BANNED BOOKS 
Report by Mike Damiani, North Lincolnshire Libraries

NL library service set up in 2000/2001 a promotion on Banned Books. It’s been the first promotion of this kind in NL and possibly one of the very few in the UK libraries.

The background

Reasons behind this promotion:

· understanding why books are banned and/or censored, when and by whom

· giving an insight in the history of free information/speech/artistic expression against backgrounds of recurrent attempts at censorship. Official and unofficial censors nowadays seem to focus more on the Internet; this doesn’t mean, though, that written works aren't targeted when considered dangerous or unsuitable to large audiences

· reminding the public that books have always also been means for circulating ideas, opinions, cultural perspectives and that literature has often attracted negative attention from determined political, religious or social groups

Banned Books was also aimed at presenting the public with a wide range of (mainly) novels representative of different authors, periods, genres and countries.

One of the first issues to discuss and solve was: which books are we going to choose and display? What works which have been banned/censored are really representative? 

The small team who was in charge of the promo was composed by librarians belonging to the Stock and Promotion Team. This team set out by consulting a variety of paper and electronic sources.

A few publications came in handy, in particular [name of book] which is a fairly extensive account of banning policies in recent decades, mainly focussed on the US.
Websites were visited as well which provided further knowledge on the issue. In most cases censorship issues are discussed and disseminated by those who fight against censorship itself. In this context we couldn’t fail to notice that librarians are often on the forefront of the anti-censorship campaigns, particularly in the US.  

What became clear was that censorship of books has been and indeed it still is much more pervasive and extensive than many people may realise.

Reasons given for banning or censoring books have been and are: 

· blasphemy, 

· immorality, 

· explicit sexual content and/or promotion of sexual behaviour considered unacceptable,

· violence

· offensive and/or unsuitable language. 

· racist views or views offending specific categories of population

One of the important points made by those opposing any forms of censorship is that censors act on what they perceive to be common and shared values in society; the problem is that this attitude denies that values change according to cultural perspectives and historical periods.

Beside the official censorship there can be another insidious kind of censorship brought about by pressure of organised groups, which might try to reach their aims even without any official sanction (as it may be the case with Christian or Muslim fundamentalist groups, political pressure clubs etc.)

Although most of the cases of censorship or outright bans have taken place in the US (with particular frequency in some of the most conservative of the States) other countries (including the UK) had known such instances as well. 

However, it’s been quite rare for local authorities, schools, and libraries in Britain to withdraw material from syllabuses or library shelves particularly over the last 30 years or so after the landmark Lady Chatterley’s Lover’s case in the 1960’s.

Some exceptions from recent times: The Satanic Verses was judged inappropriate to appear even in this same exhibition given the relatively high incidence of Islam in the local community. 

The books

The list of books included in the promotion is attached as appendix. 

Beside works one would expect to find such as Lady Chatterley’s Lover, 1984, or Catch 22, there other titles whose inclusion some people might find perplexing.

Who would have thought that Anne Frank’s Diary had been banned or severely amended in some parts of the US? Why and when someone decided to ban Mark Twain’s novels? Who was offended by the Grimms’ tales?

These instances demonstrate, on the other hand, that censorious interventions may be quite refined to the point of concerning with, for example, psychological explorations 

For many titles long-standing controversies originated from the clash of systems of value between authors and authorities/social groups. Examples: Voltaire’s Candide; Miller’s Tropic of Capricorn; Orwell’s 1984. 

In other cases, the background to the ban was not so clear, as when Jack London’s Call of the Wild was banned in some fascist dictatorships in the 1930’s

The public’s reactions

In the end the promotion took off in November 2000 in Scunthorpe Central Library, and subsequently it went on to the other two big libraries in the authority (Brigg and Barton-upon-Humber) as well as two smaller ones in the Isle of Axholme area.

On the whole there have been more than 300 loans which we consider a good rate of success if one takes into account that most of the books had a fairly literary tone and/or had been published several years ago.

The most interesting aspect of the public’s response has been however the curiosity stimulated in many people by the issue in general and some books in particular. If many were mainly curious when approaching the displays and tables there have been some people expressing outrage or at least surprise to find certain titles among  banned books.

Some members of the public reacted also expressing concern that this kind of censorship will increase in the UK as well as in the US. We’ve had even some people believing (possibly after a superficial reading of the presentation) that these titles were actually and presently banned or censored in the UK, reacting with dismay as a consequence.

Not many people who actually borrowed the books filled in the provided comment slips.

Reactions after reading were varied, but many readers stressed how much they’d liked the book(s).

Some people returned the books earlier after having gone through just a few pages as they’d realised that the contents weren't what they had imagined.

This was because there might have been on the part of some people wrong expectations such as in the case of someone who had believed Slaughterhouse 5 was a sci-fi novel.

No instances have been recorded of people expressing open agreement with censoring policies.

The promotion itself consisted in a display board made of three double-sided stands tied to each other. The board exhibited:

· Brief accounts on specific books (or genres) and why/when/by whom they’ve been banned

· Quotes/critical material

· Jackets of some of the books in the list

· Extracts from the texts themselves

Two dumpbins showcased most of the books in various editions’ copies. To allow for every book to be displayed, other books were piled on nearby tables, where possible.

All books were marked with a highly visible sticker showing skull and crossbones and the word “BANNED”.

These labels were also scattered on the display.

Inside each book the readers could find a red slip where they could write their impressions, comments etc.

Bookmarks were also available listing the titles of some of the books.

you will find attached the list of the book presented, a comment slip, a sample of exhibits and a book (to return, please).

We believe this kind of promotion could interest many authorities as most libraries sooner or later face problems linked to some, albeit often light, form of censorship (if not because of attitudes of groups or single members of the public).

It’s also a culturally vital initiative in the sense that it makes people realise that books can be perceived in many different ways by different people according to circumstances and environments.

Taken to the extreme, a promotion like this is also a good exercise in democracy, as occasion for exchanging ideas and as awareness raising exercise.

