, Maryland. Harvard-trained law-
yer, entrepreneur, and author Vernā Myers’s program, titled “What If I Say
the Wrong Thing? Interrupting Bias in Ourselves and Others,” was intended
to help the audience learn not only how to address the verbal and written
missteps and negative actions of others but also what to do if one finds
themselves doing or saying things that may cause great pain, confusion, and
disengagement to others (2017b). Myers, a cultural innovator, activist, and
self-described recovering lawyer, challenged a sea of academic librarians to
be thoughtful about their cultural lenses and not to feel guilty, but instead be
vigilant about taking responsibility for the mistakes made in social situations
regarding race, ethnicity, diversity, and inclusion, “so that all cultures, all
people, all voices can thrive” in the workplace, in educational situations, and
in their lives (Myers 2017a).

We, the authors of this chapter, had to survive before we could thrive. As
embodied librarians, reflecting on the process of becoming academic librar-
ians only came about after creating personalized plans that serendipitously
placed us alongside each other “in the stacks” in which we called upon each
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other for motivation and to sustain professional growth. We were in the same
library graduate program at the School of Library and Information Science
(SLIS) at Indiana University (IU) at the same time, between the years 2010
through 2012. Bloomington, a city where accidental discoveries spurred into
friendships, informed the development of a community. It was an unexpected
private entry into the relative counterspaces organically emerging from our
self-determination and shared experiences. Though wary of using statistics
and demographics to define our setting because of the limitations and its
historical and continued use to erase marginalized peoples, we provide data
to illustrate just one aspect of the environment in which we found ourselves.
A reported 825 underrepresented people of color (less than 9 percent), sought
graduate and professional degrees at IU in fall 2010.1 Although unable to
locate specific demographics of the library science graduate program at that
time, we collectively recall it was more of the same, if not more. That was
our memory, our feeling, our reality of being and moving through that partic-
ular space at that specific time.

Throughout the process of creating this chapter, it became clear that our
individual and shared experiences during our time at IU seemed to omit what
Myers mentioned in her presentation. We had been invited (sort of) to the
party, but we were definitely not asked to dance. Even there, in a sea of
Whiteness, we defined our community, autonomously, that centered our bod-
ies—along with their implicit/explicit social expectations—on our journey to
becoming librarians.

It was essential that we created counterspaces—in homes, hallways, bars,
cafés—for the selves we were and would become. Those spaces were sites of
resistance and solidarity; our togetherness made us stronger, allowed us to
hold one another, while celebrating ourselves. It was community; it was love.

SPEAKING (AND LISTENING) TOGETHER

When faced with the task of creating an organic chapter for the twentieth
anniversary of IOOV 1996, each of us readily agreed when Nicholae encour-
aged the creation of something that resonated with our experiences as indi-
viduals of color at SLIS. Currently residing in different states, this journey
took each of us through multiple phases of writing, virtual and face-to-face
conversations, introspection, and reflection.

After several e-mails and completing Dinty W. Moore’s memoir exercise
from The Truth of the Matter: Art and Craft in Creative Nonfiction (2006),
collectively we generated questions probing our SLIS experience. A set of
questions emerged from our conversations and personal reflections on shared
and individual experiences at IU. These questions served as a guide for the
conversation we would record and transcribe for this chapter. The recorded
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conversation was hosted on the WebEx platform, an electronic roundtable;
each of us took turns moderating the discussion, using the questions we
generated as prompts. The conversation ran two hours and included one
musical/dance interlude.2 We spent weeks creating a written transcript based
on the recorded conversation. Out of the thirteen questions generated, eight
correlated with the most intriguing conversations relevant to Nicholae’s in-
itial encouragement. As a result, references are made to points made previ-
ously within the overall conversation; however, all point(s) may or may not
be fleshed out in the text selected for this chapter.3

Can you talk a little bit about how you met each of your coauthors?
Describe each of your coauthors, and the first impressions you had of them.

NC. I remember in that S401 (Computer Based Information Tools) class
we had together, Madelyn, you said we never interacted, but I do remember
we had to write a series of responses in our online course forum. And I
remember being aware very immediately of your intelligence. Because it
seemed to me that I had approached librarianship as a professional possibility
on a whim, and so I didn’t have any background knowledge and didn’t have a
sense for the theoretical underpinnings of the field, but you seemed to be
really on top of it and I was impressed by that.

My first impression of Madelyn was that she was, in that class in particu-
lar, intelligent and eloquent, but also that she exhibited such huge, positive
energy, and I was very drawn to that in an immediate way. Especially in, as
Jorge has already referenced, the sea of whiteness that was our class and
cohort for sure. Whether or not that was an accurate assessment of the pro-
gram’s demographics, I think your memory of it is legitimate because that’s
how it felt and seemed for us and is something that has been noted by other
people in the program, then and now. I think Madelyn stood out to me for
that reason in a really good way, and for me it was so positive just because I
didn’t know a lot of Brown folks; I never really had, at least relative to how
many White people I was surrounded by. I mean, being in Bloomington it’s
not as easy as it might seem once you’ve connected with a group of Brown
and Black folks. So that was really significant for me, and I think that was
one of my first experiences of feeling community and solidarity with other
people of color. The town in which I grew up, there were so few folks of
color, and I was one of them along with the few Latinx individuals . . . and
Jorge, I’m trying to remember how we first interacted. Because I don’t think
we met at that party, right?

JRLM. I didn’t really have impressions of Madelyn and Nicholae from
the classroom. I do remember seeing you move through Wells,4 and that was
important for me to see, visually, you in that space moving through, with
your body. Most of my understandings of both of you are outside of the
academic space.
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A good friend connected me to Madelyn. Some of the same stuff that
Nicholae said. Very smart, very open, down-to-earth. Very welcoming and
like “come on, let’s go, let’s stick together, let’s do this.” Nicholae, the first
time I met you, I think Madelyn organized a group get-together at the Vid.5

And you were there, and we were talking about your creative writing back-
ground prior to coming to libraries. Nicholae was really down to earth, and
super smart, really thoughtful, and listening. I just remembered feeling as
though I was being heard and understood.

MSW. You smolder Nicholae—a smoldering of constant thought—a
kind of smolder that doesn’t burn hard and fast. In class, I remember you
wore a neat, homie hat. I was always interested in how you dressed. Always
very comfortable, but I always thought you were smoldering with thoughtful-
ness. I remember when we did a panel together in August of 2011 that I
could see the effervescence of your contemplation. A member of the growing
community introduced me to Jorge, I thought, “his tattoos are hot” and your
intoxicating warmth was magnetic. Here, our bond began to grow.

How were our identities represented, expressed, celebrated in the various
spaces we moved in and out of? How were questions and discussions related
to race, gender, sexuality, and class incorporated in your program, in your
classes, in your work?

JRLM. For the most part, I just remember in class once it being talked
about in library management, like diverse populations and the understanding
that there were all these White folks in the class just wanting to help. There
was a [I believe White] woman that sat across from me, and she kept looking
at me. My understanding of her looking at me was that she was pretty
disgusted with the conversation and looking at me, thinking “how are we
dealing with this?” The conversation was around wanting to help and that to
me felt so off base. It wasn’t about helping; it wasn’t about this feeling good
thing—it’s some of that—but it’s more of understanding these structures that
are in place and being in solidarity. It was painful. I just remember leaving
that class feeling really hurt.

MSW. Library management? JRLM. That was library management,
dealing primarily with race and gender. Maybe a little bit of class but more in
terms of efforts libraries were involved in that [were] supporting diverse
populations, at least that’s how I remember it. I really liked how Nicholae
phrased it—of thinking about it in that space, at that particular time but not
being expressed. That’s what I remember—the absence of it, really.

NC. That seems important to me, because my memory of that time is also
centered around an absence rather than a presence. I think that, discussing in
one of our preliminary conversations [for this chapter], how it felt to move
through certain spaces, to be a part of this program, to feel—I mean,
“othered” is how we usually express this experience—othered, but also feel
like our bodies were taking up and creating space where there was otherwise
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a vacuum of sorts, and standing out in specific ways. That’s how I often felt,
and I mean I say that as someone who is usually seen as being ethnically
ambiguous or “safely mixed.” I’ve certainly never had anyone guess at my
Native heritage; usually people assume I’m Latinx, so I try to acknowledge
that I have a certain amount of privilege in this regard, in that I stand out but
not necessarily in a particular (or threatening) way or as part of a defined,
racialized category.

What kinds of resistance did folks engage in that challenged dominant
norms? In what ways did you feel (un)comfortable in the spaces you inhabit-
ed and traversed during your time in Bloomington and in the SLIS program?
Did you always feel safe—physically/mentally/emotionally/spiritually? How
did you work to create counterspaces with people who could hold you?

MSW. In general, that occurred outside of academic sites, and, if I may
quote Nicholae from previous conversations, the locations in which we
“threw down”—Emilie’s home, the Vid, Atlas, Uncle E’s, the Back Door,
my house—were all sites of resistance. I just remember alcohol, voguing,
and emerging conversations that would be deemed subversive, I think, by the
dominant culture. Normalizing things the dominant culture freaked out about
occurred in those locations away from the academic arena. But I also remem-
ber limitations of those expressions and celebrations of our identity. One
very specifically, close to graduation 2012, when the crew went to that nasty
bar—Dunkirk.6 I remember someone saying “Girl . . . I can’t dance here. I
am too queeny for these people.” The safe spaces in Bloomington where we
could express [ourselves] were limited.

NC. You know, I agree completely, but I think sometimes the limitations
were present even when, occasionally, we were too drunk, too “feelin’ our-
selves,” too getting down together to notice. I don’t know about Madelyn,
but I find myself spending a lot of time feeling apart even when I’m a part of
something, whether a group or an experience. Which means I’m often preoc-
cupied with observing and perhaps hypervigilant of the spaces I inhabit. In
doing so, I noticed, even when we were at the Atlas or at the Vid, we had our
own little Brown corner and people were aware of us, people watched us. I
think this necessarily limited what was possible; even when we didn’t feel
the need to push back against those potential restrictions at all times. Because
we could still have what we needed in that space, even if there were limita-
tions. I’m also thinking about, and this isn’t entirely relevant, but going back
to what you said—and I know Jorge probably doesn’t want this chapter to be
about who he kissed in these spaces—but I’m going back there. I’m going
back to it because it’s illustrative of, and a really important part of, the
creation of counterspaces, which we created necessarily because we needed
to find places to be—both ourselves and with one another—and to create that
kind of community. And so you’re exactly right, some of those rules were
suspended, even if there were limitations, some of those normative mores
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were suspended when we got together. We were able to be and become
differently in those spaces. The point being, that, for me, was an important
and fundamental part of being and becoming non-monogamous and realizing
that non-monogamy is an important structuring framework for how I want to
do, and be, in relationships. It was in those spaces, in other words, that not
only did we get to be ourselves but we got to become and explore new selves
and new ways of being as well. For me, that wasn’t just about being Brown
or being queer, it was about many different ways of being and of being
differently.

JRLM. Seeing you folks walking to class, or walking to the digital li-
brary space on the fifth floor. Just seeing you move physically through that
space, for me, I think of that as resistance because it encouraged me, sup-
ported me, and pushed me to be fully present. To actually come into the
space and engage in some type of effort. I think we can unpack it more,
looking at Nicholae’s question, “Did you always feel safe—physically/men-
tally/emotionally/spiritually?” That’s a super challenging, hard question be-
cause there, I didn’t, but in these other “counterspaces,” I did to some extent,
to the extent that it was possible—in people’s homes typically.

Do you feel like you stood out in town and in the program? Did you ever
feel like you, or the identities you performed and expressed, were “too
much”?

MSW. Was my version of femininity too much for Indiana? I worked
feverishly to create a counterspace at home. I was not safe or comfortable in
class. I was obsessed with the “outer gaze.” Always thinking about it. Al-
ways knowing my hair needed to be done a certain way. Always feeling
strange covering my hair. Because I knew it might be “too much” for some
people. I remember at home, how I really wanted people to feel free to be
themselves. There was a manic-ness I felt inside about making certain people
feel normal. I did not ever want anyone to feel, not normal—in my home.
JRLM. This gets at Nicholae and Madelyn’s questions about the stare/gaze.
I felt, for me at least, I was under this professional White gaze, and I was also
happily practicing it [Whiteness], to a certain degree [with the way I dressed
and groomed], performing this sort of safe, ambiguous, multicultural body,
there to put people at ease, but also to show how great this space [academic
libraries] is for everybody, in this post-racial world. MSW. We met each
other in the Obama era.

JRLM. I was very aware of that. This gets back to safety and moving
through that space. I remember moving down in a U-Haul, coming down
from Indianapolis, and this cop pulls up right beside me; I’m like “damn, this
is not good.” Coming from Michigan, from Ann Arbor, and not having spent
much time anywhere south of Michigan, it felt different. I’m hearing folks
with accents, there’s religious stuff in my face, Confederate flags. I didn’t
feel particularly safe.
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I wish we could have had more of these conversations there. This is what
I really needed; I was struggling with depression and trying to figure that out.
Also being hit with this is what we’re up against. You’re in this program that
is producing White heteronormative practices and values. I knew that all
along, but it felt more clear for some reason, at that particular moment.

NC. Well, all of that is really resonant, in that it all feels really true for me
as well. The only difference is, I’m from Indiana, and I’m from a pretty tiny
town at the southern tip of the state near Louisville, Kentucky, so I was
moving from a space . . . suffice it to say, I’ve never felt safe, in this way, and
still don’t. If I leave my house, or those few other spaces in which I’ve come
to find comfort, I often feel unsafe. Obviously, we live intersectional lives, so
my gender and my queerness are not separable from my racial identity. The
ways in which my body is racialized, especially, considering my formative
experiences as a child during which I was much Browner and much more
obviously mixed (there was no mistaking my Brownness for anything other
than what it was) than I’m often perceived in the present—it was as I got
older, as an older child and teenager, that my gender became less legible in
binaristic terms and, thus, more clearly gender nonconforming and femme.
The point is I’ve mostly felt unsafe, less as a Brown person and more as a
queer and nonbinary individual. So it’s my gender expression and my sexual-
ity that structure my experiences of comfort and safety in most public (and
other) spaces. Which is why, you know, coming from a small town, finally
getting to Bloomington, and on my first night here I see two men walking
downtown holding hands, and I thought, “Maybe this is my home, maybe
this is the kind of space I’ve been looking and waiting for.” But then I
eventually realized, safety might just not be real for someone like me or
people like us. Our lives are always precarious, we’re always potentially
vulnerable, and we can create these spaces of relative safety and comfort and
resilience and solidarity and community, but my experiences taught me to
resist the precarity my body and identity create in the world and recognize
that those experiences, whether it’s as a result of my gender or my queerness
or my race or my anxiety/disability, structure my engagement with the world
and how I’m received, or not, by it, and also how they structure the needs I
have for and within what we’ve been calling counterspaces. It’s also why my
relationships with all of you were so important and continue to be so mean-
ingful.

What did we need/want from one another, and what called us to invest in
the relationships we had together? What was it that we created, among
ourselves and with others who were willing to do justice to our identities?

MSW. The reaction to the circumstance. I always wondered why I felt so
compelled to work so hard at school or at creating a safe counterspace,
because if I didn’t, my mind would move into this very uncomfortable space.
There was so much discomfort in other spaces, but I had control over my
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school, work, and my professional work. Everything I did was so intense.
When we threw down it was like DAYUM, and we outdid ourselves each
time. NC. It seems like some of the manic energy you described is a function
of the necessity thereof. We needed that; it was part of our survival. MSW.
Remember, Nicholae said, people watched our Brown bubble; they envied,
loathed, and lusted our Brown bubble. NC. And some people felt all three
simultaneously. MSW. Each time we got together, I felt stronger. NC. You
know what I keep thinking of, as you were speaking, is how it seemed like
we partied “like our lives depended on it.” And that’s a metaphor, but there’s
also a realness to it. MSW. To balance things out I had to overcompensate.

JRLM. Part of how I read that question was thinking about it as, what
would I have liked/needed now that we’ve experienced this and now that we
know what we know. It’s something I’ve been thinking about and wonder-
ing: What that would look like for folks now? NC. It doesn’t really answer
your question, but I think what I realized through the relationships we had
and the spaces we created together was at least in part a new awareness of the
fact that I needed this, and they were necessary. And it wasn’t until we went
to Minnesota,7 Jorge, that I realized how thoroughly I had forgotten this fact
and this need. I had allowed myself to forget that I needed these kinds of
relationships with people of color, I needed this form of sustenance: the
community aspect of the relationship we had and the spaces we occupied;
forcibly sometimes. I was speaking to a member of our administration, here,
and she was asking me about my experience at Minnesota, and I told her,
“you know, I have much less to say about what I learned about leadership or
being a librarian, at least in any coherent way, but [what] I definitely realized
was that I need to be around people of color.” I just can’t do without it. That
was very important to me, and a lesson, I suppose, that I had forgotten I
already knew or had felt from the time when the four of us all still lived in
Bloomington. MSW. Just how important developing a sense of community is
needed, and shouldn’t be understated in this chapter.

What are some of the terminology (slang) we communicate with (e.g.,
hair whip, stunt, gagging, thirsty)?

MSW. Vocabulary?? You talking about vocabulary . . . you want some
tea, hunty?8 The Tea?9 NC. Yes! I was just thinking about Paris Is Burning
(Livingston 1990). MSW. I never realized how much of the vocabulary of
that movie I had usurped until my roommate brought the film home in the
summer of 2011. The vocabulary. . . . “Tea” the “Shade” the counterspaces in
the film . . . were influential. Helped me understand the community in which
I feel comfortable. The vocabulary [was] private entry into those relative
counterspaces. We had our own way of communicating. Do you remember
how I said Muy cracker or todo cracker? Spanglish is fluid in my life, and I
enjoyed imparting a little bit of cholita to the folks wanting to be a part of the
crew in Indiana. Spanglish mixed with Drag Speak10 learned from RuPaul’s
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Drag Race (RuPaul 2009), . . . in Hoosierlandia . . . that’s how we communi-
cated.

JRLM. Even in our conversations, and this was my experience, in
Bloomington with our group, was the fluidity with using different pronouns
to talk about and address people in a very loose way, which I thought was
interesting and a sweet connection we had among us.

NC. I think that was very important about the space we had, but also very
valuable to me now as I’ve gotten older and more willing to be open and
vulnerable and affectionate with people. There’s a way in which the figura-
tive language we had, the gestures, as Madelyn mentioned, originated very
clearly from vogue culture, from ballroom culture, and from sources like
Paris Is Burning, but for me one of the important things was, of course,
gaining a new vocabulary for racial being and racial becoming but also the
affection we were willing to show one another, the ways in which we were
willing to be physically intimate with one another, in both platonic and
sometimes romantic ways as well. The intimacy mattered, and it wasn’t only
the way we talked, it was also how we interacted and demonstrated affection
with one another. That, to me, was very significant and memorable.

REFLECTIONS

As new(ish) academic librarians, in the profession five years or less, we are
all involved in the process of becoming practitioners, researchers, and schol-
ars in the academy. Like McLeod and Badenhorst (2014), we, too, believe
gathering, reflecting, sharing, and producing knowledge are important parts
of constructing strong identities as academic librarians. It is equally impor-
tant that we produce and own that knowledge, rather than have it be produced
by the prevailing academic discourse and hegemonic structures of power. In
this chapter, we decentered research as a product, and provided an auto-
ethnographic set of optics, in order to bring into focus how we, as research-
ers, understand ourselves, our work, and our processes. We hope our contri-
bution will be useful for members of outgroups inside the walls of academia.
We hope our stories interweave with the stories of others who are also
new(ish) to academic librarianship. We hope all In Our Own Voices, Redux
readers can identify with our embodied dispositions and social knowledge
practices. Our experiences have transcended our academic world, and we
hope the narratives presented in this chapter may help many others make
informed decisions about defining and sustaining a substantive sense of com-
munity.



Cline, López-McKnight, and Washington122

NOTES

1. University Institutional Research and Reporting, Indiana University (2016).
2. Ondatropica (2012).
3. There were four individuals in these conversations, but due to unforeseen circumstances,

this written dialogue only includes recollections of three of them.
4. Wells is short for the Herman B. Wells Library at Indiana University.
5. Short for the Video Saloon, the Vid is a bar in Bloomington, Indiana.
6. Dunkirk is a bar in Bloomington, Indiana. See http://kilroys-dunnkirk.com.
7. In July 2016, Nicholae and Jorge had the privilege of attending the Minnesota Institute

for Early Career Librarians (MIECL) for traditionally underrepresented groups.
8. See UrbanDictionary.com. http://www.urbandictionary.com/define.php?term=Hunty.
9. See UrbanDictionary.com. http://www.urbandictionary.com/define.php?term=tea.

10. See http://rupaulsdragrace.wikia.com/wiki/RuPaul%27s_Drag_Race_Dictionary.
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