446 FACHBEITRAGE

Wauters

Controversy, Censorship and Core Values
of the Library Collection

Wendy Wauters

Abstract

This article examines the growing challenges faced by public libraries in
dealing with controversial collections, particularly in the context of censorship,
politicization, and self-publishing. Using recent case studies from Flanders and
international contexts, it analyzes how libraries deal with demands for book
removal, safeguard intellectual freedom, and promote democratic dialogue.
Particular attention is given to the development of a Flemish charter of core
values, designed to provide a professional and normative framework for
collection development. The article argues that such initiatives enable libraries
to balance inclusivity, critical engagement, and resilience in an increasingly
polarized world.

Der Beitrag untersucht die wachsenden Herausforderungen, mit denen
offentliche Bibliotheken im Umgang mit kontroversen Bestdinden konfrontiert
sind, insbesondere im Spannungsfeld von Zensur, Politisierung und Self-
Publishing. Anhand aktueller Fallbeispiele aus Flandern sowie internationaler
Kontexte wird analysiert, wie Bibliotheken mit Forderungen nach Aussonderung
umgehen, intellektuelle Freiheit sichern und demokratischen Dialog fordern. Im
Mittelpunkt steht die Entwicklung einer fldmischen Charta der Kernwerte, die als
professioneller und normativer Rahmen fiir die Bestandsbildung dient. Der Artikel
argumentiert, dass solche Initiativen es Bibliotheken ermédglichen, Inklusion,
kritische Auseinandersetzung und Resilienz in einer zunehmend polarisierten Welt
auszubalancieren.

Mirrors and Windows

)} Saying goes that public libraries should offer mirrors
and windows to their audience. This means books in
which readers can identify themselves and perhaps gain
new insights into their lives, and books in which they can
view the world from different perspectives. In this spirit,
the network of Antwerp libraries seeks to provide such
mirrors and windows — in particular 939.308 books bor-
rowed by 70.623 patrons in 2024. As one might expect,
this reflects a multitude of perspectives: people choosing
books either to recognize their own stories or to explore
the world far removed from their own world.

This article focuses on the growing challenge of serv-
ing these highly different profiles — a situation far from
unique to our region — and the steps we have taken to
address it in Flanders, Belgium."

Examples from Flanders

Experience in Antwerp illustrate the complex challenges
faced by public libraries while serving different com-

munities. The city’s Jewish population, for example, fre-
quently visits libraries on school trips — a practice gen-
erally welcomed by the library staff. Yet sometimes, these
visits have caused specific requests: to avoid displaying
book covers depicting nudity (such as yoga books, ill.01),
to remove children’s books featuring mixed-gender char-
acters, or to redact passages in texts dealing with evo-
lution or the origins of the world when being used in
school curricula. Comparable pressures might be applied
by Muslim or Christian groups in other contexts. Such
requests highlight the delicate balance which libraries
must maintain between inclusivity and sensitivity.
Self-published works present a different kind of chal-
lenges. A non-fiction book on spiritual healing, donated
tothelocallibrary by the author, forinstance, was rejected
because of quality reasons. Both, writing style and layout
of the book were very poor, and the content — admit-
tedly a more subjective judgment — was poor, too. The
author, however, brought the decision to a government
official with the result that the librarian had to justify the
decison twice before an advisory board. This means deal-
ing with board members who often have no background
in literature and no expertise in the challenges of devel-
oping a public library collection. As a librarian, one has to
hope that the board trusts his or her professional judg-
ment. Something similar happened with a self-published
children’s book, as the local author presented himself as
an award-winning writer — referring to a prize (Boek-
Goud) that is awarded by the self-publishing platform
on which authors nominate their own work. Of this fact
most officials are unaware of.

Self-censorship has turned out as a concern, too. In one
case, a small Antwerp library returned Gaymasutra (ill.02)
to the collection manager (the author) due to concern for
local backlash, even though the Kama Sutra, which also
contains photographic images, is widely available across
the library network. The request had in fact been brought
forward by a patron seeking information on safe sexual
practices between same-sex partners, information that
was otherwise unavailable in Flemish libraries.

Finally, library collections are increasingly coming under
political pressure. In some cities during last year's elec-
tions, libraries were not allowed to host talks by politically
active authors. This is a deep concern for democratic librar-

1 Thisarticle is based on a lecture presented at EBLIDA (Riga, Latvia) on 8 April 2025.
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ies which are committed to help citizens become politi-
cally literate. After winning the local elections in Ninove,
Guy D'haeseleer from the right-wing party Forza Ninove
declared: ,Our library must include more right-wing and
Flemish-nationalist books.”> This statement sent shock-
waves through the library community. It is not merely
the political ideology itself which is alarming, but rather
the fact that a funding authority is actively attempting to
dictate collection policies. Alarmingly, their election man-
ifesto is being implemented as policy. The new official for
Culture and Libraries has stated his intention to combat
what he calls the leftist bias in book acquisitions.” He in-
tends to request the list of preview shipments — books
sent by publishers for review prior to purchase — and
has announced intervention if the list primarily includes
,books from the left-wing publisher EPO or books that glo-
rify pedophilia or violence.”

A Precarious World

Although precise statistic data for Belgium are lacking,
global data reveal a clear and troubling trend. In the
United States, the number of titles targeted for censor-
ship in public libraries rose by 92% in 2023 compared
with the previous year. In school libraries, the increase
was 11%, reaching the highest level ever recorded by
the American Library Association. Nearly half of the
books targeted (47%) represent voices and experiences
of LGBTQIA+ individuals and people of colour.* In order
to understand this new reality, we mapped the specific
forms of controversy. The above-mentioned cases re-
vealed that challenges may arise from multiple direc-
tions: library staff itself, community groups, parent com-
mittees and school boards, individual readers, govern-
ments and political parties, and religious authorities.

Two widely in international news reported cases from
2025, illustrate the impact of this trend. The children’s
book Freckleface Strawberry by Julianne Moore — a story
about a girl learning to embrace her freckles — has been
targeted for potential ban at all schools serving US military
families. This happened during the Trump administration’s
compliance review, which aimed to root out books “poten-
tially related to gender ideology or discriminatory equity
ideology topics."The second case involves the Israeli police
raid on the Educational Bookshop in occupied East Jeru-
salem, a long-respected independent institution. Officers
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used Google Translate to examine stock
before arresting one of the Palestinian
owners and his nephew on suspicion of
distributing books allegedly containing
incitement and support for terrorism. The
titles in question discussed Palestinian
history, human rights, and the suffering
of Palestinian and other communities.
Police raided them for the second time
within a month, again briefly detaining
one of the owners and again seizing sev-
eral books.
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Although direct political interference
remains relatively uncommon, it carries
considerable risks. Once censorship is
normalized at a high level — such as by

ill.01 Anna Trokes, Gezond met yo-
ga & ayurveda, Aartselaar 2021.

political leaders—it creates a ripple ef-
fect across institutions. Historical prec-
edents are numerous, from the Bloed-
plakkaat of the mid-sixteenth century
— an ordinance that triggered wide-
spread book bans and the persecution,
even execution, of book owners and
publishers — to the systematic cen-
sorship practised by the Eastern Bloc
during the second half of the twentieth
century. Heinrich Heine's oft-quoted
warning, “First the books, then the peo-
ple, remains disturbingly relevant.

Libraries are confronted with:

- A polarized society — the more polar-
ized and less democratic a society be-
comes, the stronger the pressure to ban books, as they
often serve as counter-voices.

« A vociferous public, increasingly advocates its con-
cerns and demands, both online and offline. The
COVID-19 pandemic has accelerated this trend.

- The rise of self-publishing, which makes it necessary for
libraries to navigate media without clear quality markers.

« An increasingly commercialized publishing industry,
where even reputable publishers no longer guarantee
absolute quality.

[tis important to identify the reasons — often overlapping

— behind calls for book removal.* Such requests may be

2 Debackere, Jan: Weer varkensvlees op school en‘rechtse’boeken in de bib: dit zijn de plannen van Guy D'haeseleer in Ninove, in: De Morgen, 15
October 2024, https://www.demorgen.be/lokale-verkiezingen/weer-varkensvlees-op-school-en-rechtse-boeken-in-de-bib-dit-zijn-de-plannen-

van-guy-d-haeseleer-in-ninove~bd51ad43/, accessed: 27 August 2025.

3 Van Berlaer, Tex: Uitgeverij EPO reageert op bibliotheekbeleid in Ninove:‘Dit is verontrustend; in: Knack, 13 March 2025, https://www.knack.be/
nieuws/belgie/maatschappij/uitgeverij-epo-verbijsterd-door-uitspraak-vlaams-belang-schepen-ninove/, accessed: 27 August 2025.

4 American Library Association, Top 10 Most Challenged Books of 2024, in: Banned & Challenged Books, 21 April 2025, https://www.ala.org/
bbooks/frequentlychallengedbooks/top10, accessed: 27 August 2025; American Library Association, 2024 Book Ban Data, in: Banned & Challen-
ged Books, 20 March 2025, https://www.ala.org/bbooks/book-ban-data, accessed: 27 August 2025.

5 Molenaar, Marjoleine, Verboden boeken, Rotterdam 2024, p. 13-14, 36, 43-44.
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GAYMA SUTRA

The Complete Guide to Sex Positions

ill.02 Axel Neustddter, Gayma
Sutra: The Complete Guide to Sex
Positions, Berlin 2014.
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driven by fear (for example, the perceived normaliza-
tion of controversial ideas), concern, strong conviction
(whether political, religious, or moral), or power play
(asserting control over identity and respect). When li-
braries receive requests for book removal, the under-
lying motivation is often concern. Yet this can take
on paradoxical forms. In the United Kingdom, for in-
stance, some parents objected to the award-winning
teen drama Heartstopper, arguing that it normalised
LGBTQIA+ relationship. They feared it would confuse
their children. Others, however, wanted its removal be-
cause the series contains homophobic scenes, which
would once again confront their own gay child with an
‘inferior’ position, they argued.®

The fight against censorship can also appear count-
er-intuitive. Belgian anthropologist and commen-
tator on decolonization, Bambi Ceuppens, engages
with classic novels from Belgium’s problematic her-
itage, such as Black Venus by Jef Geeraerts. This
still-controversial novel, set in the Belgian Congo of
the late 1950s, intertwines violence and eroticism in
its portrayal of the author’s obsession with often un-
derage Black women. Ceuppens argues that difficult
themes such as these must be openly discussed and
creatively addressed. She has, for example, contrib-
uted to a theatre adaptation that addresses the nov-
el’s disturbing themes in contemporary terms.” After
all, removing problematic works from public space
erases history rather than confronting it. It silences
societal debate and distorts our understanding of
the past. Ultimately, this also skews our perception
of present-day reality. Therefore, counter to our intu-
ition, which is often driven by concern, it is preferable
to retain problematic works in the collection and to
engage with them actively.

Public libraries are highly vulnerable institutions. They
are the few public spaces where people from all back-
grounds come together across political divides, age
groups, income levels and religious traditions. Collec-
tion managers are acutely aware of this demographic
reality. Libraries strive for inclusivity, yet this very inclu-
sivity brings about that collection decisions will some-
times provoke resistance. The situation becomes more
precarious by the absence of a clear legal framework in
Belgium. Unlike in some other countries, Belgian librar-
ies enjoy no formal legal protection in responding to
book challenges.

Different Problems Require Different Solutions

Given these challenges, it is clear that different issues
require different approaches. Foremost among these is
collection maintenance, or weeding, which is essential
to ensure the library remains relevant and up-to-date.
Topics, such as health and climate issues, become out-
dated more rapidly than others, and those responsible
for maintaining the collection must remain alert to these
developments. For example, some outdated books on
the dangers of electrosmog and on natural medicine —
including methods such as contraception using urine —
were removed from our collection, as late as last year.
Another solution implies cataloguing adjustments. For
example, consider Ancient Traces by Michael Baigent.
The back cover states: “In a series of different chapters,
the author examines a number of enigmas surrounding
ancient mysteries such as Atlantis and the Pyramids.
Along the way, he challenges much of today’s conven-
tional wisdom on these topics.” At present, this book is
classified under History: Anthropology—an academic
discipline. However, it would be more appropriate to
move it to Esotericism: Mysteries. While this is a rela-
tively simple adjustment, implementing it across all of
Flanders is challenging, given that we share a unified
catalogue system, which often renders such changes
logistically complex or even unfeasible.

Perhaps the most significant solution, however, implies
communication and programming. A key role of public
libraries is to foster critical readership. A growing body
of research defines libraries as defenders of democracy,
providing spaces where people can learn about and en-
gage with perspectives they might disagree with. Pro-
moting democratic engagement thus involves creating
areas for debate, where individuals can practise respect-
ful disagreement. Philosopher Maxim Februari captures
this well: “Literature provides the opportunity to study,
consider, and embed the inconvenient. In this way, once it
has taken root in society, it works to democratise and de-
polarise”® From a legal standpoint, libraries are supported
in this role: the European Convention on Human Rights
has repeatedly emphasised the importance of freedom of
expression, which protects not only information or ideas
that are favourably received or considered inoffensive,
but also those that offend, shock, or disturb.’

In 2024, some inspiring initiatives emerged such as
the Controversy in the Bookshelf series at Tilburg’s
LocHal library in the Netherlands. This debate series

6 Peppelenbos, Coen, Koninkrijk worden boeken met LGBT-thema’s verbannen in schoolbibliotheken, in: Tzum, 21 August 2024, https://www.
tzum.info/2024/08/nieuws-ook-in-het-verenigd-koninkrijk-worden-boeken-met-lgbt-themas-verbannen-in-schoolbibliotheken/, accessed: 27

August 2025.

7 Bonneure, Kristien, Schandaalroman ,Black Venus” van Jef Geeraerts gefileerd in het theater:,,Dit boek doet pijn”, in: VRT NWS, 12 September
2023, https://www.vrt.be/vrtnws/nl/2023/09/12/schaambot-jef-geeraerts/, accessed: 27 August 2025.

8 Februari, Maxim, De kunst om in ongenade te vallen, in: De Lage Landen (De temperatuur van de Literatuur), February 2024, p. 10-16.
9 Lemmens, Koen, Het wankele recht van spreken, Tielt 2024, p. 11, 29-30.
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explores controversial topics from different perspec-
tives — for instance, sensitivity readers and the por-
trayal of women in Dutch literature.’ One particular
case illustrates the series’ approach. A reader submit-
ted the book The Psychic Roots of Disease through Til-
burg’s suggestion mailbox, prompting the library to
organise a dedicated discussion session. The book
had previously made headlines in Belgium after re-
nowned cancer specialist Professor Distelmans de-
scribed the movement behind it (the Levensschool)
as “scandalous and life-threatening.”"" Both the book
and the movement promoted the cessation of can-
cer treatments, claiming that the disease is caused
by the soul and should be addressed accordingly,
which led to premature deaths. The submission led
to a thoughtful phone conversation about how An-
twerp might react if a similar request arose. After
carefully weighing the pros and cons, Tilburg decided
to acquire the book, reasoning that engaging with it
through discussion was preferable to censoring it, as
censorship could drive readers further into misinfor-
mation. The book was catalogued under Psychologi-
cal Aspects, and the session provided an opportunity
for critical engagement.

This example highlights the importance of embed-
ding such initiatives within libraries to familiarize read-
ers with controversial material in a structured context.
During our conversation, however, | realized that | would
not have purchased the book for Antwerp. Firstly, we do
not have a structured programme to manage contro-
versial books, and secondly, after a discussion evening,
the book would simply remain on open shelves with-
out any context. While a disclaimer could be consid-
ered, this raises further questions: which books merit a
disclaimer, which do not, and what precisely should it
state? These are matters that require careful consider-
ation before moving forward.

The Birth of the Flemish Charter

In Flanders, such initiatives remain difficult to realize.
What explains the difference between Belgium and our
northern neighbours, who organize inspiring debate
evenings such as Controversy in the Bookshelf? Unlike
the Netherlands, Belgian libraries lack legal protection
through a Public Library Act. When libraries in Belgium
attempt to engage with controversial topics — with
the aim of fostering critical readership, depolarisation,
and the development of discussion skills — they re-
main vulnerable to the intervention of local authorities
whenever offence is taken (as has been evident in cases
involving self-publishing authors). Sadly, | am aware of
several instances where attempts to address such top-
ics have even led to threats of dismissal.

For this reason we have been working on a common
framework: a charter outlining the core values of public
library collections.™ In order to fulfil our societal role—
as described in the IFLA-UNESCO Manifesto™ — in a
well-considered and responsible manner, we clearly
need a charter that provides guidance when address-
ing titles that provoke controversy or censorship in an
objective way. Supported by VVBAD, the Flemish Asso-
ciation for Library, Archive & Documentation, a working
group of public library professionals came together to
define these key principles.” Every word was carefully
weighed, drawing inspiration from comparable char-
ters in other European libraries', from legal documents
on journalistic ethical codes, and from guidelines on de-
colonisation in cultural institutions'.

The charter affirms that the public library collection is
developed without influence from ideological, polit-
ical, religious or commercial interests. In other words,
external organisations — political parties, religious
bodies or commercial companies — do not determine
the shape of our collections. This principle is consistent
with the Flemish Media Decree, which stipulates that
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10 De Bibliotheek Midden-Brabant, Boeken verwerpen of verbieden? Met leners in gesprek, in: nieuws (online), 3 November 2023, https:/www.
bibliotheekmb.nl/content/brabant/midden-brabant/nl/nieuws/oud-maar-goed/controverse.html, accessed: 27 August 2025. Debate series deve-
loped under the direction of Coosje van der Pol.

-
-

De Ceulaer, Joél, Levensbedreigend: De Levensschool, in: De Morgen, 6 February 2016. See also De Bibliotheek Midden-Brabant, In gesprek over
onze collectie gezondheid, in: nieuws (online), 27 February 2025, https://www.bibliotheekmb.nl/nieuws/25-02/terugblik-in-gesprek-collectie.
html, accessed: 27 August 2025.

12 VVBAD, Kernwaarden van de collectie van openbare bibliotheken, in: standpunten (online), 3 December 2024, https://www.vvbad.be/vvbad-
werking/opinie/standpunten/kernwaarden-van-de-collectie-van-openbare-bibliotheken, accessed: 27 August 2025.

13 The IFLA-UNESCO Public Library Manifesto, 2022, https://www.ifla.org/public-library-manifesto/, accessed: 27 August 2025.

14 Ludwien Casier, Lieve Claes, Anke Denaegel, Katja Grammens, Jessica Jacobs, Bea Jacquemyn, Eva Lesage, Veerle Smolders, Ruth Soens, Goede-
le Schrijvers, Ingrid Verdonck and Wendy Wauters.

15 Goosen, Menno, Bibliotheek Midden-Brabant ‘vertaalt’ de kernwaarden van de collectie naar een A4'tje, in: Bibliotheekblad, 16 May 2024,
https://tinyurl.com/bdcuxpt8, accessed: 27 August 2025; CILIP, Freedom of Access to Information, https://www.cilip.org.uk/page/FreedomOfAc-
cessTolnformation, accessed: 27 August 2025; American Library Association, Intellectual Freedom and Censorship Q & A, 24 July 2023 (updated),
https://www.ala.org/advocacy/intfreedom/censorship/fag#ifpoint3, accessed: 27 August 2025; VVBAD, Beroepscode voor informatieprofessio-
nals in bibliotheken en documentatiecentra, https://www.vvbad.be/beroepscode-voor-informatieprofessionals-bibliotheken-en-documentatie-
centra, accessed: 27 August 2025.

16 National Museum of World Cultures (ed.), Words Matter: An Unfinished Guide to Word Choices in the Cultural Sector, 2018, https://amsterdam.
wereldmuseum.nl/en/about-wereldmuseum-amsterdam/research/words-matter-publication, accessed: 27 August 2025.
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KERNWAARDEN
VAN DE COLLECTIE
OPENBARE BIBLIOTHEKEN

Dit charter geeft wier wasr we als gemeenschap van bibliotheken achter
staan. Het geeft ons de kans i
om te gaan met wanr
biedt i COLL

amengested warct Wa iaten o riet iecden deor
Rvologtuth, polflisks. religheuse en commertitie belargen.

ill.03 Core values of the collection of public
libraries in Flanders, 2025.

informational  program-
ming must be provided in
a spirit of ideological and
political impartiality.” It is
important to note, how-
ever, that impartiality is
not the same as neutrality.
In this context, impartial-
ity refers to the exclusion
of external steering in-
fluences, while neutrality
denotes an internal posi-
tioning. For libraries and
librarians alike, absolute
neutrality is neither possi-
ble nor desirable. When a
reader, for instance, asks
for book recommenda-
tions, the literary prefer-
ences of the librarian may
well shape the response.

To eliminate such knowl-
edge and expertise would, in fact, impoverish the pro-
fession. Impartial collection-building, however, ensures
a multiperspective constitution in which a wide range
of viewpoints and opinions are represented. By this,
different backgrounds, experiences, and outlooks be-
come visible and accessible, and broad audiences can
feel represented and actively participate in the cultural
and intellectual discourse. By offering a plurality of per-
spectives, libraries safeguard intellectual freedom and
promote critical reading skills. Adding titles and provid-
ing contextualisation contributes more to a trustworthy
collection than excluding particular works.

The public library is open for everyone, with particu-
lar attention to more vulnerable groups in society. By
incorporating local emphases into their collections, li-
braries respond to the specific needs of their commu-
nities. This accessibility makes libraries a meeting place
where dialogue and shared knowledge are central. User
suggestions and community involvement are actively
encouraged in order to safeguard the relevance and di-
versity of the collection. Using the collection thus en-
tails much more than the mere borrowing of materials.
At the same time, libraries are limited by physical space
and available resources. Public libraries are not archival
institutions; older works are sorted out to make place
for new material. The collection is conceived as a dy-
namic whole, continually responding to social change
and future-oriented developments. This requires ongo-

ing review and adjustment, ensuring that the collection
continues to meet the needs of a diverse society. Such
work involves deliberate choices and a rigorous selec-
tion policy. The collection is therefore curated by pro-
fessional collectionmanagers, who base their decisions
on objective and qualitative criteria. Self-published
works, donations and user suggestions are assessed
with the same critical eye as purchased material.
Crucially, the charter itself is a living document: it is re-
vised over time to meet changing needs and is adapted
by each local public library. The central principle is: Li-
braries are leading an ongoing dialogue about collec-
tion development and their social responsibility.

We are now inviting local authorities to endorse the
charter, signalling their support for the social role of
public libraries. This ensures a protected space in which
controversial topics can be explored and debated. In
the early stages, this will inevitably involve trial and
error. The charter can also be displayed in libraries as
posters or flyers (ill.03), guaranteeing that the staff is
not left alone to have difficult discussions when patrons
raise objections or question certain titles.

By providing clear guidance and institutional backup,
the charter enables Flemish libraries to approach con-
troversial topics with confidence, promoting critical
thinking while safeguarding staff and the integrity of
collections. It empowers libraries to experiment, en-
gage communities, and adapt to evolving social needs.
In doing so, public libraries can remain inclusive, safe
spaces where even society’s most challenging ques-
tions are addressed thoughtfully and constructively. I

If librarians were honest,
they would say, No one
spends time here without being
changed. Maybe you should
go home. While you still can.
Joseph Mills
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