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Eliza Atkins Gleason (1909-2009): A Civic Infophile Ahead of Her Time 
A centenarian librarian whose life mapped the public good across generations, geographies, and global visions. 
 
At a Glance: Dr. Eliza Atkins Gleason 
Quick Facts 
· Born: 1909, Winston-Salem, NC. 
· Groundbreaking Achievement: First African American to earn a PhD in Library Science (1940). 
· Major Impact: Founded Atlanta University's Library School, training 90% of African American librarians until 1986. 
· Family Legacy: Daughter of Simon Green Atkins founder of Winston-Salem State University. 
· Breaking Barriers: First African American librarian on American Library Association's national council (1942-1946). 
· Personal: Married to Dr. Maurice Gleason for 61 years; mother to Dr. Joy Gleason Carew, who became the resident linguist (Russian) and Professor of Pan-African Studies at the University of Louisville (retired in 2020). Grandmother to Shantoba Eliza Kathleen Carew. 
· Intellectual Connection:  Carleton B. Joeckel (her dissertation advisor at the University of Chicago) 
· Died: 2009, on her 100th birthday, December 15. 
Why Her Story Matters Today:  
We take the principle of universal information access for all as a basic human right. We often assume that’s what librarians have always believed and practiced. But it wasn’t so. Many people have helped us get here, but now, through the lens of adaptive infophilia theory, (and specifically civic infophilia) I present the African American woman librarian and educator, Dr. Eliza Atkins Gleason. At a time when many African Americans were denied library services due to segregation, she studied the problem both legally and empirically. Her landmark study, The Southern Negro and the Public Library, exposed the gap between the professional rhetoric of “free libraries for all” and the reality of systemic exclusion. She argued for a single, integrated library system serving everyone equally. She built institutions and trained professionals dedicated to serving the "common good" embodied by public libraries. Her life is a testament to how one person's dedication to education and truth can reshape entire systems. It’s a lesson that is urgently needed as our professions, institutions, and the public face contemporary challenges around access, censorship, misinformation, and the ongoing risks to collective memory. 
 
A Daughter of an African American Educational Legacy Par Excellence 
Eliza was born in 1909 in Winston-Salem, North Carolina, the youngest of nine children in a family deeply committed to education. Her father, Simon Green Atkins, was the founder of Slater Industrial Academy in 1892, now Winston-Salem State University (WSSU). He believed that “Education is primarily an effort to realize in man his possibilities as a thinking and feeling being.” Her mother, Oleona Pegram Atkins, was a teacher, a leader in her own right, and honored today as "WSSU’s First Lady.” Eliza inherited an ethic of "bibliography as biography" — a belief in books as tools of selfhood and service. 
An Educational Journey Across the Nation: Navigating Historical Silences 
Eliza's educational journey stretched across the nation from the American South to the Midwest to the 
West. She earned her A.B. from Fisk University, Nashville, Tennessee, in 1930, and her B.S. in Library Science from the University of Illinois in 1931. Her first library position as Asst. Librarian was that same summer at Louisville Municipal College (LMC) for Negroes. (LMC was a distinct municipal institution created during segregation, and under the administration of the University of Louisville; it closed in 1951 following desegregation of the University.) She became Head Librarian in 1932 and taught the only library classes available for African Americans in Kentucky between 1932–1951. 
She left Kentucky in 1935 to pursue her M.A. in Library Science at the University of California, Berkeley, then returned to her A.B. alma mater Fisk University in 1936 as librarian, later becoming Head the Reference Department. In 1937, she moved to Chicago and earned her PhD in Library Science from the University of Chicago in 1940, becoming the first African American to do so. Her dissertation, published as a book in 1941, remains a landmark study of public library services (or not!!) to African Americans. 
Dr. Gleason's intellectual journey was a civic pilgrimage, moving through segregated and elite institutions alike with one goal: to democratize access to knowledge. Analyzing Gleason’s landmark study, Cheryl Knott concludes in Not free, not for all: Public libraries in the Age of Jim Crow (2016):  
"Gleason's book documented for the first time the extent of the gap between white librarians' words and their deeds. It revealed the hypocrisy of an institution and a profession that provided access to collections and services as if access were a privilege for whites to bestow rather than a civil right in a democracy founded on the notion of intellectual freedom." (page 46) 
An Info-Pragmatist 
In her doctoral study, Dr. Gleason meticulously documented that approximately 6.9 million African Americans in the South lacked access to public library services, with nearly 2 million living in areas where libraries were available exclusively for whites. Rather than invoking intellectual freedom, Gleason strategically argued against the financial and operational inefficiencies of segregated libraries, recommending desegregation as a more cost-effective solution. 
Her pragmatic approach reflected the broader intellectual trends of the 1930s, when efficiency became increasingly important in public services. Gleason understood the political landscape — ALA had provided financial support for her education, but the organization was still focused on book banning and had not yet found its footing on civil rights even though the first Library Bill of Rights had been adopted in June 1939.  
 

Image: Screenshot of Eliza Atkins Gleason’s study described in Schlachter, G. A. and Thomison, D. 
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Builder of Institutions, Nurturer of Movements 
She developed a library department at Louisville Municipal College (LMC), the only one in Kentucky to provide library classes for African Americans. As the founding dean of the School of Library Service at Atlanta University (Clark Atlanta now) in 1941, Gleason created the infrastructure for African American librarianship in the U.S. that trained 90% of African American librarians by 1986. 
Her institution-building was grounded in a fundamental understanding that library policy was public policy. Her dissertation, The Government and Administration of Public Library Service to Negroes in the South published as The Southern Negro and the Public Library, explicitly examined library governance within the broader context of governmental responsibility and public administration. She exposed how the rhetoric of "equal access" in public library policy was contradicted by the realities of segregation, demonstrating that library policy both reflected and reinforced broader public policy failures. 
In 1942, she became the first African American librarian to serve on the national council of the ALA and served until 1946. 
She left the Atlanta school to join her husband in Chicago and after stints at various colleges became an associate professor in library science at the south Chicago branch of the Illinois Teachers College in 1964. 
Pan-African Cosmopolitan and ‘Common Good’ Cartographer 
From the segregated South to the Great Lakes North, from Louisville to Atlanta to Chicago, Eliza's life embodied a kind of African American civic cosmopolitanism or Pan African American internationalism — a grounded yet borderless vision for justice rooted in her understanding of the common good. Her analysis of the legal basis of free libraries (as public libraries were called then, since they were supported by taxpayer funds and provided services without individual personal payment) is simply brilliant. W.E.B. Dubois saw Pan Africanism as a global anti-racism strategy and her daughter’s intellectual accomplishments exemplify this tradition. 
Personal Life and Continuing Legacy 
Eliza married Dr. Maurice Francis Gleason in 1937, and after World War II, joined him in Chicago in 1946. 
Their daughter, Joy, was born in 1947, and they were married 61 years before Maurice passed away in 
1998. Two of Simon Green's expressions guided Eliza throughout her life: the motto still used by Winston-Salem State University, "Enter to learn, depart to serve," and a personal motto that spoke to her fortitude, "I can buy a pound at any price." 
Their daughter, Joy Gleason Carew, Ph.D., became a Professor of Pan-African Studies at the University of Louisville and author of Blacks, Reds, and Russians: Sojourners in Search of the Soviet Promise. She married Jan Carew in 1975, a Guyanese writer who described his ancestral village as "a place of polyglot races" where he was blessed with "the bloods of the most persecuted peoples on earth." Joy retired from the University of Louisville in 2020 after 20 years of service. 
An Infophile in Action 
Gleason wasn’t content to sit in silence. She believed library policy was public policy. Her dissertation remains one of the earliest works to critique structural exclusion in America’s public libraries through data and evidence — the very heart of civic infophilia. 
In 2010, the University of Louisville posthumously inducted her into the College of Arts and Sciences Hall of Honor. The Eliza Atkins Gleason Book Award is given in her honor by ALA (administered by the Library History Round Table) for the best book written in English in library history, including the history of libraries, librarianship, and book culture. 
 
From Biography to Civic Infophilia 
Dr. Gleason's life exemplifies what we’ve been exploring as civic infophilia — a love of information rooted in the democratic impulse to use knowledge not just to live well ourselves, but to help others, especially those who are underserved, flourish too. This goes beyond typical civic participation or engagement and embraces historical erasures, silences, and violences with truth and empathy. 
Eliza Atkins Gleason embodied this impulse decades before we had a name for it. Her approach to information and institutions was characterized by three key principles: 
· A love of information for equity's sake: She understood that knowledge without access is powerless, and that information systems must actively serve the common good. 
· A belief in information institutions as moral institutions: Libraries, schools, and archives weren't neutral spaces to her, but tools for democracy that required intentional stewardship. 
· A commitment to transcending borders: Whether racial, regional, or national, she saw artificial boundaries as obstacles to human flourishing. 
 
A Message for Our Times: Citizens and Librarians, Archivists and Historians, Everyone in the Helping Professions  
If you care about truth, if you worry about censorship, if you are experiencing burnout or overload and wondering whether libraries, archives, museums, and education in the arts and humanities still matter; if you're looking at the signs and promises of movements such as open access, open borders, open science, and open cultures, know this: 
Eliza Atkins Gleason saw the cracks in our democracy and filled them with books, schools, ideas, and voices. She didn't wait for perfect systems — she built better ones. You can let her legacy be your call to action in this fragile time. 
 
A Call to Action 
Who are the librarians and library school teachers who have inspired you? Did any of them pass away during the ALA Sesquicentennial period from 1976 to 2026? I invite you to honor their memory by sharing their names, along with any personal memories or tributes you’d like to offer. Your reflections will help celebrate their contributions to the library community and beyond. 
 
Featured image: The front cover of Eliza Atkins Gleason’s 1941 book published by the University of Chicago press The Southern Negro and the Public Library, highlights the 13 southern states that she investigated in her pioneering doctoral study on public library services for African Americans. The states are: Alabama, Arkansas, Florida, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi, North Carolina, Oklahoma, South Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, and Virginia and her dissertation title is The Government and Administration of Public Library Service to Negroes in the South.  
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PURPOSE: The purpose of the study was to trace the history e desnprs "ot
library service to Negroes in the South.

PROCEDURE: The following sources were used to supply the data: published
materials, correspondence with state library agencies, records of the American
Library Association, and personal observation.

FINDINGS: The following findings were reported by the author: the Negro populs-
tion in the South received far less public library service than did the white popul-
tion; Negro library service was most often found in wealthy areas alnd mirl‘:lroq:
urban centers; the separate-but-equal doctrine created special prob ""‘I’smmb
economic areas; statistics for Negro library service were rated as uns
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