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Speaker 1:
Hello, and welcome. This is discussion number two in module one. We are looking at sort of the historical connection between US book bans and US libraries. My discussion here will be shorter, briefer than the first one, so never fear. But I do want to make sure to hit a few valuable pieces, valuable insights from some of the resources that are listed above so that you can sort of think of this as grounding umbrella context before you start diving into the more specific content and resources.
So again, we're going to start this discussion with a quote, and this one is from Dr. Emily Knox. If you tuned into the previous discussion, you'll know I find Dr. Knox's thought leadership in this area incredibly valuable and there's not a single time that I've encountered either her speaking or her written work and haven't come away with something, not just that I hadn't thought of before, but also something to try, something to ... an action to take a way to sort of move and change and shift my practices to be effective in the way that I hope they will be.
So this quote is from her, from an interview that she has done. She has done many. As one of the leading experts in book bans, she has done many in the last few years. She says this, "I absolutely believe this. The people who try to ban books truly believe that books are powerful, that reading is a powerful practice. That reading can change who you are." And again, there's no ulterior motive here. I give you this quote as something to think about as something as a way to frame what it is some of these resources are talking about. And in some ways, this sort of frames some of the foundations of our fight to push back against censorship.
There's something that the folks who are against censorship, there's something extremely useful, something extremely affirming in the idea that at the very, very bottom of this battle, for lack of a better term. At the very, very bottom of this battle is agreement. We are in agreement with the opposition. Books are powerful, reading is powerful, and reading both can change who you are. It's affirming for us that we agree on this, that at the bottom of our battle is agreement because that gives some hope for the idea that we can eventually get back to agreements at the surface as well.
There's also something just a little cynically pleasurable in thinking about how much that same idea of agreement that we are in agreement, how much that must terrify proponents of censorship. So that aside, I like this quote because it really boils down to two simple ideas that reading is freedom and that bans are about power. Reading is about freedom. Book bans are about power, and that as a framework for what has been at work these last few years, what has been at work throughout the history of our reading culture is pretty simply that's what it is. Reading is about freedom; bans are about power.
So like I said, this really does poke at sort of the sociocultural role of reading and literacy, both historically and now. Again, you can read more about this, but the United States as a colonial project as a nation is a culmination of an intersection of so many different overlying, overlapping, sometimes contradictory factors. And our emphasis of reading and literacy has ties to some of the religious foundations of the nation. Certainly, the settler colonial mindset at the heart of the nation and ongoing. It's simple enough to point at major moments in history and say, look, look at how reading scared the hell out of the people in power. As much as they knew it was the key to power, they were terrified of anybody who could threaten their power, being able to read.
One of the first, I think the first documented book burning, right, which actually is older than the United States, is the burning of a pamphlet that talks about how you can read the Bible for yourself and gain salvation instead of needing some kind of mediary or some kind of interpretation. If you've got the Bible and you can read, you can be the architect of your own salvation. And this went against the dominant religious group.
And so they burned those pamphlets and said, absolutely not. We see this in the way that reading was illegal and teaching ... Reading was illegal for enslaved people. If you taught so much as taught an enslaved person how to read, you could be prosecuted to the full extent of the law and go to prison because that is how much of a threat reading represented, the freedom of reading represented to those in power. And on and on it goes. That's a whole course, a whole program, whole certification that we can't possibly cover here, but certainly worth remembering at the heart of why book bans seem to follow us around despite our value, our stated and demonstrated values of how we value literacy.
So thinking about where the library fits into that. On the one hand, the simplest way to say that the way the library fits into this is that the library is not neutral, right? They can't possibly be neutral when you are ... not just an advocate, but an active participant in literacy education, when you provide access to anybody who wants to read and not just access, but choice, choice in your access. What do you want to read? Let us find it for you. Let us help you find it so that you can access it, right? This is supporting folks in their exercising of a very distinct freedom and one that ties so directly to self-determination in the United States historically and definitely at this very moment.
And so the library is sort of at the heart of the exercise, your freedom to read bit, and it makes sense that they would be the target of folks who are using bans as an exercise of their power or more to the point of protecting their power. And so this connects directly to the waves and cycles of book bans that we have seen throughout history. You can find any number of timelines. As a matter of fact, National Geographic has a really lovely sort of write-up. A few videos are linked here that you can check out as well, but suffice it to say, everything old is new again. These waves and cycles, these flashpoints that we have historically seen around book bans have happened, but even when it's not a massive wave, even when it's not a big censorship push, in between, there is still ongoing attempts at book bans, successful book bans, self-censorship, soft censorship and other behaviors that curtail this reading as a freedom, reading as an exercise of freedom.
And this is important for lots of reasons, but one particularly important piece of it is that book bans cannot be thought of as aberrations. It is a mistake to think of book banning and book censorship and the suppression of access to books, the curtailing of the right to read as an aberration in our reading culture. It's not. It is threaded through the entire thing. It is part of the larger weave. Book censorship is as old as books. It has always been with us. And like I say, the first book ban on the North American continent or what's largely considered the first book ban on the North American continent predates the United States. Book banning has been happening on this continent longer than there has been a United States.
And by more than a century, right? Book censorship is not new. To treat it as new, to treat it as a mistake, to treat it as an aberration as, oh, it's weird. It's a product of this particular moment and just what's happening, it can't happen all the time. It happens all the time and we cannot possibly equip ourselves to fight it effectively if we do not bear that in mind always. And all you need to do is look at the way libraries organize themselves. Some of our most essential policies, right? You can't have a library without some of these policies and those policies anticipate book bans, anticipate attempts at censorship, and yes, I am talking about challenge policies, right? You've got a challenge policy, right? If you don't have one, check out some of these other sections and make sure you've got a challenge policy on the books and make sure that you are very familiar with it.
Now, challenge policies absolutely fall into this category, but so do our collection development policies, right? There's no library in the world that doesn't have a collection development policy, even if it's not written down, even if it hasn't been updated, right? It's somewhere, some kind of straightforward framework for how the collection is grown, maintained, pruned, and weeded, how it is developed is written down somewhere. This is us stating how we go about doing our work of collecting for our community as its information professionals. And while that encapsulates many things that are important and those policies are vital for lots of reasons, one thing that those policies also do is anticipate someone coming and saying, how did this book get here? What is this book doing on the shelf? And our collection development policies are an answer to that question.
Book bans are not new, they are not aberrations, and in fact, they are behind ... In part behind some of the most basic functions and basic policies and basic structures of the library itself. All right. Rant over. Moving on. So, waves and cycles certainly repeat big booms of censorship. And another way to get our arms around this, it can seem enormous. We're in the middle of it. It's like a hurricane sort of just all around us, and it can seem impossible to be able to get a handle on it to be able to push back against it effectively.
But one way to sort of, I suppose, define the limits, if you can articulate the full extent of the problem, then in many ways it's a way of saying this is solvable, right? If you can articulate it in language or if you can represent it in images, then it has to be finite, right? It can't be infinite if you're able to get your arms around it enough to describe it. So one way of doing that work of providing, of marking the limits of getting our arms around this is to look at the patterns, right? So yes, there's been waves and cycles, but within those waves and cycles, we have seen the same things happening over and over again. And I break it down into these three waves. We see usual suspects, the people who are doing the banning, typical targets, the people and the books that are being banned, and then recycled rhetoric, the how people are going about book banning and to what ends, right?
These are heavily repeated and in some cases are exactly the same, right? You look at mid-century or in 1920s book ban, fires, and they will match up almost one-to-one directly on top of what we're seeing today. Yes, there are differences, yes, there are things that make our current historical moment unique that allow for a heavy coordination amongst proponents of censorship, social media, online, et cetera. These are all things that are unique to this 21st Century moment in which we find ourselves, and yet the foundations, the basic structure of what we're dealing with is much the same. And that can help. If you know it's been done before, then you know that it's also something that can be effectively challenged and beaten back because it has been before.
So those usual suspects, who's doing the banning? Largely patrons, right? Folks who are intimately familiar with the library, often folks who feel a certain level of entitlement to belonging in the library who do not question that the library is for them, but are perfectly happy to question whether the library is for certain other people. And a lot of this is parents. These are parents who find content that their kids have access to to be questionable, and therefore, rather than talking to their kids about it, say, library, why is this available? Make it unavailable so that my kid can't access it ... so no kids can access it, et cetera.
The targets of those book bans are also heavily repeated. There are very easily identifiable patterns and themes of who exactly these folks are uncomfortable with or outraged that they are represented and on the shelf next to things that represent themselves, right? These folks are entitled to equal representation, equal access to this social capital of having your experiences represented accurately and with beautiful and excellent craft in a book, right? Very frustrating for folks who would rather operate from a position of prejudice. So we are seeing books by and about black and brown authors by and about experiences of racism and other kinds of prejudice, by and about trans and queer people where again, it's not so much that there's content that can't be inappropriate for children, but it is perfectly possible, like with cisgender and straight representation, it is absolutely possible to represent trans and queer experiences at an appropriate level for a kindergartner, for a board book, for a sixth-grader, et cetera.
And then the last one I said was recycled rhetoric. And this one is actually ... It's almost funny. The exact same words are being used. Even some of the extreme rhetoric that we are hearing right now, that there's pornography in the school library aimed at kindergartners, they're teaching children about oral sex, et cetera, is the exact same rhetoric that was being leveled against The Bluest Eye several decades ago. None of this is new. It is so much the same thing that you wonder if perhaps these folks are not as familiar with the history of book banning as we are, and that hopefully will be to their disadvantage, right? This is the same rhetoric. It is the same complaint. It is that there are certain representations of experiences that should be disallowed, that are by their very nature of existence, obscene, when in fact we are talking about some of the most vulnerable populations saying, this is what it is to be me, to be us, to be at the intersection of my identities in this nation, in this society, in and subject to these systems.
And it is important to talk about it because out of it comes the affirmation for readers who are like me, the illumination for readers who are not the windows and mirrors at the very basic, but it is also one of those things that we learn from. We as a society learn by reading. It is why we emphasize it so heavily. You simply gain more knowledge, expansive knowledge, and a heightened stamina, a heightened sense of empathy for other people by reading. It's extremely valuable. And it remains valuable even when it is inconvenient for those who are used to dominance, who are used to privilege, who are used to being the loudest voices to be heard.
All right. So among this rhetoric, we hear things like anti-family, anti-American, and it's important, and I'll talk more about this in another discussion, but it is important that the response to those accusations, to that recycled rhetoric is to ask questions. Don't let descriptions of these books just fly, not just which sections did you find objectionable, not just did you read the book, but what do you mean? I know. I know what I mean if I were to say anti-family, but what do you mean? Whose family? I know what I mean when I say anti-American, but what do you mean? Which Americans? I know what I mean when I say inappropriate for this group, but what do you mean? Inappropriate for whom and why? Make them explain themselves, right?
Okay. So libraries fitting into this again, is pretty straightforward. We are targeted far more than booksellers and publishers, although those attacks are happening as well, but the library is different. It has always been a space where folks can access books. It has not always been a space where everyone could access books that represented them, but more and more, and certainly in our current historical moment, that is the goal, right? Libraries at their best have books that affirm and represent the full extent of their communities and beyond their community because we are part of a national community, a global community, a humanity community, not just who happens to be in this five-mile radius from the library itself.
So it's probably worth questioning, right? As we see more and more challenges in book ban attempts happening, if you feel like one is approaching your doorstep, definitely ask questions. What do you mean? When you find objection with this, tell me why. I need to know exactly. Because no, we're not going to pretend that I simply agree with you that this content is objectionable. Tell me what you mean when you say it's objectionable. But also, it's important to think about and get at some of these ... what the end game is, right? Because the end game is actually a little wonky. If you spend any time looking at some of these challenge and coordinated attacks, what exactly is the end game, right? Taking a book off the shelf in the library actually doesn't do that much. Don't get me wrong. It means something immense. It absolutely removes access from the folks who need it the most. That matters immensely.
And from the perspective of the folks that are seeking these bans and the stated reasons why they say they are seeking these bans, it does not do much in that context. It does whole lot of damage in the context that matters to us as information professionals and services to the community. But it doesn't seem to do a lot in the context of what these folks seem to be seeking, and it makes one question what exactly they are seeking. The removal of a physical book doesn't remove that book from a bookseller. It doesn't remove it from the publisher's catalog, it doesn't remove it from other libraries that can provide interlibrary loan services.
In many cases, removal of the physical book from a library shelf doesn't even remove the ebook digital access to the same content. So what is going on? What is it that is the end game for here? And this is going to be different depending on the context, the local context of what's happening in any given library that's experiencing challenges and book ban attempts, et cetera. The local context. That specific context is going to matter, but I think at the base of it, it comes back to what we have talked about before, that the library is a community space and the folks who bring book bans to the doorstep of libraries, of school libraries, public libraries, classroom libraries, what have you, are folks who feel that the community is meant to reflect their specific values, that they are the dominant voices in the community, and therefore the community should reflect their personal views, their personal worldviews, and the library as an extension of the community or as a community space should also reflect those worldviews. But, of course, that's not the case at all.
The library's role is to address community information needs and facilitate discovery by providing considered and curated access in alignment with its mission and professional ethics. That's what every library is doing. Even though the details may be a little bit different for each library setting, we are our community's information professionals. We are not in the business of pretending that our community's views are the only views meant to be represented on shelves that are expected to be full of information and collections that are meant to be in service of information access. Yes.
So that got a little ranty, a little more ranty than I wanted it to, alas. Anybody that knows me, that's pretty much how it goes. So I started this with that quote from Emily Knox, excellent quote framing this whole fight as reading being about freedom, book bans being about power, and that at the bottom of it, we actually agree with the opposition: books are powerful, reading is powerful, and both can change a person.
I'm going to sort of bookend this, right? So we've got that sort of lofty sort of abstract concepts, very affirming, even inspiring, which Emily Knox very often is. But I'll bookend it with this other quote. It's sort of an adapted quote that I'm calling the BS asymmetry principle. The bullshit asymmetry principle, that is. And it goes like this: It is a truth universally acknowledged that the amount of energy required to refute malicious asininity is in order of magnitude greater than the amount required to sustain it, which is another way of saying that arguing with someone who is spreading asinine misinformation is really only going to get you stuck in the muck and it's their muck and it's on their terms.
It is infinitely easier to state nonsense that books ... like that books for kindergartners are depicting pornography than it is to point out all the reasons why that statement is categorically false and for many reasons, literally impossible. It takes all this effort to pull together all the reasons and deal with your frustration to say it civilly of why this is entirely wrong and it is an energy and time waster, and that is not an accident. It is by design that to refute these absolutely outrageous, extremist ridiculous claims about what is present on our shelves and who has access to it, it is a time waster and an energy waster to try and point out why it is wrong, why those accusations are wrong.
And it is precisely a waste of time because they don't care that they're wrong. In many cases, they know they're wrong, not everyone, but in many cases they know that what they're saying is ridiculous. What they care about is reestablishing and reinscribing their privilege and control over what they see as a community space to which they are entitled. It is often intentionally incorrect information. And the ulterior motive is to shift the conversation from where it should be about whether censorship is appropriate, whether these people are empowered to remove these materials from everyone just because they don't like them, whether the library has any kind of role that is meant to reflect parental oversight of their children's media consumption.
Instead of the conversation being about that, it is about whether there is pornography on the shelves or not, when, of course, it isn't there. There is simply no point in arguing "you know it's not there. And in many cases, they do too." Keep the conversation where it needs to be as much as possible. Don't waste time and energy on what isn't fightable when everyone involved knows that it's incorrect.
And I'll stop there before I go on more, but again, move through some of these resources lots more eloquent and articulate descriptions of what I've sort of been ranting about here. Ways that you can sort of shape your strategies, ways to steer your policy and processes to make sure that time and energy is not wasted, and yet that you are being respectful of challenges when they are brought and not dismissing them, but making a process something that quite intentionally keeps the conversation where it needs to be.
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