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Good afternoon, everyone. My name is Wendy Wauters, and I work as the collection manager non-fiction for Antwerp's public library network. To provide a little more context, this refers to a network consisting of eighteen branches, holding a total of nine hundred thirty-three thousand / three hundred sixty (933.360) books , and serving seventy thousand two hundred fifty-seven (70.257) patrons last year. As you can imagine, this includes a wide variety of user profiles. Today, I want to focus on the growing challenge of serving these diverse profiles—a situation that is probably not unique to our region. And more specifically, it concerns the ongoing discussions around controversial books in public libraries.  
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Let’s start with some concrete examplesIn Antwerp, for instance, the city’s thriving Jewish community frequently visits the library as part of school trips, which is, of course, a positive thing. However, library staff have received specific requests from these groups, including:Not displaying book covers featuring naked body parts, like the yoga book shown here.Avoiding children's books where boys and girls appear together in the same story.And redacting certain passages (with a black marker) in books about evolution or the origins of the world , when these books are used in their school curriculum.Another set of challenges involves self-published books.A non-fiction book was rejected based on quality standards, but the author escalated the matter to a local government official. As a result, the librarian had to justify the decision twice before an advisory board.A similar situation occurred with a self-published children's book, where the author presented themselves as an award-winning writer—referring to a prize (BoekGoud) that is actually awarded by the self-publishing platform where authors nominate their own work. Something most officials are unaware of.And then, there are cases of self-censorship by library staff. For example, a small library in Antwerp returned the book Gaymasutra to the collection manager (me), fearing backlash from their own community. Yet, the Kama Sutra, also with photographic images, is widely available across the library network. I actually purchased this book specifically at the request of a patron looking for information on safe sexual practices between same-sex partners—something that didn’t seem to be available in any Flemish library.Finally, we’re also seeing political pressure on library collections. After winning the local elections in Ninove, Guy D’haeseleer of the far-right party Forza Ninove stated: "Our library must include more right-wing and Flemish-nationalist books." A statement that sent shockwaves through the library community. The issue isn’t so much the political ideology itself but rather the fact that a funding authority is actively trying to dictate collection policies. 
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Although we don’t have exact statistics for Belgium, we do see a growing trend worldwide.In the United States, the number of unique titles targeted for censorship in public libraries increased by 92% in 2023 compared to the previous year. And in school libraries, the increase was 11%, reaching the highest level ever recorded by the American Library Association.Nearly half of the targeted books (47% to be exact) represent the voices and lived experiences of LGBTQIA+ individuals and People of Color.
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To deal with this new reality, we first mapped out the concrete forms of controversy. As we have seen, challenges can come from many different directions, including:Library staff themselvesCommunity groups, parent committees, and school boardsIndividual readersGovernments and political partiesAnd religious authoritiesHere are two of the many examples that dominated international news in recent months: The children's book Freckleface Strawberry by Julianne Moore—a story about a girl learning to embrace her freckles— has been targeted for a potential ban at all schools serving US military families. This happened during the Trump administration’s “compliance review,” which aimed to root out books “potentially related to gender ideology or discriminatory equity ideology topics.” And next, the case of the Israeli police raid on the Educational Bookshop in Jerusalem, where officers used Google Translate to inspect the stock before arresting the Palestinian owners for 'disturbing public order.' As evidence of incitement to terrorism, they pointed to a single children's coloring book, while CCTV footage showed them seizing multiple bags of books. While direct political interference remains relatively rare, it carries significant risks. If censorship is normalized at a high level—such as by political leaders—it can create a ripple effect across institutions.We’ve seen this many times before, from the "Bloedplakkaat" in the middle of the sixteenth century, an ordinance that led to a wave of book bans and the prosecution and even burning of book owners and publishers, to the censorship by the Eastern Bloc during the second half of the last century. "First the books, then the people," to use the ominous and much quoted words of Heinrich Heine. 
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So, where does this leaves us now? We are dealing with:A polarized society—the more polarized and less democratic a society becomes, the stronger the push to ban books, because they often serve as counter-voices.An outspoken public, both online and offline, who are increasingly more vocal about their concerns and demands. The COVID pandemic has only accelerated this process.The rise of self-publishing, which means libraries must navigate books without clear quality markers, as well as publications that serve more as marketing tools than as genuine sources of information.An increasingly more commercialized publishing industry, where even reputable publishers no longer guarantee absolute quality.On top of that, public libraries are extremely vulnerable. They are one of the few public spaces where people of all backgrounds come together—across political views, age groups, income levels, and religions. As a collection manager, you are acutely aware of this demographic reality. Libraries strive to be as inclusive as possible, but this also means that, at times, decisions will be met with resistance.Adding to the complexity, Belgium lacks a clear legal framework for handling book challenges. Unlike in some other countries, there is no legal protection for libraries. 
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Next, what are the various, often overlapping reasons, why requests are made to remove books?They are removed due to:Fear (for example, normalization of controversial ideas)Concern Strong conviction (political, religious, or moral beliefs)Power play (asserting control over identity and respect)On the other hand, books are explicitly included in collections because of:Representation (especially for marginalized communities). Books that fall under this category include 'The Hate U Give' by Angie Thomas, and 'The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time Indian' by Sherman Alexie.The fight against censorship which is ultimately a fight against rewriting history. 
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When libraries are asked to remove or include books, the underlying motivation is often concern. However, this can take paradoxical forms. In the United Kingdom, for example, parents raised objections to the award-winning teen drama Heartstopper for normalizing LGBTQIA+ desires. They feared it would completely confuse their children. But there were also parents who wanted the series removed from the shelves because it contained homophobic scenes, which would once again confront their own gay child with their ‘inferior’ position.
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The fight against censorship can also sometimes feel counter intuitive. Bambi Ceuppens, an anthropologist and commentator on decolonization, discusses classic novels that are part of Belgium’s problematic heritage, such as Black Venus by Jef Geeraerts. In this still-controversial novel, set in the Belgian Congo of the late 1950s, Geeraerts depicts a white colonial official seeking to free himself from Western bourgeois oppression. The novel blends violence and eroticism in its portrayal of his obsession with a Black woman. Ceuppens argues that difficult themes must be openly discussed and creatively addressed. 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. So, counter to our intuition (driven by concern), it is better to keep problematic works available, and in cases like this, it is important to actively engage with them.
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So given these challenges, how should we move forward? Depending on the issue, there are different solutions. First, collection maintenance (weeding) is key. Some topics —like health, and climate issues—become outdated more quickly than others. It's important for those conducting the maintenance to be aware of this. For example, some outdated books on the dangers of electrosmog and natural medicine (in this case, contraception by using urine) were only removed from our collection last year.
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Another solution is to make a cataloging adjustment.�Here we see 'Ancient Traces', by Baigent. The back cover of this book reads: "In a series of different chapters, the author examines a number of enigmas surrounding ancient mysteries like Atlantis and the Pyramids. Along the way, he challenges much of today's conventional wisdom on these topics." Right now, this book is categorized under history: anthropology (an academic discipline). But it would be better to move it to esotericism: mysteries. So, a very simple solution, but it needs to be implemented across all of Flanders since we use the same underlying system for our catalog. And that often makes it logistically complex or even unfeasible.
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But perhaps the most crucial role of public libraries is to foster critical readership. There has been a growing body of research on libraries as defenders of democracy, as they are the perfect place to meet others, including people you might disagree with. So, working on democracy is about creating an arena for debates, where you can train yourself to disagree, respectfully. In the words of philosopher Maxim Februari: Literature provides the opportunity to study, consider, and embed the inconvenient. In this way, once it has taken root in society, it works to democratize and depolarize.From a legal standpoint, we are certainly supported in taking on this role. The European Convention on Human Rights has emphasised on several occasions the importance of freedom of speech, which is applicable not only to “information” or “ideas” that are favourably received or regarded as inoffensive or as a matter of indifference, but also to those that offend, shock or disturb.
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Last year, we saw inspiring examples emerge, such as the Controversy in the Bookshelf series by Bibliotheek Tilburg in the Netherlands: debate evenings in which controversial topics are explored from different perspectives. One of the first discussions focused on The Psychic Roots of Disease, a book that made headlines in Belgium after renowned cancer specialist Professor Distelmans called the movement behind it (the Levensschool) "scandalous and life-threatening." Both the book and the movement encouraged people to stop cancer treatments, claiming the disease’s cause lies in the soul and should be fought accordingly — leading to premature deaths.This book was submitted to the suggestion mailbox in Tilburg, which led to an insightful phone discussion about how we might handle it in Antwerp if it were requested here. We carefully weighed the pros and cons. Ultimately, Tilburg decided to purchase the book, believing that engaging with it actively was better than censoring it, as censoring would likely push people further into a rabbit hole of misinformation. It was cataloged under 'alternative medicine,' and the discussion evening was organized. The process was delicate—they even reached out to the patron who requested the book and invited them to the event. In the end, it was a positive experience, with the reader feeling heard. But it could have easily gone the other way, with the patron sharing the email on social media, saying, "You can't even request a book any more without being interrogated!" This highlights the importance of embedding such initiatives in libraries to help readers become familiar with them. During our phone conversation, I realized that I wouldn’t have purchased the book, as it would simply remain on the open shelf after the discussion evening—without context. You could opt for a disclaimer, but that raises the question of where to draw the line: which books do or don’t get a disclaimer, and what exactly should it say? That’s something I want to carefully explore before moving forward with it.
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Regardless, in Flanders, such initiatives remain difficult. Last year, in some municipalities, libraries were not allowed to host author talks by politically active writers. This is a worrying development; democratic libraries are there to help people become politically literate. So what’s the key difference between Belgium and our Northern neighbors? Unlike in the Netherlands, Belgian libraries have no legal protection such as the Public Library Law. And that’s why we’ve been working on a framework—a charter outlining core values of our collection. Supported by VVBAD, a working group of libraries across Flanders came together to define these principles. The final charter provides a shared foundation, helping libraries navigate controversial materials thoughtfully and communicate with their public. It can be displayed as posters or flyers, ensuring staff aren’t left to handle difficult discussions alone.I hope that by next year, I can stand here again—this time, sharing concrete examples of how Flemish libraries have led these conversations. Thank you.
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