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SEXISM, RACISM AND OTHER "ISMS" IN LIBRARY MATERIALS 

An interpretation of the LIBRARY BILL OF RIGHTS 

Traditional aims of censorship efforts have been to suppress political, sexual 
or .rel igious expressions. The same three subjects have also been the source of 
most complaints about materials in library collections. Another basis for com
plaints, nowever, has become more and more frequent. Due, perhaps, to in
creased awareness of the rights of minorities and increased efforts to secure 
those rights, 1 ibraries are being asked to remove, restrict or reconsider some 
materials which are allegedly derogatory to specific minorities or which 
supposedly perpetuate stereotypes and false images of minorities. Among the 
several recurring "isms" used to describe the contents of the material s obje~ted 
to are "racism" and "sexism.1I 

Complaints that library materials convey a derogatory or false image of a 
minority strike the personal social consciousn~ss ~d sense of responsibil ity 
of some librarians who - accordingly - comply with the requests .to remove such 
materials. While such efforts to counteract injustice are understandable, and 
perhaps even commendable as reflections of deep petsonal commitments to the 
ideal of equality for all people, they are - nonetheless - in conflict with the 
professional responsibi I i ty of 1 ibrarians to guard against encroachll)ents upon 
intellectual freedom. 

This responsibility has been espoused and reaffirmed by the American library 
Association in many of its basic documents on intellectual freedom over the past 
thirty years. The most concise statement of the Association's position appears 
in Article II of the LIBRARY BILL OF RIGHTS which states that "Libraries should 
provide books and materials presenting all points of view concerning the problems 
and issues of our times; no library materials should be proscribed or removed 
because of partisan or doctrinal disapproval." 

Whi Ie the application of this philosophy may seem simple when dealing with 
political, religious or even sexual expressions, its full implications become 
somewhat difficult when dealing with ideas, such as racism or sexism, which many 
find abhorrent, repugnant and inhumane. But, as stated in the FREEDOM TO READ 
STATEMENT, 

It is inevitable in the give and take of the democratic process that the 
political, the moral, or the aesthetic concepts of an individual or group 
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will occasionally collide with those of another individual or group. In a 
free society each individual is free to determine for himself what he wish~s 
to read, and each group is free to determine what it will recommend to its 
freel.y associated members. But no group has the right to take the law into 
its own hands, and to impose its own concept of po lit i cs or mora 1 i ty upon 
other members of a democratjc society. Freedom is no freedom if it is 
accorded only to the accepted and the inoffensive .... We realize that applica
t.ion of these propositions may mean the dissemination of ideas and manners of 
expression that are repugnant to many persons. We do not state these pro
positions in the comfortable belief that what people read is unimportant. We 
believe rather that what people read is deeply impo~tant; that ideas can be 
dangerous; but that the suppression of ideas is fatal to a democratic society. 
Freedom itself is a dangerous way of life, but it is ours. 

Some find this creed acceptable when dealing with materials for adults but cannot 
extend its application to materials for children. Such reluctance is generally 
based on the belief that children are more susc~ptible to being permanently 
influenced - even damaged - by objectionable materials than are adults. The LIBRARY 
BILL OF RIGHTS, however, makes no distinction between materials and services for 
children and adults. Its principles of free access to all materials available 
apply to every person, as stated in Article V, liThe rights of an individual to the 
use of a librar~ sho~ld not be denied or abridged because of his age, race, 
rei ig.lon, national origins or social or pol itical views. 1I 

Some librarians deal with the problem of objectionable materials by labeling 
them or I isting them as IIracist ll or Il sex ist. 1I This kind· of action, too, has long 
been opposed by the American Library Association in its STATEMENT ON LABELING, 
which says, 

If materials are labeled to pacify one group, there is no excuse for refusing 
to label any item in the libraryls coJlection. Because authoritarians tend 
to suppress ideas and attempt to coerce individuals to conform to a specific 
ideology, the American Library Association opposes such efforts which aim at 
closing any path to knowledge. 

Others deal with the problem of objectionable materials by instituting restrictive 
circulation or relegating materials to closed or restricted collections. This 
practice, too, is in violation of the LIBRARY BILL OF RIGHTS as explained in 
RESTRICTED ACCESS TO LIBRARY MATERIALS which says, 
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Too often only "controversial" materials are the subject of such segregation, 
leading to the conclusion that factors other than theft and mutilation were 
the true considerations. The distinction is extremely difficult to make, 
both tar the I ibrarian and the patron. Unrestrictive selection policies, 
developed with care for the principles of Intellectual freedom and the LIBRARY 
BILL OF RIGHTS, should not be vitiated by administrative practices such as 
restricted circulation. 

The American Library Assoc ation has made clear Its position concerning the 
removal of I ibrary materials because of partisan or doctrinal disapproval, or 
because of 'pressures from interest groups, in yet another pol icy statement, the 
RESOLUTION, ON CHALLENGED MATERIALS: 

The American Library Association declares as a matter of firm principle 
that no challenged material should be removed from any I ibrary under any legal 
or extra-legal pressure, save after an independent determination by a judicial 
officer in a court of competent jurisdiction and only after an adversary 
hearing, in accordance with well-established principles of law. 

Intellectual freedom, in its purest sense, promotes no causes, furthers no move
ments, and favors no viewpoints. It only provides for free access to all ideas 
through which any and all sides of causes and movememts may be expressed, dis
cussed and argued. The I ibrarian cannot let his own preferences limit his degree 
of tolerance, for freedom is indivisible'. Toleration is meaningless without 
toleration for the detestable~ 


