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Does Hate Literature Belong 
in the American Library?

By Alastair McPherson

There are two clear issues when considering whether or not hate 
literature belongs in American libraries: what are the official 
policies currently being upheld and do they still make sense in 

today’s world—are they morally justifiable? We begin with an anal-
ysis of the American Library Association’s (ALA) many guidelines 
on the subject as it is these protocols which the American librarian 
would be following. These guidelines clearly state that hate litera-
ture is both allowed and encouraged as belonging in a library setting. 
Throughout the essay, the use of “hate literature” or “hate speech” 
is defined as speech or literature “with the sense ‘characterized by 
hate; intended or aiming to stir up hate .’”1 Under this definition “The 
white nationalist manifesto” by Greg Johnson and “The Big Picture” 
by Billy Roper would count as hate literature, as they are written for 
the express reason of aiming to stir up hate; they are purposely racist 
against Jewish people and African Americans as that is their inten-
tion. Books which were written some time ago, and as a result have 
characters which could now be seen as problematic, works like “Uncle 
Tom’s Cabin,” or “The Secret Garden,” and even “Charlie and the 
Chocolate Factory” would not be under this definition, as they were 
never designed to foster hatred.

The ALA for their part have been absolutely clear on this issue, 
the organization states that since the First Amendment protects speech 
no matter how offensive the content is, so must we as librarians. But 
the organization also makes clear that the First Amendment does 

1  Hate Literature, Oxford English Dictionary, http://www.oed.com/view/
Entry/84550?redirectedFrom=hate+literature#eid1213301480.
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not tolerate either targeted harassment or threat, “or that creates a 
pervasively hostile environment.”2 According to the ALA then, the 
mere presence of hate speech in a library is not enough to create a 
“pervasively hostile environment,” nor “targeted harassment,” stating 
that merely “bigoted speech,” the kind found in hate literature does 
not rise to the level either of targeting harassment or creating a hostile 
environment, and that determining when it does is a legal question 
which needs to be examined on a case by case basis. The Library Bill of 
Rights states the ALA’s position, the first precept saying in its entirety, 
“Books and other library resources should be provided for the interest, 
information, and enlightenment of all people of the community the 
library serves. Materials should not be excluded because of the origin, 
background, or views of those contributing to their creation.”3 While 
I understand that libraries are a special case which can not easily be 
compared to any other organization, I wonder whether we would 
accept these kinds of answers from other institutions; if Walmart had 
a section specifically for Neo-Nazis, would we welcome answers like 
“we don’t feel this creates a hostile environment,” or “nobody is forcing 
you to check out any of these items,” if your local university offered 
teaching materials saying that homosexuality was unnatural would 
anybody be satisfied with answers that center around the university 
providing this material in order for the “interest, information and 
enlightenment” of their students?

The second precept of the Library Bill of Rights in its entirety 
is the following “Libraries should provide materials and information 
presenting all points of view on current and historical issues. 
Materials should not be proscribed or removed because of partisan 
or doctrinal disapproval.” The objections to this are pretty clear, 
one can not possibly present “all points of view” on any topic as a 
library has a finite amount of space, instead librarians attempt to 
show a range of views. But where does the belief that all points 
of view are equally valid come from? If we take Holocaust denial 
literature as an example, the notion that the Holocaust didn’t occur 
is not “an interesting point of view,” it is a lie and were we sitting 
behind a reference desk we would have no hesitation in calling it so, 
why at one part of the library is the truth upheld, yet on the shelves 
it is not? If a decision was made in a library meeting not to allow 
Holocaust denialism, could an opponent to this motion really point 
to the second precept that “Materials should not be proscribed or 

2  Hate Speech and Hate Crime, American Library Association, December 12, 
2017. http://www.ala.org/advocacy/intfreedom/hate.
3  Library Bill of Rights, American Library Association, June 30, 2006. Retrieved 
from http://www.ala.org/advocacy/intfreedom/librarybill.

http://www.ala.org/advocacy/intfreedom/hate
http://www.ala.org/advocacy/intfreedom/librarybill
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removed because of partisan or doctrinal disapproval,” as a reason 
for its inclusion? The question “did the Holocaust occur” isn’t one 
of policy or doctrine, it is a question of fact, and the facts are clear. 
The question again then is, should Holocaust literature be placed 
alongside the testimonies of people who experienced the Holocaust? 
The answer, perhaps shockingly to some is ‘yes, we should.’ Allison 
Lewis in the introduction to “Questioning Library Neutrality, essays 
from Progressive Librarian” says about Neo-Nazi literature and 
Holocaust denial, “I would include some representation of [these] 
materials in an adult library collection, in order to understand their 
arguments and be better prepared to argue against them.”4 Similarly, 
Bossaller and Budd hold “controversial materials must be included, 
but so that by studying them an intelligent person might be better 
educated.”5 Lewis says a little later however, that we should not 
understand this to mean that they deserve to be treated equally in 
all respects “creationist and Holocaust denial have been discredited 
by the vast majority of scientists and historians, respectively. They 
don’t hold equal weight in the marketplace of ideas, and they are 
not deserving of an equal share of limited library resources.” They 
are correct in that it would be a strange idea indeed if in the section 
of the library devoted to the British Royal Family, we were duty 
bound to house an equal number of David Icke books, which contain 
assertions that they are in fact shape shifting reptilians. 

Is the ALA’s solution to hate speech, therefore, simply to give it a 
space in the library, but surround it with books in which the scientific 
facts of the matter are located? The idea that theories like “race realism” 
can be defeated by surrounding these ideas with the current scientific 
consensus on race seems to imply that people with ideas not based 
in fact, can be reasoned out of them with the appropriate amount 
of facts. This immediately seems suspect, and reminds one of the 
Jonathan Swift quote often repeated, that “Reasoning will never make 
a Man correct an ill Opinion, which by Reasoning he never acquired.”6 
After all, since there is so much factual information available about 
the Holocaust, from testimonies, to photographs, to the fact that six 
million Jews and others appear to have disappeared, to the fact that 
in the Nuremberg trials not one Nazi officer went with the defense 
“the Holocaust never occured.” Why are there still Holocaust deniers 

4  Lewis, A. (2014). Questioning Library Neutrality. Library Juice Press.
5  Bossaller, J., Budd J (2015). What We Talk about When We Talk about Free 
Speech. The Library Quarterly.
6  Swift J., (2011) A letter to a young gentleman, lately enter’d into holy orders: 
By a person of quality. It is certainly known, that the following treatise was writ 
in Ireland by ... Dr. Swift. United States: Nabu Press.
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if a preponderance of factual data is all that is required for people to 
change their minds? Why would “race realism” exist if the only thing 
preventing “scientific racism” from existing is for its adherents to read 
some actual science?

To explain the problem with the rationale that simply 
surrounding hate literature, which by nature uses lies or the bending 
of truth to fit whatever theory it is trying to prove, on a shelf by 
literature which presents the actual scientific consensus on the 
issue can rectify the problem, I give the example of the famous 
1979 experiment by Lord, Ross, and Lepper, in which people 
who supported capital punishment and those who did not were 
gathered and shown two conflicting studies, one which supported 
the deterrent effect of capital rpunishment and one that did not. The 
people who were in support of capital punishment found that the 
study supporting their previously held belief was more convincing 
and supportive, and those who did not found the contrary side 
more convincing.7 The reason being that the people simply took the 
confirming information at face value, while subjecting the evidence 
they did not agree with to critical evaluation, the authors stating 
“the result of exposing contending factions in a social dispute to an 
identical body of relevant empirical evidence may be not a narrowing 
of disagreement but rather an increase in polarization,” transposing 
these findings onto our present debate, the presence of hate literature 
in the library is apt to make people more polarized, and the presence 
of other, factually correct material may not matter as this information 
will not be seen as convincing. To see how far people will go in 
preserving their beliefs in the face of overwhelming physical data, 
it is illustrative to look at the example located in the work by Leon 
Festinger, Henry Riecken, and Stanley Schachter “When Prophecy 
Fails: A Social and Psychological Study of a Modern Group That 
Predicted the Destruction of the World”8 in it the authors profile 
a doomsday cult called “The Seekers” who believed that the world 
would end at midnight on December 20, 1954. When however they 
were greeted with the overwhelming evidence of the entire world 
still existing on December 21, the followers simply stated that their 
devotion and prayers had been enough to call off the incoming 
alien invention, thus keeping their theory intact. This is an example 

7  Lord C., Ross L., Lepper M., (1979). Biased assimilation and attitude 
polarization: The effects of prior theories on subsequently considered evidence. 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology.
8  Festinger L., Riecken H, Schachter S. (2012) When prophecy fails: a social and 
psychological study of a modern group that predicted the destruction of the world. 
Martino Publishing.
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of “motivated reasoning,” which we are all susceptible to, to give 
a further, non-apocalyptic example, the researchers Blanton and 
Gerrard asked college students to rate the risk of getting STDs from 
different individuals, after being given photos and personal histories, 
such as amount of sexual partners and contraception usage, instead of 
looking at the data and making reasoned responses the test subjects 
merely rated those who were more attractive as less likely to have 
STDs and came up with their own reasoning to fit.9

People however can only construct hypotheses with some 
evidentiary data, they seem not to be free to create hypotheses, no 
matter how convenient based on no data at all. In a study by Darley 
and Goss, one group of subjects was led to believe a child came from 
a high socioeconomic background, and another group, that they were 
from a low socioeconomic background, when asked about the child’s 
ability however both groups stated that the child’s ability would be at 
their grade level, however when given evidence consisting of a child 
taking an academic test, which was the same evidence for both parties, 
the subjects used that data, despite its insubstantial nature to back up 
their own prejudices, namely as evidence that the child from a low 
socioeconomic background was a poor student and conversely that the 
child from a high socioeconomic background was a good student.10 By 
supplying hate literature in a library then we are allowing people to 
use it to back up their own prejudices, people do not critically examine 
evidence if they agree with its conclusion, they use the evidence to 
further their beliefs no matter how baseless it is. 

Not only will the researcher find the information that agrees 
with his preconceived ideas more convincing, this phenomenon 
being known as “confirmation bias,” or “myside bias,” but they most 
likely won’t look at the opposing evidence at all, Nickerson writing 
that “people tend to seek information that they consider supportive 
of favored hypotheses or existing beliefs,”11 in an experiment by P.C. 
Wason,12 people were asked to find a rule concerning the formation 
of three numbers, the subjects were given a string of numbers, and 
then they were asked to give the person conducting the experiment 
other three number strings and ask if they conformed to the rule. 

9  Blanton H., Gerrard M. (1997). Effect of sexual motivation on men’s risk 
perception for sexually transmitted disease: There must be 50 ways to justify a 
lover. Health Psychology.
10  Darley J., Gross P. (1983). A hypothesis-confirming bias in labeling effects. 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology.
11  Nickerson R. (1998). Confirmation bias: A ubiquitous phenomenon in many 
guises. Review of General Psychology.
12  Wason P. (1960) On the failure to eliminate hypotheses in a conceptual task. 
Quarterly Journal of Experimental Psychology.
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The result was that once the subject had formed a hypothesis for the 
rule, they tended to only test out hypotheses which would validate 
that rule, for example if the subject received the numbers “5, 10, 15,” 
they might guess the rule was “increasing by five each time,” and test 
hypotheses like “10, 15, 20,” or “30, 35, 40,” even though there are 
many rules which could easily cover all three suppositions, rules like 
“three positive numbers,” “numbers in increasing order,” or simply 
“three numbers under 50,” the subjects in short did not want to test 
whether their hypothesis was incorrect, they looked for positive cases, 
because they only wanted confirmatory evidence.

One writer trying to sum up the idea that those who are ill 
informed needed only be given the correct facts stated “fighting 
the ill-informed with facts is like fighting a grease fire with water. 
It seems like it should work, but it’s actually going to make things 
worse.”13 In order to see if people who believed that there was a link 
between vaccines and autism would change their minds after being 
given the facts of the matter, an experiment was conducted in which 
people received either information about the lack of evidence of the 
link between MMR and autism, information about the dangers of 
the diseases prevented by the MMR, or a dramatic narrative about 
an infant who almost died of measles. It was found that “None of the 
interventions increased parental intent to vaccinate a future child,”14 
even though data refuting the link between vaccines and autism had 
the effect that people believed the link between vaccines and autism 
less likely, it still made people want to vaccinate even less, images of 
children sick from preventable diseases made them more sure there 
was a link between the MMR and autism, and the narrative about an 
infant with a disease which would have been prevented by the MMR 
made them more sure there were serious effects from the vaccine. In 
short, the results of being given evidence that the MMR vaccine does 
not cause autism resulted in “increase[d] misperceptions or reduce[d] 
vaccination intention.”

The third and fourth precept of the Library Bill of Rights concern 
censorship, they are, in their entirety “III. Libraries should challenge 
censorship in the fulfillment of their responsibility to provide 
information and enlightenment.” and “IV. Libraries should cooperate 
with all persons and groups concerned with resisting abridgment of 

13  Bridges T. (2017) There’s an intriguing sociological reason so many 
Americans are ignoring facts lately. Retrieved from https://www.
businessinsider.com/sociology-alternative-facts-2017-2.
14 Nylan B., Reifler J., Richey S., Freed G. (2014) Effective Messages in Vaccine 
Promotion: A Randomized Trial. Pediatrics, Volume 133, Issue 4. Retrieved 
from http://pediatrics.aappublications.org/content/133/4/e835.

https://www.businessinsider.com/sociology-alternative-facts-2017-2
https://www.businessinsider.com/sociology-alternative-facts-2017-2
http://pediatrics.aappublications.org/content/133/4/e835
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free expression and free access to ideas.” But is this really the case? 
Taking the first clause “libraries should challenge censorship,” does 
this apply to hate speech? Does the ALA vigorously defend hate 
speech in their libraries, it is certainly true that the Freedom to Read 
statement (discussed below) and the Library Bill of Rights apply to 
hate speech but looking at what actually gets challenged through the 
ALA’s list of most challenged books, almost all of them are books 
for young adults or children, that were deemed “inappropriate,” not 
hate speech proper,15 when racism is mentioned is usually concerns the 
author having racist portrayals of their characters, often owing to the 
fact these books were written some time ago, works like “Brave New 
World,” “To Kill a Mockingbird” or “The Adventures of Huckleberry 
Finn,” aren’t hate literature as we are defining it. 

These two precepts III and IV of the Bill of Rights, paint a picture 
of the library as a bastion of completely free speech where anything can 
be said and where works containing anything are permitted, and this is 
not the case, both slander and libel are not allowed, and it is more than 
slightly concerning that speech which harms those already oppressed 
like African Americans and LGBTQ individuals, is allowed, but 
slander, libel and defamation, forms of speech which only attack those 
important enough to be written about is illegal. Libel is illegal because it 
is said to harm the party at whom the libel is directed and is inaccurate, 
but can not the same be said of hate literature? Pornography is also not 
allowed on library shelves, or indeed on library computers, the reason 
being obvious, that seeing someone browsing pornography is highly 
disturbing, but isn’t a library patron reading hate speech disturbing to 
the public, isn’t having hate speech available on the shelves disturbing?

Not only are certain works, pornography and libel, de facto 
banned from the library shelves, but the library is not the neutral 
institution that one might assume from reading the Library Bill of 
Rights, and neither should it be. Candise Branum states that since 
the function of a library is to bring information to the masses, it is 
inherently a political organization, freely bringing people information 
being “an inherent act of social and economic justice.”16 Branum 
notes that far from libraries attempting to show every view, only 
5% of libraries made an effort to collect “alternative, independent, 
and dissident material”17 as said before, the reference desk does not 

15 Top Ten Most Challenged Books Lists, American Library Association, 
March 26, 2013. Retrieved from http://www.ala.org/advocacy/bbooks/
frequentlychallengedbooks/top10.
16  Branum C. (2008) The myth of library neutrality. Progressive Librarian.
17  West C. (1983) The Secret Garden of Censorship: Ourselves. Library Journal, 
Volume 108, 1651‐1654.

http://www.ala.org/advocacy/bbooks/frequentlychallengedbooks/top10
http://www.ala.org/advocacy/bbooks/frequentlychallengedbooks/top10
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practise this kind of neutrality, if scientific data is requested about 
the difference between the races (very little), the reference librarian 
would go to the actual scientific data, not the hate literature, in order 
to find the truth. Holding both hate literature and the actual scientific 
and historical data on the shelves is not a neutral position, in the 
words of Robert Jensen “to take no explicit position by claiming to 
be neutral is also a political choice,”18 and it is a choice which states 
that the truth is just as valid as a lie. If librarians do nothing about 
the existing social order, we are affirming that everything is okay, and 
that is a political stance, “we can’t pretend that by sitting still – by 
claiming to be neutral – we can avoid accountability for our roles.”

Branum brings up another issue relevant to hate speech, that we 
simply can not ask people from marginalized groups to adopt a neutral 
point of view, “We cannot ask librarians of color to neutrally assist a 
patron in searching for information supporting Eugenics, just as we 
cannot as a queer librarian to be neutral on the subject of gay hate 
crimes. Oppressed groups do not have the option of neutrality.” It 
is oppressive of us to carry these materials, and it is oppressive of us 
to ask people from marginalized areas of society to aide in their own 
marginalization by directing people towards hate speech. The trouble 
with this top down approach of neutrality that the field takes is that it 
ignores the lives and experiences of those working within it.

And hate speech and hate literature do real harm, as Calvert notes 
“the use of racist expressions creates and maintains a social reality of 
racism that promotes the disparate treatment of minorities,”19 part 
of the reason therefore that American society leans towards white 
supremacy is because hate speech is tolerated, not just in common 
parlance, but in our institutions. If one hears again and again that 
others are inferior because of the color of their skin, that same skin 
color becomes “a badge of inferiority and justification for the denial 
of opportunity and equal treatment,”20 “Not only does the listener 
learn and internalize the messages contained in racial insults, these 
messages color our society’s institutions and are transmitted to 
succeeding generations,” similar arguments as to psychic harm were 
made following the Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka decision, 

18  Jensen, R. (2004) The myth of the neutral professional. Progressive Librarian, 
Number 24, 28-34.
19  Calvert, C. (1997) Hate Speech and Its Harms: A Communication 
Theory Perspective. Journal of Communication. Number 47: 4-19. 
doi:10.1111/j.1460-2466.1997.tb02690.x.
20 Delgado, R. (1982) Words That Wound: A Tort Action for Racial Insults, 
Epithets, and Name Calling. Harvard Civil Rights-Civil Liberties Law Review, 
Vol. 17.
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that segregation “generates a feeling of inferiority as to their status 
in the community that may affect their hearts and minds in a way 
unlikely ever to be undone.”21 Delgado noting that “The psychological 
responses to such stigmatization consist of feelings of humiliation, 
isolation, and self-hatred. Consequently, it is neither unusual nor 
abnormal for stigmatized individuals to feel ambivalent about their 
self-worth and identity.” 

Cohen points out in “Psychological harm and free speech on 
campus”22 that it would be very convenient for the advocates of 
completely free speech if psychological harm did not exist, since 
“almost all of us recognise that the presence of harm is reason to 
consider limiting freedom,” my freedom to move my fist ends at 
someone else’s face. The author ties this argument in with John 
Stuart Mill’s argument when he wrote “that the only purpose for 
which power can be rightfully exercised over any member of a 
civilised community, against his will, is to prevent harm to others,”23 
the same argument was made earlier in the Declaration of the Rights 
of Man and the Citizen, (Déclaration des droits de l’homme et du 
citoyen), the civil rights document from the French Revolution 
which says “liberty consists in the freedom to do everything which 
injures no one else; hence the exercise of the natural rights of each 
man has no limits except those which assure to the other members 
of the society the enjoyment of the same rights.”24 Since we have 
seen that hate literature does do harm to others, do we not have a 
moral responsibility to rid it from our shelves? In “On Liberty,” Mill 
separates the harm principle from the offense principle, stating that 
what should be restrained is harm, not offense, “Naked Lunch by 
John Burroughs,” or “Pink Flamingos, by John Waters” might offend 
you, but it is quite difficult to link this feeling of being offended to 
the physical harm we can see hate literature causes from the work of 
Calvert and Delgado.

In “When God Hates: How Liberal Guilt Lets the New Right 
Get Away with Murder”25 Jose Gabilondo defines the New Right, 

21  Brown v. Board of Educ., 347 U.S. 483 (1954).
22  Cohen, A. (2017) Psychological Harm and Free Speech on Campus. Society, 
Volume 54 (4).
23 Mill, J. S. (1975), On liberty: annotated text sources and background criticism. 
W.W. Norton.
24  Déclaration des Droits de l’Homme et du Citoyen de 1789, Conseil 
Constitutionnel. Retrieved from https://www.conseil-constitutionnel.fr/le-
bloc-de-constitutionnalite/declaration-des-droits-de-l-homme-et-du-citoyen-
de-1789.
25  Gabilondo, J. (2009) When God Hates: How Liberal Guilt Lets the New 
Right Get Away With Murder. Florida International University College of Law.

https://www.conseil-constitutionnel.fr/le-bloc-de-constitutionnalite/declaration-des-droits-de-l-homme-et-du-citoyen-de-1789
https://www.conseil-constitutionnel.fr/le-bloc-de-constitutionnalite/declaration-des-droits-de-l-homme-et-du-citoyen-de-1789
https://www.conseil-constitutionnel.fr/le-bloc-de-constitutionnalite/declaration-des-droits-de-l-homme-et-du-citoyen-de-1789
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also known as the “Alt-Right,” the right wing movement formed 
as opposition to racial, religious and gender equality, stating that 
the new right have “warrants,” or justifications, the first being “that 
some kind of ideological equipoise exists (or should exist) between 
liberals and conservatives, and leftists have skewed the balance.” The 
New Right believes their views make them subjected to hostility 
comparable to racism, persecution and homophobia, and are as 
worthy of compassion and mercy as other marginalized groups 
facing oppression, when Umberto Eco defined fascism he stated that 
the adherents must feel oppressed by their enemies, “the followers 
must feel humiliated by the ostentatious wealth and force of their 
enemies.”26 Gabilondo states that this lament is nothing more than 
“an Orwellian strategy to sack liberal values by aping liberal claims 
in a way that turns the clock back on liberal progress.” The idea that 
all ideas should be included sounds good to liberal ears, because it 
sounds similar to liberal ideas like “diversity,” and “pluralism,” that 
by including white nationalist literature, we are celebrating the 
diversity of ideas that make up society. Good echoes this stating 
that “any idea can be validated once attention is deflected from its 
claims and attached instead to some general truth or value that can 
be sanctimoniously affirmed.”27 The notion that conservatives are 
not fairly represented in places of learning, such as libraries and 
academia, according to the author, is typically countered by those 
on the left of the political spectrum by pointing at conservatives 
or moderates in these fields as examples that they are wrong, or by 
arguing over definitions instead of attacking their entire argument. 
Why should we, in these fields, artificially prop up ideas that are 
deeply unpopular? A similar event occurred surrounding the work 
of Gerald Graff, who stated in a book that professors should “teach 
the conflict”28 surrounding an academic issue, so that students can 
see exactly how, in an academic setting, something goes from a 
hypothesis, to being broadly accepted in academic circles. The phrase 
“teach the conflict,” however, was seized by the religious right, who 
started using it to insinuate there was an academic conflict about 
evolution, which there is not, and now the conversation is about 
whether or not students should have the freedom to investigate both 
“equally valid” sides of the issue.

For those who wish to know more about exactly why the ALA 

26  Eco, U. (2018) Il fascismo eterno. La nave di Teseo.
27  Good, J. (2006) The Hottest Place in Hell: The Crisis of Neutrality in 
Contemporary Librarianship. Progressive Librarian, Issue 28.
28  Graff, G. (1993) Beyond the culture wars: how teaching the conflicts can revitalize 
American education. W. W. Norton.
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is so immovable on the issue of hate speech, the 1953 “Freedom 
to read statement” gives a lot of expostulation. The key argument 
it makes as to why this position is held is the following “attempts 
at suppression rest on a denial of the fundamental premise of 
democracy: that the ordinary individual, by exercising critical 
judgment, will select the good and reject the bad.”29 The statement, 
therefore, rests on the assumption that in the free marketplace of 
ideas, people always gravitate towards the ideas which are considered 
“best.” We previously examined the science behind this issue, but 
we can also simply need to look at our own nation, the rise of hate 
groups in Europe, and present day Brazil to see that this viewpoint 
is not just unfounded, it is dangerously naive, Marvin Glass writing 
“we need not dwell on the horrors of German fascism except to 
remind ourselves that the propagation of racist ideology was a major 
contributing factor in the death of over fifty million human beings 
and there was little, if any, censorship of speech prior to Hitler 
taking power.”30 Free people, living in times free from censorship, 
freely choose leaders promising to commit heinous acts, like banning 
an entire religion from a country, or promising not to spare even a 
centimeter of the Amazon rainforest from destruction, they do not, 
after freely weighing the evidence “select the good and reject the 
bad” all of the time.

The Freedom to Read Statement then goes on to state that “It is 
in the public interest for publishers and librarians to make available 
the widest diversity of views and expressions, including those that are 
unorthodox, unpopular, or considered dangerous by the majority.” As 
noted in the introduction, we should not mistake the ALA’s policy 
as something softer than it is. The ALA’s position is not that the 
library might contain hate speech — and while that is unfortunate, it 
is sanctioned under the First Amendment — their position is that the 
library should contain hate speech, in fact even the rating of a book is 
something that the ALA has spoken out about.31

By remaining neutral, the ALA is causing more harm than 
good. In talking about democracies, Plato said “The excess of liberty, 
whether in States or individuals, seems only to pass into excess 

29  The Freedom to Read Statement, American Library Association, July 
26, 2006. Retrieved from http://www.ala.org/advocacy/intfreedom/
freedomreadstatement.
30  Glass, M. (1978) Anti-Racism and Unlimited Freedom of Speech: An 
Untenable Dualism. Canadian Journal of Philosophy.
31 Rating Systems, American Library Association, July 13, 2015. Retrieved from http://
www.ala.org/advocacy/intfreedom/librarybill/interpretations/rating-systems.

http://www.ala.org/advocacy/intfreedom/freedomreadstatement
http://www.ala.org/advocacy/intfreedom/freedomreadstatement
http://www.ala.org/advocacy/intfreedom/librarybill/interpretations/rating-systems
http://www.ala.org/advocacy/intfreedom/librarybill/interpretations/rating-systems
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of slavery … And so tyranny naturally arises out of democracy,”32 
encapsulated in this idea is what is known as “the paradox of 
tolerance,” if a society is tolerant of all ideas, it will be co-opted by 
people who do not wish for tolerance at all. Karl Popper defined 
the paradox of tolerance this way, “If we extend unlimited tolerance 
even to those who are intolerant, if we are not prepared to defend 
a tolerant society against the onslaught of the intolerant, then the 
tolerant will be destroyed, and tolerance with them,”33 advising “We 
should therefore claim, in the name of tolerance, the right not to 
tolerate the intolerant,” he stated that the answer to the paradox 
of tolerance is to demand for systems in which the principles of 
egalitarianism and protectionism are upheld, with regards to library 
selection, then, a library in which selection is based on the principles 
that all mankind is inherently equal.

 Joseph Good opens his essay “The Hottest Place in Hell: The 
Crisis of Neutrality in Contemporary Librarianship,” by quoting 
Dante, who states that the angels who in the War in Heaven stood 
neither with the Devil, nor with God, were given their own space at 
the mouth of Hell, “They have no hope of death, and their blind life 
is so abject, that they are envious of every other lot.”34 In these times 
of political partisanship, of a huge increase in hate crime,35 including 
a massive spike after the 2016 Presidential election,36 that to both 
carry hate literature and literature containing the facts of the matter 
“smacks of moral relativism,” it negates our social responsibility, 
our responsibility to the communities we serve, and our own moral 
responsibility. It pretends that its actions communicate a neutral 
stance while forgetting that it is impossible to remain neutral on a 
moving train, for us to remain steady while society heads in a certain 
direction is an act in which we state that the current direction that 
we are moving in is one that we agree with. It is a position that 
lacks courage, it neglects critical thinking, it robs the librarian of 
their authority, and furthers societal prejudices. We would do well 
to remember the words of Desmond Tutu when he said “if you are 
neutral in situations of injustice, you have chosen the side of the 
oppressor. If an elephant has its foot on the tail of a mouse and 

32  Plato. (1993) Republic. Harvard University Press.
33  Popper, K. (2015) Open society and its enemies. Routledge.
34  Dante, A. (1987) The Divine comedy. Cambridge University Press.
35  Crime in the United States Retrieved from https://www.fbi.gov/services/cjis/
ucr/publications#Hate-Crime%20Statistics.
36  Gstatler, M. (2018) FBI: Hate crimes rose the day after Trump was elected. 
Retrieved from https://thehill.com/blogs/blog-briefing-room/news/379915-
fbi-hate-crimes-rose-the-day-after-trump-was-elected.
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you say that you are neutral, the mouse will not appreciate your 
neutrality.” History does not look kindly on people who look on 
passively while society subsides. The kind of library that the ALA 
argues for through its many guidelines is a library selling ideas 
stripped of their real world consequences, and is a position which 
leads the one to believe that the ALA earnestly believes that certain 
ideas have no consequences, or that if they do, that all consequences 
arising from these ideas must be treated as being equal, a world in 
which moral values are treated “as philosophical curiosities to be 
studied at arm’s length,”37 and in which the clear consequences of 
our actions are outside the scope of the profession.

37  Herring, M. (1999) Reading between Librarians’ lines. Society.


