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Abstract 
Librarians serve as defenders of intellectual freedom and social responsibility, and this includes speaking 
out against censorship. Censorship of information, materials, and books occurs in the public, but it can 
also occur in libraries. Marginalized communities are affected the most by such censorship, such as the 
LGBTQ+ community. The purpose of this paper is to explore how internal, external, and institutional 
censorship affects the LGBTQ+ community, and what librarians can do to defend against censorship. 
Internal, or self-censorship, occurs at the librarian level where LGBTQ+ materials may be hidden by 
librarians or library staff, or simply not ordered due to pressure from the communities that libraries serve. 
External censorship occurs at the community level, where the community culture pushes for the 
censorship of LGBTQ+ materials. Lastly, institutional censorship occurs at the classification level, where 
classification models such as the Dewey Decimal System or subject headings may not provide accurate 
representations for LGBTQ+ materials. To put an end to these forms of censorship, trained and certified 
librarians must act as agents of change, committing to their due diligence to provide information to all 
members of their communities.  
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ong gone are the days of librarians quietly shelving books or scanning the card 

catalogues, pushing their glasses up the bridge of their noses, and keeping their 

heads bowed. Long gone are the days of shushed libraries or libraries as hallowed and 

inflexible neutral grounds, as Berninghausen (1972) so boldly claimed in his essay. 

Many librarians are progressive within their field, actively engaging in social 

responsibility by allowing access to information and protecting their communities from 

censorship. As Lankes (2016) states: To be a librarian is “to be a radical positive 

change agent within [one’s] community” (p. 3).  
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LGBTQ+ collections and resources are often a source of controversy within 

American and Canadian libraries, where they face direct and indirect forms of 

censorship. The annual release of the American Library Association’s (2013) Top 10 

Banned Books displays LGBTQ+ censorship. For the past two years, books containing 

LGBTQ+ themes have made up half of the Top Ten lists of challenged books in libraries 

across the United States (American Library Association, 2013; Cavar, 2017; Glazer, 

2017). As defenders of intellectual freedom and social responsibility, librarians have an 

obligation not only to serve and provide access to information to underprivileged 

communities but also to educate the general public about those communities. The 

purpose of this paper is to explore the impact of various forms of LGBTQ+ censorship 

within libraries. In it, I will discuss internal, external, and institutional forms of 

censorship, concluding with what librarians can do to serve the LGBTQ+ community 

better.  

For inclusivity and the purpose of this paper, I will be using the acronym LGBTQ+ 

to represent the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transsexual, and Queer communities, along 

with those who do not identify as one of the former labels. According to McEachreon 

(2016), there are currently no best practices to determine the proper acronym, however, 

the plus sign (+) is a way to include the communities not represented in the former 

LGBTQ acronym. As the paper’s author and a supporter of the LGBTQ+ community, I 

acknowledge the various identities represented only by the plus sign, and respect the 

communities within LGBTQ+ that have not been listed to the fullest extent.   

Internal Censorship 

Grandiose forms of censorship, such as book burning or statements of public 

outrage, are often associated with the censorship of LGBTQ+ materials (Downey et al., 

2013). However, censorship is not always so vocal. It can be an inside job, so to speak, 

conducted by the library staff themselves. This is known as self-censorship and is 

defined as “the act of a librarian and his or her library promoting materials in accordance 

with a desire to avoid challenges from the public” (McEachreon, 2016, p. 192). Downey 

et al. (2013) claim self-censorship is often invisible and can easily be hidden by those 

committing the censorship through acts such as neglecting to replace a damaged book, 

claiming the materials were too expensive, or that the collection does not need new 
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additions. These are cases where patrons would have no idea that, through the passive 

acts of librarians, materials were being censored (McEachreon, 2016). Downey et al. 

(2013) describe the “traps” librarians can fall into in regards to self-censorship, which 

include difficulties in finding LGBTQ+ books, claiming the books do not circulate, posing 

the question “what will it say about me?”, professing there are no LGBTQ+ people in the 

community, and claiming there is no room in the budget for the purchase of such 

materials. Librarians are the gatekeeping intermediaries between patrons and books. 

They are the leaders in book selection and their own biases or prejudices should never 

impede this process, nor should popular opinion (Downey et al., 2013). Librarians must 

seek “a myriad of opinions represented by books that reflect the social and intellectual 

diversity of the world” (Jamison, 2018, para. 3). Self-censorship is an internal barrier to 

LGBTQ+ material access, and by participating, librarians are setting “a dangerous 

expectation that only certain groups should be allowed representation” (Pierson, 2017, 

p. 248).  

Another common reason for self-censorship is the fear of backlash or 

controversy from the public. In the case of self-censorship in school libraries, librarians 

have been known to fear negative reactions from the parents of their student patrons 

(McEachreon, 2018). In fact, “according to a 2009 survey on self-censorship by School 

Library Journal, 70% of the library professionals claimed that concern about possible 

parent reactions factored into their decisions to acquire controversial titles” (Garry, 

2015, p. 76). Parents, however, are not the only concern. Negative reactions can also 

come from the administration, the community, and the students themselves. Fear of this 

controversy, especially from those who have experienced it before, drives librarians to 

self-censor (Garry, 2015; Houde, 2018; Jamison, 2018; McEachreon, 2016). Garry 

(2015) claims librarians would go to great lengths to hide “controversial” LGBTQ+ 

materials. These librarians would claim there was no room in the budget, “hide” 

LGBTQ+ books in the adult shelves or remove searching identifiers within the catalog 

records to make the books more difficult to find (Garry, 2015). Self-censorship 

contradicts the ethical mindset a librarian is meant to represent – one meant to fight for 

intellectual freedom and social responsibility as a whole – which reflects poorly on the 

profession. As per the American Library Association’s (2006) Library Bill of Rights, 
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librarians should challenge censorship and ensure no one is denied access to 

resources based on their sexual orientation. Librarians have a moral and professional 

obligation to the LGBTQ+ community. Making these resources available to not only the 

LGBTQ+ community but also to allies and even the naysayers has the potential to teach 

those who may not understand the LGBTQ+ community and expand their horizons on 

the subject, thus creating a positive impact within the broader community.   

If these issues are occurring internally within our libraries, how do we solve the 

problem of self-censorship? Pierson (2017) proposes furthering librarian education and 

training focused specifically on LGBTQ+ needs. In a study conducted in 2006 on more 

than one thousand school librarians from Arkansas, Delaware, and North Carolina, it 

was found that self-censorship was evident within librarians “holding no formal 

collegiate education degree (BSE or MS/MSE) with library media certification or 

licensure” (Rickman, 2010, p. 15). Formally trained librarians who have been educated 

in library studies, particularly on the subject of inclusion and social responsibility, are 

more likely to avoid censorship as they have the skills needed to develop well-rounded 

collections (Pierson, 2017). As Pierson (2017) states, “training is integral” (p. 254) to 

combating the lack of LGBTQ+ materials within library collections, reminding those in 

the profession of their professional and moral code and the patrons they serve, which, 

of course, includes the LGBTQ+ community. External assistance also exists in forms of 

LGBTQ+-focused groups within the library sciences field, such as IFLA’s LGBT Users 

Special Interest Group (Glusac, 2018) and the American Library Association’s (2009) 

Gay, Lesbian, Bisexual, and Transgender Round Table. The overall mission of these 

groups is to provide members with a “forum for discussion and an environment for 

education and learning regarding the needs of the gay, lesbian, bisexual, and 

transgender professional community and population at large” (American Library 

Association, 2009, para. 2).  

External Censorship 

According to an interpretation of the Library Bill of Rights, librarians are obligated 

to “select materials without regard to the sex, gender identity, or sexual orientation of 

their creators” (American Library Association, 2007, para. 4). Internal censorship is 

often committed by the library staff themselves, but another common form of censorship 
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is one committed by external influences, such as the library’s community itself. In the 

previous section, parents of students were briefly discussed as external forms of 

censorship, but this section will focus on the library’s community at large. In Canada, 

homosexual acts were decriminalized in 1969; however, the United States’ federal 

decriminalization of homosexual acts did not occur until 2003 (McEachreon, 2016). 

Canada preceded the United States in the legalization of same-sex marriage in 2005, 

while, as of 2014, only 35 states have legalized same-sex marriage (McEachreon, 

2016). Despite the differences between these countries’ societal shifts, the acceptance 

of LGBTQ+ materials has grown over time (Chemerinsky & Gillman, 2017; Houde, 

2018). Laws and legislation are changing, making gay rights relevant and current events 

(McEachreon, 2016). Despite the increasing acceptance of LGBTQ+ persons and 

materials available to the public, there are still several cases where these materials are 

censored. Although there are many examples,  highlight the censorship of Drag Queen 

Story Hour and discuss a case study of the Iowa LGBTQ+ book burning.  

To showcase Drag Queen culture, libraries across Canada and the United States 

have partnered with Drag Queens in their communities to read stories to children. Drag 

Queen Story Hour (DQSH) (n.d.) “captures the imagination and play of the gender 

fluidity of childhood and gives kids glamorous, positive, and unabashedly queer role 

models” (para. 1). Yet, despite the program’s positive message on gender fluidity, some 

libraries have encountered community backlash for hosting this program. At the Toronto 

Public Library, for instance, claims were made that the program was indoctrinating and 

“grooming” children (Shakeri, 2018). DGSH was deemed a “cancer” by a blogger 

discussing the program in Illinois libraries (Higgins, 2017). Much like the previously 

discussed instances of self-censorship, librarians are feeling pressure from their 

communities to pull these types of LGBTQ+ programs due to public outcry. The mayor-

president of Lafayette, Louisiana was concerned about DGSH at a local public library 

and said he planned to cancel the event (Mastricolo, 2018). However, in this case, the 

citizens of Lafayette supported the program, and the National Coalition Against 

Censorship stood against the mayor-president’s decision (Mastricolo, 2018). Even those 

who disagreed with the program argued it was not right to cancel it (Mastricolo, 2018).  
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Another case of external censorship was the Iowa book burning. Paul Dorr, a 

resident of Orange City, Iowa, and director of a pro-life, anti-homosexuality group, 

checked out LGBTQ+ books from the local public library and burned them on video 

broadcasted across the internet (Dockter, 2018). Dorr’s protest is an extreme example 

of censorship from the public, but his actions showcase a real, shared mentality that still 

exists within the public today. Additionally, while this was an isolated event, it 

showcases the lengths to which the public may go to censor ideas they do not believe 

in. Librarians find themselves in a unique position of serving both sides of the 

community: those who oppose LGBTQ+ materials and the LGBTQ+ community itself. 

How do librarians protect the LGBTQ+ community from external censorship?  

Libraries’ openness and transparency are key in developing a positive 

relationship between them and their community. Libraries can be powerful allies in 

providing LGBTQ+ materials for the LGBTQ+ community, while simultaneously 

educating the rest of the public. The first step, and a simple one that starts at the 

source, is for librarians to understand the LGBTQ+ community (Houde, 2018). 

Dispelling misconceptions and myths, and keeping oneself informed about the LGBTQ+ 

community aids in educating the greater public (Houde, 2018). Librarians can also map 

out their communities to know more about their LGBTQ+ population and the services 

needed (McEachreon, 2016). 

 Another method by which librarians can limit LGBTQ+ censorship from external 

sources is through library-community partnerships. Partnerships with community 

organizations and volunteers to support LGBTQ+ communities and interests has the 

potential to engage not only members of the LGBTQ+ community, but members of the 

greater public as well, providing an educational opportunity (McEachreon, 2016). The 

normalization of the LGBTQ+ community through community partnerships streamlines 

its public acceptance. Finally, librarians can display collections, materials, and art to 

convey their support for the LGBTQ+ community. An example is the Reverse Vandalism 

project undertaken by the San Francisco Public Library in 2004 (McEachreon, 2016), 

which was conducted as follows (San Francisco Public Library, n.d.):   

“In early 2001, San Francisco Public Library staff began finding vandalized books 

shoved under shelves, hidden throughout the Main Library. Ultimately over 600 
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torn and sliced books, on gay, lesbian, bisexual, and transgender topics, 

women’s issues and HIV/AIDS were deemed beyond repair and withdrawn from 

the Library’s collection. Rather than discard the damaged books, the Library 

distributed them to interested community members in the hope of creating art. 

The wide variety of artistic responses to this hate crime resulted in “Reversing 

Vandalism,” an exhibition of over 200 original works of art, displayed in the Main 

Library from January 31 through May 2, 2004” (para. 1). 

Projects such as Reverse Vandalism are a way to educate the public by introducing 

alternate lenses that address discrimination in LGBTQ+ communities and remind the 

public that censorship is still alive and well in the present day.  

As indicated by McEachreon (2016), there has been great progress towards the 

improvement of LGBTQ+ human rights, but “there is still work to be done” (p. 190). 

Libraries who continue to create partnerships within their communities can be a part of 

the solution, much like the San Francisco Public Library’s ‘Reverse Vandalism’ project, 

to create a community that is no longer ‘us vs. them’, but rather a cohesive community 

of understanding.  

Institutional Censorship 

Lastly, censorship of LGBTQ+ materials can originate at the institutional level. 

This institutional censorship can be seen in library subject headings; controlled 

vocabulary and cataloguing methods, such as the Dewey Decimal Classification (DDC); 

and curriculum restrictions and internet filtering within school and public libraries. 

Subject headings in library catalogues are used to guide a patron to a material’s 

categorization and aid them in finding the material right for them (Library of Congress, 

n.d.). Commonly used subject headings are the Library of Congress Subject Headings 

(LCSH) and Sears subject headings. The LCSH have been used to catalogue Library of 

Congress (LOC) materials since 1898 and are used as subject headings in various 

libraries throughout the United States and Canada (Library of Congress, n.d.; McClary & 

Howard, 2007). These subject headings reflect the current culture of the times in which 

they are developed, and, “designed to provide access to materials to non-specialists” 

(Johnson, 2010), they determine how materials are categorized for the general public. 

Over time, outdated subject headings reflected in the LCSH have been improved or 
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corrected (Johnson, 2010; McClary & Howard, 2007). McClary and Howard (2007) note 

that terms referring to homosexuality “are not static, but are continuously changing and 

evolving, making the selection of appropriate and useful catalogue terms particularly 

challenging” (p. 152). McClary’s and Howard’s (2007) study looked at the use of subject 

headings for LGBTQ+ young adult (YA) and adult fiction in urban Canadian libraries. 

They found “YA titles in general have a higher rate of being assigned [Gay, Lesbian. Bi. 

Trans]-specific subject headings than do adult titles” (McClary & Howard, 2007, p. 157); 

however, less than half of the books they analyzed had the appropriate subject 

headings for their content. While this lack of proper cataloguing may not be intentional 

censorship, it arises within a system grounded in institutionalized censorship (Pierson, 

2017), which limits discovery and access to LGBTQ+ materials for patrons, hiding the 

materials within the catalogue.    

Sears subject headings were developed in 1923 and, like LCSH, the “changes in 

subject headings have reflected the changes in society” (Marcus, 2012, p. 5), 

particularly for LGBTQ+ terminology. In 2007, after more states began embracing 

marriage equality, the Sears headings were changed to reflect LGBTQ+ terminology, 

including headings such as “Gay rights, Gay parents, and Ordination of gays and 

lesbians” (Marcus, 2012, p. 5). As with the LCSH, Sears headings were slow to change, 

but Marcus (2012) addresses the crucial point that “keeping track of changes in 

terminology is especially important for young people and others who search for books 

that mirror their personal experience” (p. 5). Developing more current and familiar 

subject headings decreases the potential for institutionalized censorship, reminding 

librarians to adhere to their obligation to provide access to anyone, regardless of their 

sexuality or identity.  

Censorship through curricula has a trickle-down effect that enhances the 

previously mentioned forms of censorship within the public and among librarians. The 

culture in which the school or school district resides will affect the curricula (Pierson, 

2017); If the education system creates barriers to LGBTQ+ information and materials, 

this will be reflected in the public’s perspective on LGBTQ+ communities (Pierson, 

2017). As discussed by Pierson (2017), these barriers are often seen in the American 
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educational system as “eight states in the United States [...] legally prohibit LGBTQ+-

inclusive curriculum development” (p. 248). 

Additionally, internet filtering is common within school and public libraries and, 

depending on the institution and the culture surrounding it, words and subjects relating 

to the LGBTQ+ community may be filtered (Pierson, 2017). Pierson (2017) 

acknowledges that this may be an extreme case of censorship; however, restricting 

online access to LGBTQ+ information within public spaces can negatively impact 

members of the LGBTQ+ community, especially young people who seek information in 

what are meant to be safe spaces (Pierson, 2017). The Kaiser Family Foundation 

conducted a study in 2002, which focused on testing “access to health information sites 

for teens by surveying seven commonly used filters” (Schrader, 2009, p. 108). The 

results of the study found that “60% of lesbian and gay health sites” were blocked for 

teens (Schrader, 2009, p. 108), indicating a significant form of censorship restricting 

LGBTQ+ teen access.  

Conclusion 

The legalization of same-sex marriage in Canada and the United States, and the 

subsequent immersion of LGBTQ+ perspective into media, have caused a cultural shift. 

With any cultural shift controversy emerges. Censorship is meant to hide or suppress 

controversial topics, in that it is “an action that seeks to remove parts or all of a work, 

and [is] usually due to what in the material the censor deems as obscene” (Houde, 

2018, p. 63). I have discussed the causes of internal, external, and institutional 

censorship, and suggested resolutions. The suggestions I have presented may impact 

communities on a small scale, as more significant reductions in the censorship of 

LGBTQ+ materials will require a larger shift in cultural perspective. As Pierson (2017) 

suggests, the most feasible solution to the problem at hand is time. The removal and 

censorship of LGBTQ+ materials within libraries has gradually decreased and will 

continue to do so; however, it is up to librarians to make an impact by observing due 

diligence and upholding their commitment to intellectual freedom and social 

responsibility. Librarians must provide access to information for all members of the 

community (American Library Association, 2017). It is through this access they can be 
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agents of change (Lankes, 2013), establishing an inclusive community in which valuable 

information about and for its LGBTQ+ members is no longer restricted. 
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