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Speaker 1:
Hello and welcome. You are in module one of section one of ReadCon. This module is talking about book banning in the US, an abridged history thereof. This is the first discussion of three where we're talking about unpacking bans, making sure that we're all on the same page. This fight simply does not work if we are not coordinated, as we have seen the alarming success of the opposition, which is very coordinated. So making sure that we're all on the same page and have a clear understanding of even just terms.
So to begin this discussion, as I will start all the discussions throughout this section, I want to start with a quote. This quote is also written somewhere on the page that you are on, but this is a quote from Pat Scales. In her 2007 book, Scales on Censorship, she wrote that, "Censorship is about control. Intellectual freedom is about respect." Now, I've been giving that quote a great deal of thought over the last several, well, years really, but certainly in the last few months. So I offer it here to get gears turning.
So as you listen to the discussion that follows, as you work your way through some of the resources that are highlighted in this module, I'd ask that you keep in mind this idea and this diametric opposition of censorship being about control, intellectual freedom being about respect. It is an interesting dynamic that Scale sets up between the two or rather between the four concepts, so something to think about as we're rolling through.
All right, so to begin this discussion, let's talk terms. So there's a number of terms that are thrown around in all of these censorship discussions, both from the folks who are trying to get books removed from shelves, from the folks that are trying to maintain and protect collections and libraries. And so let's go through and define what we're looking at. So we're going to go through and define a challenge, a ban, intellectual freedom, academic freedom, and then censorship, which we're actually going to break down a little further than just that single term.
So to start with, a challenge is an attempt to remove or restrict materials, usually based upon the objections of an individual person or a group. And this is largely what we're seeing documented among groups like the National Coalition Against Censorship and PEN America. Not just what has been successfully removed, but simply bringing a challenge, making the attempt.
And then a ban, a book ban or a material ban is the actual removal of the materials from a library or from a curriculum, from a summer reading list, from anything that is supposed to offer access, but then that access is being curtailed. So challenge is the attempt, ban is the success in removing materials.
Intellectual freedom, and this definition is from the American Library Association, you can find it on the Office of Intellectual Freedom's website anytime you like, intellectual freedom is the right of every individual to both seek and receive information from all points of view and all expressions of ideas without restriction. And this derives from the idea that a democratic society is not possible without an ardently informed citizenry. And that right to seek and receive information is one that we enjoy from birth, which you'll note is actually not the case with a lot of rights that we enjoy as adults here in the United States. Intellectual freedom, however, as far as the American Library Association is concerned, an inalienable right that we enjoy from birth.
Academic freedom. Academic freedom is a cousin, a sibling, an extension of intellectual freedom, this definition also comes from the American Library Association. It is the conviction that the freedom of inquiry by faculty members at an academic institution is essential to the mission of the academy as well as the principles of academia. And that scholars should have freedom to teach or communicate ideas or facts, including those that are inconvenient, without being targeted for repression, job loss, imprisonment, any other kind of disadvantage because of what they are studying. Academic freedom is one reason why all the incredible scholars and thought leaders out there right now are not going to be fired for teaching and researching banned books. Can't say it won't happen for some other stated reason, but academic freedom is meant to protect scholars from whatever it is that their research agenda pursues. And again, no matter how inconvenient their findings and research may prove to be.
And then our last term, but probably the most important, the most salient, certainly the most discussed, censorship. And the shortest definition, simplest definition I can offer you is that censorship is a contentious term that has a very fuzzy set of definitions, overlapping concepts. And I'll lean on the expertise of Dr. Emily Knox here and use the definition that she discusses in her book, Book Banning in the 21st Century. She says that censorship is broadly understood to refer to control over the production and distribution of texts and other cultural goods, so not just books. And it's useful to think of censorship as a collection of practices and behaviors that are either proactive, meaning that they impede the creation of material including self-censorship, or reactive, meaning that it impedes the dissemination of material after it is produced, published, et cetera. Book removals are a good example of the latter.
Now, Dr. Knox goes on in this book and also her more recent book, Foundations of Intellectual Freedom, to break censorship down into some of those practices that she mentions in that definition. And I can't recommend her work enough. It is among the list of resources you'll find curated in this section, but please seek out almost pretty much any discussion, any of her thought leadership that you can. You will only be the better for it, especially in this particular fight. So in both books, Book Banning in 21st Century America and Foundations of Intellectual Freedom, she lays out this broad definition of censorship, saying that it's not necessarily just one thing or action and then breaks it down further into what she calls censorship practices or the four Rs of censorship. So the four Rs are redaction, relocation, restriction and removal.
So just again, to make sure everyone is on the same page, redaction refers to crossing something out because you don't like it. It could be a word, it could be part of an image, anything that you really don't like what's being represented, and so you quite literally just scratch it out or mark it up. And if you're not familiar with the infamous diaper-rings of the naked child in Maurice Sendak's In the Night Kitchen, it is well worth the Google. But yes, quite literally covering up what they didn't like seeing on the page.
Relocation, again to be on the same page, this refers to removing an item from its intended audience and tucking it away in an area that's aimed at a different audience, usually an older one. So this is when we take something from the children's section and pop it into YA or pop it into adults, basically making sure that it is less likely to be seen by the audience that it was intended to be for. And it could be moving a book, it could be quite literally hiding a book, but basically putting it where it doesn't belong and making it pretty much impossible to find except by happenstance or a very time-consuming search of the stacks and the building.
Restriction is exactly what it sounds like, where some kind of permission or other parameters have to be met for people to read, access or check something out. And this could be as simple as a book is put behind the circulation desk, someone asks for it and they need to show parental permission, they have to be a certain age to access it, it has to be for a specific school project. Any set of parameters counts in this as a censorship practice.
And then our last R is removal. So this is what most folks think of when they hear book ban, the actual removal. And actually when we're talking about censorship, removal is also what we tend to think of. These other Rs aren't really brought into the conversation that often, but it's important to remember that it is more than just removal, but removal is pretty visible. So a removal is the decision that a book or other material cannot remain in the collection, on the shelf, in the curriculum, on the summer reading list or anywhere else. It simply can no longer be accessible. That's the decision to remove.
Okay, so lots of definitions. Those four Rs again, have been rotating around my head for a while now, and I imagine they're now rotating around yours as you think about, "What exactly does our library do? What do we see the behavior of our patrons doing? Our administrators or anybody else who has the power to make decisions that might result in removal, relocation," et cetera.
But it's worth pointing out two things as we think about this. First, all of these Rs are carried out overwhelmingly by librarians. This is an important point, and it's really the point that in this particular fight, librarians are not always on the side of the angels, if angels are anti-censorship. Relocation, moving things around, the diaper-rings I mentioned there that you can go and Google and see, were done by librarians who picked up their copies of the books and drew diapers on this naked kid that's in the illustration and put them back on the shelf. Removal, hiding things, and not just hiding them in the stacks but hiding them in a back room where they quite literally are accessible, marking them as missing when they're not. All things that librarians both have the ability to do and absolutely actions that they carry out quite regularly as preemptive censorship, refusing to leave what feels like it is controversial content on the shelf to be found and to stir up a kerfuffle.
And then of course there's the preemptive self-censorship that happens if a librarian simply refuses to buy a potentially controversial book. Not hiding it, not removing it, but rather simply making sure that it never makes it onto the shelf to begin with. And that could be a book that a purchasing library disagrees with, or it could just be a book that they fear will bring controversy to the library.
The second thing that we want to make sure to point out is that removal, that last R, is often decided by a committee. There's usually some kind of process, some kind of reconsideration policy that is followed. You have a reconsideration policy, right everyone? And the library or school board's reconsideration process is actually only books that go through that process are the ones that get counted by ALA. That's an important distinction as you encounter resources that have slightly different counts in how many bans, how many challenges we've been seeing.
But it's also important to remember, that official process is all well and good or all well and not great, but it's also literally anyone. It's possible that literally anyone can unofficially remove a book. All you have to do is take it off the shelf and not bring it back, take it off the shelf and take it home, check it out and not bring it back or not check it out. Simply take it outside and put it in a trashcan. There's a billion ways to take a book off of a shelf and make sure that it doesn't come back. Will it eventually be replaced? Perhaps. Will someone notice? Will you be charged for it? It hardly matters. The point is that the period of time between when you remove it from the shelf intentionally with the intention of disappearing it from the library, it is in fact effectively disappeared until such a repurchase, if it does happen, actually occurs.
All right, so moving on to ... So we've got our terms, we've got ... on the same page about what's at work here in terms of what folks seem to be seeking as they bring challenges. What is it that they seem to be seeking? And also what's going on behind the scenes, not just from folks who are bringing challenges, but the soft censorship, the self-censorship among librarians that is also happening behind the desk, so to speak.
But to bring this into context of what it is that we're looking at, it can be helpful to look back at what we have seen in terms of patterns in the past. So this is book bans by the numbers or by the historical numbers, rather. Now this is information again that has been collected for the last couple of decades by the American Library Association. I don't mean to bore you by reading something you can absolutely read for yourself. Instead, what I'd like to focus on is a little bit of interpretation of what these numbers seem to be telling us.
So first, of course, is the how many. And historically book bans have absolutely happened. We have seen flashpoints like this, just ask the comics and graphic novel industry. We have absolutely seen massive book censorship, coordinated attacks and quite effective ones too in the past. But it has also been a bit since we've seen a wave quite like we're seeing right now. And in some ways our current wave, our current moment is unique because of many factors. But suffice it to say, book bans were ... numbers were going along their merry way at a typical, anywhere between 400, 500 ish in a year. ALA calling out its top 10, those top 10 were often the same books with a few new ones each year.
And then we saw a dip. A dip by about 50% in 2020. And this is most likely explained because so many libraries were closed, you literally couldn't get in there to get upset about whatever was on the shelf. And we also had educators, so the other place we're seeing book bans is in school libraries. Educators were having to adapt on the fly and adjust to virtual environments, so how to make the school library and a classroom library work with this was not among the top priorities at the time. And so 2020 is this mass adjustment from everyone in the face of unprecedented and largely unmitigated spread of illness, which also of course resulted in absences and mental health strain, lots and lots of reasons why figuring out which books you dislike enough to bring a challenge to them wasn't the top thing on everyone's mind.
And then we got into 2021, we sort of figured out how to move forward with the pandemic. Sort of, I say sort of. Sort of move forward or at very least we are compelled to move forward, with the pandemic. There's something of a new normal that is set up, at least folks are figuring out how to do their jobs. We see more libraries figuring out how to open up, whether that's good or bad is a different discussion. Same thing with classrooms. A lot of kids going back into the classroom or at the very least, a much smoother, if not fully smooth, a smoother flow of online education that's happening after a year of getting set up by 2021.
And 2021 is also when we see this huge alarming uptick in book censorship attempts and successes. ALA's numbers, PEN America's numbers, the National Coalition Against Censorship numbers, all show this massive jump, sometimes many hundreds of percents jump. And they continue to track it and are finding it as this jump that happened in 2021, this trend of accelerating book censorship. PEN America is a good example of one that has found it necessary to track and report the numbers that they're collecting more than the usual annual report. They're reporting every six months, every three months, depending on what they're seeing.
And this wave that we find ourselves in has been attributed to several things. Parents taking a much more direct role in their kids' education during the pandemic is one example of things that have been attributed to heightened censorship, parents being very unhappy with what they were seeing happening in their kids' classroom and them having a much up close look with so much education happening in their homes while parents are also working from home, et cetera.
But it's also important to remember that no one thing in isolation is the sole explanation, nor has that historically been true. It's never one thing all by itself, "This is the reason why book bans are happening in this moment." It is almost always a combination, an intersection, a massive fueled fire with many logs thrown upon it, so to speak. But among them are often parental anxiety, moral panic, escalations in racial and gender-based violence, political polarization, and any number of factors that can be at work in a local community, all have contributed historically and certainly during the last few years to heightened book censorship.
All right, so that's the "How many?" and "What's going on?" It's a lot, it's a lot. We're seeing a lot of book censorship. Now, historically, who has been doing the banning is pretty much the same as what we're seeing now. Library patrons, often parents and sometimes organizations or institutions that are either religiously affiliated, politically affiliated, some of them are also organizations that are just for parents, meant to support parents. And then of course, government officials or individual politicians have historically instigated or supported book suppression. Think McCarthyism here, where it is simply within their larger interest to also push book suppression along with it.
So this obviously connects to our current moment. We are certainly seeing parents at the forefront of book bans, and parent organizations, parent rights organizations, which is a ... it's not a new idea, but the sheer number of them, and again, the coordinated attacks through social media, online presences, affiliated chapters across states, across the country, has meant this has been much bigger, and I'm going to use the word alarming way too much in these discussions, but it is alarming just how, not easy, but how straightforward it seems to have been for these groups to simply rile up the anxieties of already anxious and already strained parents who then turn that anxiety towards, "Well, here, I've got a book list. I can easily take this to my library and make sure that these books don't get to be here," and off it goes.
Now the question of why. So we've got the how many, we've got the who, who's doing the banning and then the why. So historically, the top reasons for book challenges and book bans have been and still are in and around the same socially taboo topics, or if not socially taboo at the very least, well, maybe not polarizing, but divisive. And I hesitate to use that word because of course it's not the topic that is divisive, it is the people who wish for certain stories, certain experiences, certain identities to not be centered, to not have quality representation and engagement among society. It's the folks who think that only certain people should be allowed to be represented in books that end up being divisive. It's not the topics, it's the people. But a few of the reasons given for challenges or for book bans when reconsideration processes have come up, again, this is documented by ALA, PEN America, Coalition Against Censorship, a bunch of other outlets as well.
So profanity and offensive language is usually up there at the top, offensive language being very, very, very, very broadly defined. Sexually explicit content, again, seems to be very broadly defined if defined at all. Topics regarding the transgender and LGBTQ+ plus communities, probably important to mention, and we will talk about it more as the section continues, the modules continue, that there seems to be an intentional connection overlap and even conflation of sexually explicit content and topics regarding trans and queer communities.
Violence, that's always a big one, especially we're seeing more and more the representation of racial violence, like, "Oh, this is too violent." And it's certainly tied up with the discomfort around racism being represented.
Political bias has been a longstanding reason where anarchism or fascism or communism or anything non-capitalism or anti-capitalism is represented. Religious viewpoints, that's a big one as well. And then like I said before, racism, misogyny, sexism, pretty much any representation of a systemic oppression is deemed uncomfortable, inappropriate, et cetera.
A book or representation, a character, a topic, whatnot, being unsuitable for an age group for whom the book is the audience, that is a big one. We're going to get into that one in the next module, but that is a big one. And then again, it's not particularly well-defined for as big as it is.
Representations of mental illness and suicide, un-American or anti-American content, and this is where we start seeing libraries come into the equation. Now, they're certainly in here, but that question of, "Why?" Not just, "Why are you banning this book?" but, "Why are you banning this book? You're banning this book because of all these topics and whatnot, but why are you banning this book that's on this library shelf? Why is it this one that you want?"
So moving on from the why to talk about where. So now largely, in the last couple of years, we've seen Texas and Florida trading places for the highest percentage of book challenges and bans, but book censorship in schools, school libraries, public libraries, is widespread across the country and historically has been. The places that might jump to your mind as havens for intellectual freedom very much were not just a few mere decades ago, half a century ago, it would surprise you, and you'll see some of that in the resources for this module. But suffice it to say, if you are in a state that has not successfully passed legislation curtailing or prohibiting book bans, then you're almost certainly in a state where they are being attempted and often being successful.
So that's the zoomed out, where within the country it's certainly happening, and there are correlations in where we're seeing the most book bans and where we're also seeing things like parallel legislation. Again, we'll get into into the next module when we're talking about bias, but this idea that book censorship serving a larger agenda, Texas trading places with Florida for the top spot makes a lot of sense when you think of parallel legislation that is being brought onto the floor, that is trying to suppress the rights of certain people alongside also suppressing the books that represent them.
Texas is also a major outlet for textbooks. This aspect of our history that represents heightened racial tensions, that represents the experiences of people of color, that represents the fight for the rights of marginalized genders, et cetera, if you can get Texas to say, "Well, none of that is appropriate, it's actually really terrible, we're going to ban every single book that includes it," then you're also going to get a whole bunch of textbooks that completely ignore it and wash it away and erase it. And that of course has far wider implications, and depending on what your goals are, can certainly serve a particular kind of social agenda.
But here again, that's what states are these happening in? Where is it happening in the country? But also where also includes, in what settings are we seeing these bans? And this again, is where libraries come into play. This is where libraries fit into this larger history, this larger conversation. And in many ways, it's pretty straightforward. The proponents of book bans are usually arguing that certain people or all people shouldn't have access to the contents of a specific book or specific books, and the library's business is the exact opposite. The library's business is access. And not just access, but the freedom of choice in one's access. The library is also a community space, whether it's a public library, a school library, an academic library. It is a community space. It's community space. And if we think back to that quote from Scales, "Censorship is about control." She's not just talking about control over the books, she's talking about control over a community space. Control over that space's priorities, and whose needs and comfort it centers.
Now, beyond that or alongside of it, at play within it, are a few other reasons why libraries are the targets here, why libraries fit into this history so inextricably. One is that libraries have long been spaces of contestation. Almost any public space, any public good will become a space of contestation. Public libraries, school libraries, certainly academic libraries as well. The argument over who gets to access things here, what is allowable, and again, the way that these spaces reflect a community and what they are allowed to show about the community and what they're not.
Libraries also fit for that icky reason that we don't like to talk about, but must, must, must talk about. Librarians are participating in the censorship willingly. Some of it certainly connects to Fobazi Ettarh's concept of vocational awe, and this idea that if a librarian is not purchasing a book or relocating a book or removing a book for what they feel is the greater good of the community, then librarianship as an inherent good, again, that's the definition of vocational awe, that librarianship is above criticism because it is inherently good and therefore the work of librarians is also inherently good and if we are doing it with the best of intentions, then it could not possibly be bad. But nevertheless, censorship under the best of intentions is still censorship.
Also, that's for our current moment of vocational awe, but not that long ago, libraries were also happily participating in censorship, gleefully, even, where we felt it was our mission to introduce the populace to good books. Not just books that were good, but books that did good, books that shaped and influenced people to be better. And we felt that that was somehow our role, certainly not the hands-off free choice that intellectual freedom insists that we uphold today. Once upon a time, "No fiction in the library." And then it was, "No comics or graphic novels in the library." And actually some of that is still at work today. There's still libraries that don't buy comics or graphic novels at the same level that they buy other kinds of fiction because they feel they are lower than, nevermind that their community would like to see more of them.
We also see that at work with things like self-publishing. For many reasons, and not that they're not good reasons, but it is also something that is largely absent from most collections, self-published works, even if those works are by members of our own community, et cetera. And again, it's not that it's inherently bad, but it's not inherently good. And it is participation in censorship that needs to be discussed and addressed.
And then our third one here, and the way that libraries fit into this larger censorship history is that along with remembering that librarians are not always on the good side, patrons who bring challenges are not always on the bad side. Not every challenge or reconsideration process is seeking a ban. Not every book challenge is brought to us in bad faith. We're seeing more and more bad faith challenges, that is absolutely true, and we also do have concerned parents who in very good faith are turning to their libraries and saying, "Are you sure? I don't know about this book and I don't know what to do. Can we take this through a process to look more closely at it, because I have concerns? Can you help me address these concerns?"
And that process may involve a lot. It may not involve the removal of the book, but rather deeper conversation, more effective communication with a member of the community to manage their expectations about what the library's mission and purpose in the community is, that we in fact do not operate in loco parentis, as public libraries, as a good example of that. It is your job to be your child's parent, it is our job to be your child's information professionals.
So not every challenge process seeks a ban. Not every challenge process is the work of super villains. Some of it is quite literally from concerned community members who don't feel that they have enough communication from their library to know what's going on, and they want to know more about what's going on. They are legitimately upset by this book or concerned about this book. They want to talk about it, and a challenge process is the only way that they have to talk about it.
Now, this is obviously something that can be adjusted. It is not true in every library. Many, many libraries are in the excellent business of deep and meaningful and ongoing communication with their community members, making sure that they know that when questions arise, when concerns arise, that there are many avenues for them to get responses and responsiveness, but it is also true that in many places, they don't. And bringing a reconsideration process, bringing a book challenge is one way to be heard.
This is also certainly true from marginalized patrons, vulnerable patrons who see a book as an extension of that vulnerability, as something that represents harm to their part of the community, and again, if they don't feel that they can be heard by the library in any other way, a challenge process may be the way.
This is not to say that we're advocating for book challenges, that we're advocating for censorship, but rather that we don't dismiss the nuance at work here, and that there are many things that must be done on this front to be effective in fighting book censorship. Some of it is standing up and saying, "No, censorship is not the way," and some of it is standing up and saying, "I'm listening, and I'm sorry I wasn't before." Two things hand in hand.
Next discussion is looking at the history of US book bans in libraries, but again, feel free to skip around as you wish, and feel free to continue on with all of the resources here to get further context. And like I said before, give that thought, give quote, "Censorship is about control, intellectual freedom is about respect," a little few more turns as you move through these resources and think about what it means for your work and what it means for your spaces and your strategies, and pushback against censorship.
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