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The Annual Challenges Survey, conducted for the 10th consecutive year on a voluntary reporting basis by the Canadian Library Association (CLA), creates a national snapshot of complaints about expressive content in library materials and to library policies related to intellectual freedom and collection management principles.
The 2015 Challenges Survey shows that objections to expressive content in publicly funded libraries across Canada came from both the left and the right on the traditional political and cultural spectrum, echoing the catchphrase, There’s Something in My Library to Offend Everybody!, which appeared many years ago on a sweatshirt produced by the Intellectual Freedom Committee of the British Columbia Library Association. 
A challenge to the British documentary Exposed, directed by Beth B., for example, was motivated by concerns about library material depicting violence, explicit sexuality, and sexism for a scene portraying "the soul of a sexually tormented man who is willing to mutilate his own body and to demean women as well." 
Another DVD, Fifty Shades of Grey, directed by Sam Taylor-Johnson, was challenged for explicit sexuality and violence, and the complainant suggested it be given to a pornography shop.
Several challenges were reported to works originally published more than 50 years ago, one to If I Ran the Zoo by Dr. Seuss (1950), on the grounds of sensitivity and ethnic stereotyping. Tintin in America, the third volume of a children’s graphic novel series The Adventures of Tintin by Hergé (Georges Remi) published serially in 1931-32, was challenged for anti-ethnicity, inaccuracy, insensitivity, offensive language, and racism. In another library, half way across the continent from the first, a second complainant objected to the novel’s insensitivity and "blatant racism, portraying Native Americans as extremely violent and incredibly stupid people without mercy, without compassion, without brains, and apparently without women."
Altogether, 38 challenges to materials and policies were reported by library staff in the 2015 Challenges Survey by 13 libraries in six provinces. Two-thirds of complainants wanted materials removed altogether from the library – in a sense, banned. Others asked for relocations, re-ratings (of DVDs), or labellings. 
The reasons given for such actions ranged from explicit sexuality, violence, and age inappropriateness, accounting for half of all reasons mentioned, to insensitivity, inaccuracy, homosexuality, anti-ethnicity and stereotyping, racism, offensiveness, offensive language, religious viewpoint, political viewpoint, sexism, nudity, and “inappropriate for any age.” Most challenges were multi-layered, involving on average two reasons per title, though four or five reasons were given for a few.
Individual titles were the most frequently targeted, including two titles challenged twice each, Tintin in America, already mentioned, and The Magic of Facial Exercise, by Cynthia Rowland, which was targeted for inaccuracy.  
But there were also five challenges involving library collection management policies and principles. Removing single titles from library collections denies easy public access for unknown thousands or tens of thousands of Canadians, but the potential harm is magnified when a whole collection grouping – a genre, a series, or all works by an author – are targeted for banning. The creators of such works are also more severely injured, and for them the injury is to both creativity and earnings, as in the case of Meljean Brook, all of whose works were claimed to be “inappropriate for any age” on the grounds of homosexuality and explicit sexuality. 
Other collection policy challenges targeted children’s series and genres. One was to the Star Wars DK Readers series of easy reader children’s graphic novels and “all children’s easy reader fiction containing graphics and other content deemed age inappropriate.” The other was to the children’s graphic novel series Legends from China: Three Kingdoms, because of “suggestive sexual and visual scenes and the possibility of violence.”
Another complainant targeted all of a library’s collection of physical and e-magazine subscriptions through a particular magazine distribution service, Zinio, for reasons of insensitivity, inaccuracy, sexism, and “the depiction of bodies that are being negatively objectified." This broad sweep would ban, at minimum, 17 magazines that the complainant identified by name, including Cosmopolitan, Details, Esquire, Glamour, GQ, Health, Men's Fitness, Men's Health, Redbook, Rolling Stone, SE9F, Seventeen, Shape, Sports Illustrated, Teen Vogue, US Weekly, and Women's Health. The complainant also objected to face-out displays of these magazines on library shelves “where patrons and young people can see them.”
Adult titles were equally challenged as works for children and young adults. Overall, there were three times more objections to books than to DVDs. Among challenges to children’s materials, graphic novels predominated. Looking at all publication formats, fiction was targeted twice as often as non-fiction, and among materials intended for adults, many more objections were to non-fiction rather than to fiction. The opposite was true for children’s materials: all of the challenges were to fiction.
Every time library staff are asked to remove, restrict, reclassify (re-rate), relocate, or label materials, they confront anew the core values of librarianship. Are such actions ever justified, or are libraries professional obligated to provide unfettered access to all constitutionally-protected expressive works, including those that some individuals or groups target as offensive or, in the words of the Canadian Library Association’s newly revised 2015 Statement on Intellectual Freedom and Libraries, “unconventional, unpopular or unacceptable.”
Only a handful of 2015 challenges to resources and policies resulted in a change to their status. Five titles and collection groupings were reclassified as requested. But conundrums arise: One title in a school library was relocated to the teachers’ collection, although for all intents and purposes it could be regarded as banned, because it was no longer available to its intended student audience; at best one could describe its status as “restricted.”  
While ultimately only a few changes were made, library staff never dismiss lightly the concerns of complainants, and find themselves in free speech discussions and debates on a regular basis. Every challenge to expressive content in library materials is viewed within a framework of established library mandates, professional values, and library policies related to intellectual freedom and access. Every decision requires a defensible balance be struck between consideration of a complainant’s views and honouring free expression principles and the public’s right to know. 
In the case of the two challenges to Tintin in America, for example, after review, library staff in both libraries reclassified it to their adult graphic novels sections, and in one of the cases explained to the complainant that: "There are many books published in decades past that would not pass muster with 21st-century readers, were they to be presented for publication today. However, removing books from library shelves with which we may disagree makes it more difficult to discuss how our society’s beliefs and attitudes have changed, and how a word or an image can be hurtful. By providing access to controversial, even offensive books, libraries play a vital role in maintaining an open dialogue about historical stereotypes and changing perceptions.”
As Sandra Singh, CLA President and Chief Librarian of the Vancouver Public Library, noted last year and again this year:
“Intellectual freedom is fundamental to a free and democratic society, innovation, and human advancement. For well over 100 years, school, public, and academic libraries across Canada have worked tirelessly to ensure that every Canadian has access to the ideas and information they need to explore our world and enrich their lives. At times, this work has involved helping community members understand why libraries build broad collections that may contain materials considered offensive to some, as well taking a stand against censorship when the need arises.”
It may surprise some people to learn that library staff are among Canada’s front-line advocates and educators for freedom of expression, access, and privacy. Every day of the year, when titles in a library’s collection are challenged, staff explain and teach the importance of protecting everyone’s right to have these materials available for the thoughts and the ideas they contain. Every day, library staff safeguard a wide diversity of viewpoints in their libraries, especially those that are considered controversial and disagreeable. Every day, they promote a love for reading, imagination, and questioning. They are word champions for democracy!
Thanks to contributors to the national story of how library staff grappled with pressures in 2015 to remove, reclassify, relocate, restrict or label materials deemed objectionable, or to curtail library access policies involving intellectual freedom issues. Survey results since 2006 are widely shared with the Canadian public. For interim access to any of the databases or official reports, please contact alvin.schrader@ualberta.ca.
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