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Intellectual Freedom and Censorship in Libraries 

 The topic of intellectual freedom is one that has been debated over the course of 

many centuries. In the 18th century, problems arose when authors published books under 

fake names, or under the pretense of having “found” the specific work, in order to convey 

ideas that were considered obscene at the time. Situations of attempted censorship have 

occurred continuously and to this day, with books like Lolita by Nabokov and Crash by 

J.G Ballard being threatened with censorship for their chosen topics. Attempts to censor 

works deemed inappropriate, whether for religious, political or cultural issues, have been 

met with backlash from those who believe that it is important for all viewpoints, even 

those seen as dangerous or lewd by the majority, to be available for those who wish to 

delve into alternative perspectives and educations. As an institution that collects 

information, the library has been placed in the middle of the debate between intellectual 

freedom and censorship. Allowing for complete intellectual freedom offers individuals an 

outlet to explore all the concepts that humanity has compiled, but also creates a dilemma 

where subversive works become available to the masses, which may allow upheaval, 

disgust and other consequences to follow.  It is the place of all libraries to take part in this 

debate and to foster intellectual freedom or help define what works or topics, if any, must 

be censored. 

 Intellectual freedom is a circumstance in which an individual may either write or 

read about any subject that they wish to explore. This includes issues that may be viewed 

as subversive to the morals and beliefs of the majority of their culture or country. 

Although social consequences may follow as a result of such exploration, intellectual 

freedom dictates that individuals have the right to read or write on these issues without 
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any legal backlash. As outlined in Tony Doyle’s article, “A Utilitarian Case for 

Intellectual Freedom in Libraries,” the ALA’s construction of the Library Bill of Rights 

states that: 

 
 “The decisions about which laws should be on the books and which policies 
should be adopted rest ultimately, in a democracy, with the electorate. For the 
laws and policies that citizens indirectly endorse (through their elected 
representatives) to be the best possible the vote the citizens case on election day 
must be well-informed. This view in turn demands that they have access to the 
broadest possible array of ideas; it also demands that they be able to express 
whatever ideas they hold dear. In short, democracy demands complete intellectual 
freedom.” (Doyle, 2001)  
 

 This rule holds intellectual freedom as supreme over any case that would claim 

that the ability to view specific types, or genres, of material to be directly against the state 

of democracy in the United States. As this issue is extremely important and applicable to 

all citizens, libraries fall into the unique position of having to decide whether to foster 

and ardently defend intellectual freedom or to be one of the institutions that help define 

what ideas should be censored.  

 From the opposing viewpoint, many believe that absolute intellectual freedom is 

damaging to both our culture and the safety of our country. For those who support 

censorship, it is important to keep information that is subversive in a multitude of ways, 

such as being sexually and politically obscene. Removing such information from the 

shelves of libraries is seen as a good deed because it prevents individuals from being 

exposed to material that may be damaging or able to incite deviant behavior. According 

to Howard D. White in his paper Library Censorship and the Permissive Minority, in 

1970, the U.S Commission on Obscenity and Pornography conducted a large survey 

conducted across the country on the subject of censorship. White explains that out of the 
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people surveyed, “2,486 American adults” were a part of “the overwhelming majority 

supported library censorship of erotica.” (White, 1981) This majority ardently believed 

that books deemed sexually offensive should be censored or removed from circulation in 

order to save the sanctity of the culture at the time, when it was believed that sexuality 

should not be openly available in books. 

 Libraries have held both positions in this debate. In the past libraries have 

censored certain ideas by removing certain books that forwarded ideas considered 

dangerous at the time. For example, “during World War I… in public libraries across the 

country, librarians quietly but willingly pulled from the shelves any title that might raise 

suspicions of disloyalty.” (White, 1981) As time went on, and various cultural fears have 

faded, libraries began to lean towards the protection of intellectual freedom so that 

individuals, if they wish, could check out books that were previously removed from 

circulation.  

 However, maintaining intellectual freedom within the library is a difficult issue. 

The library values of protecting information and forwarding education deeply engrained 

into this issue, as it deals directly with the censoring of information that may arbitrarily 

deemed “inappropriate.” Censorship is viewed as beneficial as a tool to thwart deviant 

behavior. As libraries are institutions that hold information of all sorts, including works 

that were actively censored in the past, “libraries should be aware of the fact that 

intellectual freedom may lead to the expression of racist, sexist, nationalist, politically 

extreme and peace-endangering ideas Such ideas jeopardize social and personal stability, 

because of which it is necessary to develop a system for protecting the persons who are 

availing themselves of the right to access information irrespective of the nature of that 
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information.” (Vranes, 2007) On this issue, Vranes said that censorship is “didactically 

justified and socially useful” but simultaneously “ethically disputable.” (Vranes, 2007) 

The ethics of this issue, then, must be mulled over by the library system in order to 

decide whether or not certain books should be carried or removed from the public scope 

of reach. 

 The topic of intellectual freedom versus censorship is an issue for all libraries. As 

people of all sorts and backgrounds access libraries that are either specialized in a 

specific study area, located inside of schools or universities, or public, it must be decided 

if libraries are to return to their previous era of selective censorship or to continue a 

liberal support of intellectual freedom. Due to the continuous evolution of opinions on 

subjects like this, the issue of whether or not libraries should censor or continue to 

support information of all types is one that is ultimately unable to be resolved, as it relies 

entirely on the thoughts and morals of the time period. However, as of today, libraries 

stand as an institution whose mission is to staunchly protect intellectual freedom by 

shelving books that were previously censored, burned or rallied against.  
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