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Abstract 

 

The emergence of social movements such as #MeToo has cast a spotlight on the criminal 

behaviour of authors and other artists. If one looks through the shelves of a public library in Ireland 

at the books one cannot but struck by amount of titles that were written by authors who have 

committed some criminal or moral transgression. Is there any criminal or moral transgression that 

is beyond the pale? Is there a hierarchy of crimes committed and is there a statute of limitation on 

authors who have committed crimes in the past, no matter what they have done? Who decides what 

criminal or moral transgression is more egregious than another?  

All academic writing and library policy documents state that censorship is unacceptable in 

the sphere of public libraries and the unfettered access to information and materials to the public 

is an absolutist ideology. This research project examined if this was really the case and through 

qualitative methods sought to find an answer to: can one really separate the art from the artist? A 

series of in-depth interviews with five library experts gathered primary data to find an answer to 

this and to explore should librarians be the final arbiter on what should be on the library shelves; 

could the censorship of an item on the basis of authors behaviour happen in Ireland; and what to 

do with problem authors. 

The results were unambiguous: censorship is an anathema to librarianship as a profession 

no matter what an author does, and it is up to librarians and patrons to decide what should be 

stocked.      
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Chapter One: Introduction and Literature Review 

Introduction 
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Figure 1: Girl in a bath II by Eric Gill 

 

Consider this wood engraving, Girl in a bath II by Eric Gill. It is widely acclaimed like so 

much of his work. Both his engraved work and low relief sculpture are represented in major 

collections around the world. He became a public personality around the world in the 1930’s and 

became an associate of the Royal Academy and the Royal Society of Sculptures in 1938. 
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Furthermore, he was seen as a radical art critic and was lionized as an essayist. One of his most 

important and famous works was Ariel, a statute at BBC, Broadcasting House in London. (Gasque, 

1982) 

Consider the model of the wood engraving. Her name was Petra and was Eric Gill’s 

daughter. Petra was systematically sexually abused by Gill throughout her childhood years and her 

teenage years. (Cooke, 2017) 

Does the fact that the model for this piece of acclaimed twentieth century art, was sexually 

abused by the artist who was also her father change your perception of the piece of work? Should 

this piece of art be banned or censored? Who decides whether it should be exhibited? Can an 

individual separate the art from the artist? 

 

1.1 Research Context 

Bill was in trouble. Bill said that he would be home for dinner at half past four and it was 

now seven o’clock. As he entered his house, he saw his family’s faces etched with fear and anger. 

His father had been to the swimming pool where Bill said he was going but he was not there; the 

family waited in silence to hear Bill’s excuse. It was so quiet that Bill could hear the ticking of his 

father’s watch. Bill panicked. Bill told his family that he had gotten into a strange man’s van to 

give him directions and when the strange man had ignored his directions, Bill had escaped from 

the van and rode his bicycle home. Bill’s father said that he was going to ring the police. Bill told 

his parents that had been lying, in truth he had been playing basketball with his friends and had 

forgotten the time. Bill’s parents brought him up to his room and told him to copy out the story of 

The Boy who cried Wolf. They hugged him and told him that they loved him. Bill had learnt the 
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lesson that one should always tell the truth and lying would always cause more trouble than it 

solved. 

The above paragraph is the plotline of the book My Big Lie (1999) with a foreword written 

by Dr. Alvin Pouissant, a Harvard psychiatrist who writes about the psychological damage that 

lying has on small children. My Big Lie is part of a series of books for children called Little Bill 

which deals with issues such as lying, bullying and dealing with bereavement. In 2016, the Little 

Bill series of books appeared in the American Library Association’s top ten books targeted for 

removal from school and public libraries. What makes this case unique is that it is the first time a 

book has appeared on the list not because of the content but of who the author is. (Grinberg, 2017) 

The author of the Little Bill series was Bill Cosby who was facing a series of sexual assault charges 

in 2016 (he was subsequently found guilty). Does Cosby’s series of books set a new trend whereby 

an author’s moral or criminal wrongdoings lead their work to be censored from public libraries? 

A cursory glance through a library’s collection sees a multitude of authors who’s behaviour could 

be seen as being as being equal or worse than Cosby’s. What will happen to the work of anti-

Semites Roald Dahl (Murphy, 2018) and T.S. Eliot (Rosenberg, 2015) or child rapist Roman 

Polanski (Freeman, 2018), that are freely available in public libraries? 

 

1.2 Research Aims 

The removal of Cosby’s Little Bill series from certain public libraries in North America 

raises the question: should public libraries in Ireland censor books, films, music or any other work 

on account of the author’s criminal or moral wrongdoings? Through this exploratory study I wish 

to examine the following points: 
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 Investigate whether the Irish public library credo of uninhibited access to information and 

materials is an absolutist doctrine. 

 Explore whether the tropes of ‘separating the art from the artist’ and Roland Barthes’ ‘The 

death of the author’ are valid arguments in the defence of retaining work of an author who 

has committed criminal or moral wrongdoings. 

 Discover whether a public librarian should be the final arbiter on questions of what should 

or should not be in a library’s collection. 

 Examine if the ideal of uninhibited access to information and materials causes internal 

contradictions within other library policies. 

 Explore whether there is a need for Irish public libraries to pre-empt any possible 

complaint, by determining a solution of what to do with authors who have a committed a 

criminal or moral wrongdoing whilst still allowing for the unfettered access to information 

and materials. 

 Examine if the censorship of work by an author who has committed criminal or moral 

wrongdoings could happen in Ireland.  

1.3 Rationale for research 

The rise of social activism such as the #MeToo movement has prompted questions over 

author's behaviour and the tensions that this provokes with the public libraries mission to provide 

unfettered access to information. As stated above, an examination of any Irish public library’s 

collection would show that that are authors who have committed criminal or moral wrongdoings 

in every area of its collection: Junior fiction, Young Adult fiction, Adult fiction, Adult fiction, 

Adult non-fiction, Children’s and Adult movies, music and so forth. I want to explore if the 

collection development policies of Irish Public libraries are robust enough to ameliorate the 
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stresses these tensions cause. I also think that the Library Service would benefit if there was an 

examination into whether there is any outside pressures on it in terms of outside agencies 

challenging its stock collection policies. 

1.4 Contribution of the research 

The emergence of the focus on the author’s character rather than the content of their work 

as a reason to censor their books as highlighted by The Little Bill series of books is a relatively 

new occurrence, hence there has been an understandable lack of academic research into this 

specific area in the field of Information and Library Management. 

Notwithstanding the existing research into censorship relating to public libraries, this 

specific research will hopefully apply a stress test to the ideal of the unfettered access of 

information and material through the Irish public library system; the idea of the librarian as the 

final arbitrator of what is contained within the collection of the public library is only tangentially 

referred to in the existing academic literature as is the separation of the art and the artist, the artistic 

merit as being the most important aspect of whether a work should be included and retained within 

a public library collection, and solutions of what to do in a public with ‘problem’ authors. In so far 

as I can see, there is no academic papers on the internal contradictions in library policies relating 

to the unfettered access to information and materials and other library policies. Nor can I find any 

academic research on the encroachment of American style censorship into Ireland. 

In summation, the relatively recent phenomenon of censoring the work due to the author’s 

criminal or moral wrongdoings rather than the content has led a substantial knowledge gap in the 

study of censorship in public libraries. 

1.5 Limitations to the research 
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As stated in the ‘Contribution to the research’ section, the concept of censoring the work 

on the basis of the author’s criminal or moral wrongdoings rather than the content of the work is a 

relatively recent development; it is therefore difficult to source academic literature on the subject. 

It is also difficult to find any experts in field to interview. As someone who has worked in the 

public library milieu for eighteen years, I have never the come across a situation where a work has 

been complained about in terms of an author’s criminal or moral wrongdoings. Ireland has come 

from a society where censorship was the norm, to a country where very little, if any takes place, 

therefore it is difficult to find any examples where the censorship of a work due to the author’s 

character instead of the contents of the work, has taken place. 

However, the growth of social activist movements such as #MeToo and the growing 

awareness of the prevalence of violence and sexual harassment against women means that one 

must be conscious that censorship predicated on the author’s character rather than the contents of 

their work could become a familiar occurrence in Ireland and it would be foolhardy to suggest that 

it could never happen in Ireland. I would therefore declare that any research into this brand of 

censorship is of the utmost importance. 

  



  19 
 

   
 

1.6 Literature Review 

The purpose of this literature review is to conduct an assessment of the academic literature 

that pertains to the research question of should public libraries in Ireland censor books, films. 

music or any other work on the basis of the author’s criminal or moral wrongdoings. Since the idea 

of the censorship of an author’s work on account of their criminal or moral wrongdoings is a 

relatively new form of censorship, much of the literature is only loosely germane to the research 

question, however, if one mines the literature one finds much of it is pertinent to the research 

  

1.6.1 Introduction to the Literature 

The first tranche of academic literature that I will be assessing will be concerned with the 

public libraries ideal of unfettered access to information and materials, and through the literature 

available, stress testing this ideal. Secondly, I will use the literature to examine if librarians should 

be final arbiter in what should and what should not be available from a public library. Thirdly, I 

will examine literature concerning the idea of separating art from the artist and the concept of 

Roland Barthes’ ‘the author is dead’. Fourthly, I will use the literature to examine the whether 

there is any solution to the retention of work of ‘problem authors’. Fifthly, the literature will be 

used to see if there is any basis to the idea that the unfettered access to information and materials 

causes a tension with other public library ideals. Lastly, the literature will be used to assess the 

level of censorship in Ireland and whether the censorship of the author on account of their criminal 

or moral wrongdoings could happen in Ireland. 
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1.6.2 The public library credo of uninhibited access to information and materials as an absolutist 

doctrine 

The International Federation of Library Associations and Institutions is the international 

body representing the interests of public libraries and their users; their statement on public libraries 

and intellectual freedom is as long as it is unambiguous: the IFLA asserts that that people have the 

fundamental right to access to expressions of knowledge, creative thought and intellectual activity, 

and furthermore that a commitment to intellectual freedom is a core responsibility for the library 

and information professionals. Libraries and library staff are to adhere to the principles of 

intellectual freedom and the uninhibited access to information. Libraries are to acquire, organise 

and disseminate information freely and oppose all and any form of censorship. (IFLA, 1999)  

Public libraries have sought to oppose censorship since time immemorial. (Huntington 

Wright, 1911) Although definitions of censorship have become nuanced over time, it can be 

characterized as actions which severely restrict free access to information and materials. (Moody, 

2004) Additionally, any work acquired by a public library is to be selected by the criteria of the 

work itself and not by any other rationale, especially the character of the author of the work. 

(Asheim, 1953) The uniformity and solidarity of librarians over the question of censorship and the 

criteria for the selection of books puts it into stark relief with the move to have Bill Cosby’s Little 

Bill censored. However, the question of the suitability of having a convicted sex offender’s books 

in children’s libraries remains unanswered. However, if one was to censor Little Bill, where would 

it end? Herge, author of the Tintin series of children’s books was a known Nazi sympathizer 

(Eschner, 2017) whose depictions of the people of native Americans in Tintin in America can be 

seen as reflecting his views on racial superiority. From an Irish purview, Tom Humphries, sports 
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journalist and convicted pedophile, has all his work available from the Irish public library system 

including a book of his sports reportage, Booked! Included in this collection is an article he wrote 

for the Irish Times in 2003, All aboard for the “Chicks with Sticks” Revolution, a passionate 

advocacy of juvenile camogie. Since Humphries victim of sexual abuse was a juvenile camogie 

player that he coached, is there a justifiable argument over the suitability of this book to be retained 

in Irish public libraries and for it to be censored after the fact? 

In the view of the literature on library censorship, the answer is no. Denying the public a 

chance to make up their own mind because of a librarian’s moral scruples is an anathema to the 

public library system. (Asheim, 1953; Burke, 2009) In light of the emergence of the #MeToo 

movement and the continuing reports of sexual misconduct of well-known and critically acclaimed 

authors, the answer remains the same, works should be evaluated on its merits; if authors were to 

be removed because of their sexual misconduct, what of authors who have committed other crimes 

or authors who’s political or religious views are harmful to various groups? The result would be a 

moral quagmire, with very little work remaining on library shelves. (Oltmann, 2018) The answer 

to how to deal with ‘difficult books’ by ‘problematic authors’ will be discussed in further detail in 

1.6.6. However, as far the literature is concerned, the ideal of unfettered access to information and 

materials from a public is an absolutist doctrine.     

 

1.6.3 The Librarian as the final arbiter on what should be available in a public library 

Censorship is not confined to the sphere of public libraries, especially in terms of censoring 

a work on account of the creator’s character rather than censoring the work on its own merits. In 
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January 2018, the American National Gallery indefinitely postponed an exhibition of renowned 

artist Chuck Close due to sexual harassment charges. (Ham, 2018) Close, who is paraplegic admits 

to making crude comments to women and asking them to pose naked for him for a painting. “Last 

time I looked, discomfort was not a major offence...If I embarrassed anyone or made them feel 

uncomfortable, I am truly sorry, I didn’t mean to. I acknowledge having a dirty mouth, but we’re 

all adults.” (Biography.com editors, 2019) In the art world, the withdrawal of an offer to exhibit 

their work in a gallery is “akin to rescinding an Oscar to an actor”. (Ham, 2018) When asked about 

the postponement of the Chuck Close exhibition, Tom Eccles, executive director of the Center for 

Curatorial Studies at Bard College, declared that galleries and museums would have “fairly bare 

walls” if they refused to exhibit work by artists on moral grounds. (Ibid.) 

That Chuck Close upset and traumatized women is clear, but on the pantheon of moral or 

criminal behaviour of authors and artists, it is undoubtedly on the lower rungs. Whither the public 

library if the museum or art gallery curator selected or censored books, there would be “fairly bare 

walls” indeed. The public library has a panoply of work from authors from antiquity to the 

contemporary; from books, art, music and film, authored by fascists, sexual deviants, good natured 

people and the flawed. Consider the work of the nu-metal band ‘Lostprophets’ whose work is 

widely available from Irish public libraries: the lead singer of the band, Ian Watkins was sentenced 

to 35 years over child sex offences including the attempted rape of a baby. During sentencing the 

trial judge Mr. Justice Royce said “This case breaks new ground. Any decent person...will 

experience shock, revulsion and incredulity”, whilst the senior investigating officer Detective 

Chief inspector Peter Doyle said that the investigation had uncovered “the most disturbing child 

abuse evidence” he had seen in his 28 years as a police officer. (BBC, 2018) Compared to Ian 

Watkins, what Chuck Close did is small potatoes. That ‘Lostprophets’ work is available in the 
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Irish public library system after the unconscionable crimes he committed seems perverse even 

taking into account the absolutist determination of the public librarian in upholding their 

professional ethics of unfettered access of information and material to the public library patron.   

This, however, presupposes the motives of the patron in borrowing a work and the censor, 

or the non-professional sees as their moral duty to protect the public from themselves (Huntington 

Wright, 1911; Asheim, 1953). Perhaps, the patron borrows a ‘Lostprohets’ CD from their local 

library, or downloads it from a public library application for research purposes for a thesis or 

dissertation? No matter, it is not the role of the librarian to predetermine the reason why the patron 

borrows a work, only that is available for the patron to borrow. (Duthrie, 2010) 

The librarian as the final arbiter of what is contained in a public library because it is their 

professional duty to select a work on its own merits and not because of the character and moral 

shortcomings of the author. The librarian, as is their professional duty looks for reasons to select 

a book, whilst the non-professional or censor looks for reasons not to select a book. The censor 

considers the library patron as weak minded and needs moral guidance in their reading habits; the 

censor knows best. The librarian is committed to the ideal of the uninhibited access to information 

and materials and eschews the morality of the censor. (Asheim, 1953)     

 

1.6.4 Is the artist dead? Separating art from the artist 

Yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah, 

England for the English! 

England for the English! 
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National 

To the National 

To the National Front Disco 

Because you want the day to come sooner 

You want the day to come sooner 

You want the day to come sooner 

When you’ve settled the score 

Morrissey ‘The National Front Disco’ (1992) 

 

In June 2019, musician Nick Cave responded on his blog to a question from a former Morrissey 

fan regarding whether it was possible to separate Morrissey’s earlier canon of work from his latter-

day racist views. In reply Cave stated: “Personally, when I write a song and I release it to the 

public, I feel it stops being my song...It has been offered up to my audience and they, if they care 

to, take possession of that song and it becomes its custodian. The integrity of the song now rests 

not with the artist, but with the listener...views and behaviour are separate issues.” (Cave, 2019) 

Nick Cave’s views on the separating art from the artist have become the orthodox 

viewpoint of the majority of the literature being examined (Asheim, 1953; Moody, 2004; Burke, 

2009; Holquist, 1994; Duthrie, 2010; Ham, 2018; Oltmann, 2018). It is also the de rigeur response 

for most people in the media when answering a question regarding authors who have committed a 

criminal or moral transgression. Is it a logical response, however? Or is it a pat answer or a nostrum 

to avoid examining the processes of selection or censorship for a particular work? 
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The formation of the idea of separating art from the artist began with poetry, as a school 

thought (led by TS Eliot, who would subsequently benefit from art being separated from the artist 

owing to his anti-Semitic views) espoused that poetry as a work should stand on its own, eschewing 

any notion of the individual from the finished poem. The poem should be self-contained and 

separate from the contemporary world. It was poetry as science, not poetry as art. The poetry had 

to stand on its own, stripped from the individual who had written it. (Grady, 2019) 

This school of thought evolved into the ‘New Criticism’ movement, alongside the rise of fascism 

and Nazism in the 1930’s. The orthodoxy according to the New Criticism movement was that art 

must be separated from the artist. Their ideological guru being the fascist Ezra Pound, whose 

Cantos series of poems are imbued with ant-Semitic language. (Hememway Taylor, 2010). After 

Ezra Pound was committed to a hospital for the criminally insane after the war after being charged 

with treason, literary critics and his peers, defended their idol’s poetry with the explanation that 

one had to separate the art from the artist. (Kindley, 2018) 

Like most fads and fashions, New Criticism was replaced by something else, post-modernism, 

with its most influential figure, Roland Barthes penning the influential essay, The author is dead, 

essentially debunking the idea of authorship; the author does not create the work, the reader does, 

by reading it. The reader, when encountering art, remakes it anew. The author has no control over 

it. The reader and the author co-create the work. (Grady, 2019) 

Does it matter that we don’t know that Diamond Lights by Chris Waddle and Glen Hoddle, was 

performed by two professional footballers? Probably not. Does it matter that The National Front 

Disco was written by a quasi-fascist? Perhaps. But to argue that, like most of the literature does, 

that the character of the author has nothing to do with the work is abdicating all responsibility to 
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library patrons; be honest with the patrons of the public library system and let them make up their 

own minds. 

  

1.6.5 The problem of what to do with author’s work who have committed criminal or moral 

transgressions if censoring their work is against the absolutist ideal of unfettered access to 

information and materials  

The literature being analyzed have few practical solutions regarding what to do with a work 

whose author has committed a criminal or moral wrongdoing. Jennifer Dixon proposes that to 

counterbalance works by “problem authors” in a public library, book displays should be dedicated 

to “Sexual Assault Awareness”, whereby titles such as The Rape Recovery Handbook: Step-by-

step help for Survivors, Missoula: Rape and the Justice System in a College Town and Hunger by 

Roxanne Gay. Dixon also proposes that public library book clubs could read books by authors who 

have committed criminal or moral wrongdoings, such as Modern Romance: An investigation by 

Aziz Ansari, to open up a conversation on censorship in public libraries. It can also open a debate 

on whether art can – or should be – separated from the artist. Or if one does separate the art from 

the artist, does this excuse criminal or moral wrongdoings? (Dixon, 2018) 

Another initiative is not to promote work (books displays and so forth) by authors who have 

committed criminal or moral wrongdoings, and in the case of a Children’s author who has 

committed a criminal or moral wrongdoing, not to use their work in book readings or story time. 

If a complaint by a patron is made on the basis of why a certain author who has committed a 

criminal wrongdoing is still in stock in a public library, it is a chance to inform the patron on the 

unfettered access of information and material ideology of the public library system. (Schrieber, 

2018) 
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Book labelling or recategorizing work by authors who have committed criminal or moral 

wrongdoings has also been mooted. However, this is laden with problems: it implies censorship 

and may restrict a patron from their right to choose and denies self-sufficiency. On a practical 

level, it also plays havoc with the Dewey-Decimal system of organising books. (Wachsmann, 

2012)   

 

1.6.6 Does the public library ideology of unfettered access to information cause an internal 

contradiction or tension with other public library ideals? 

In 2018, the Teton County Library in Jackson, Wyoming cancelled a Summer Reading programme 

which included the author Junot Diaz, who had been accused of bullying and sexual misconduct 

by several women. The Teton County Library director Valerie Maginnis was quoted as saying that 

the decision to cancel Diaz’s appearance was “difficult and deliberate” and was taken after 

consultation with other library workers and with cognizance of the current climate. She also stated 

that Junot Diaz’s appearance would compromise the library’s policies of fostering kindness and 

respect. (Dixon, 2018) 

The Dublin City Council Public Libraries Equality Statement, 2015 states: 

“We are committed to providing services for every one of all ages and all abilities. We respect and 

value individuals and communities and seek to promote equality and diversity in the services we 

offer”. 

Under the Irish Human Rights and Equality Act 2014: 

 There is a respect for, and protection of, everyone’s human rights. 

 There is respect for the dignity and worth of each person. 
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 People respect each other, respect equality and human rights, and understand the value of diversity 

within society. 

If there is a respect for, and protection of, everyone’s human rights in Irish Public Libraries, how 

does it allow the retention of books by Tom Humphries? A citizen who has undergone a violent or 

sexual assault and suffers from Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) may trigger their disorder 

by something that is a reminder of the violent/sexual episode. (Iribarren, Prolo, Neagos, Chiappelli, 

2005). Picking up Booked by Tom Humphries could possibly trigger an attack. It might be 

strectching credibility and it may be hard to legislate for such an incident but does the Irish Public 

Library system have a duty of care to all its patrons? 

 

1.6.7 Could the censorship of a work on the grounds of an author’s criminal or moral behavior 

happen in Ireland?  

The days of The Legion of Mary, The Catholic Truth Society, The Irish Vigilance 

Association and the Knights of Columbanus exploring book shops to find ‘indecent’ materials to 

submit to the Irish Censorship Board are dead and gone. After the foundation of State, it was seen 

as imperative to protect Irish culture through the mechanisms of censorship. The struggle for Irish 

freedom was inextricably linked with the Catholic Church, who had their own moral motives to 

censor books and films and so forth (Martin, 2006). As the Republic has grown older and the 

power of the Catholic Church has waned, censorship itself has almost disappeared. As illustrated 

through the literature, all the examples of censorship in this research have occurred in the USA, 

where conservative forces and the religion have more sway than in Ireland. However, the rise in 

social activism such as the #MeToo movement has added another agency into the mix; the 

movement is based on a liberalism counterpointing that of the conservative movement. As Ireland 
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has changed to a liberal democracy and there is more focus on women’s rights, could this mean a 

new focus on censorship unlike the mode of censorship seen in the past? 

 

1.6.9 Conclusion 

In assessing the literature review, the most dominant trend that appears is the absolutist 

nature of the need for the unfettered access of information and materials to library patrons. All the 

literature written by Asheim, Huntington Wright, Moody, Burke, Oltman and Duthrie see this 

absolutism as a prima facie of a public library system. 

The idea of the librarian as the final arbiter of what should be on library shelves seems to be a 

moot point in the literature. If not the librarian, then who else. Asheim sees the librarian as the 

sword and the shield of intellectual freedom for the public library from outside actors, government 

agencies and pressure groups and so forth. The removal of the power of the final arbiter from the 

librarian would lead to an erosion of the idea of intellectual freedom from the libraries. 

The idea of separating art from the artist is steeped in literary criticism and has found a 

way into everyday discourse. It is now a societal norm that one should separate the art from the 

artist and that any diversion from this norm is as heresy and treated as a form of censorship. 

Undoubtedly, the idea of who should decide whether a painting should be exhibited or if a book 

should or should not be on a library shelf is a troublesome one. 

If the librarian cannot censor, then what does one do with works by authors who have committed 

a moral or criminal transgression? The answer from the literature is: not much. The only solution 

the literature gives us is not to put books by authors who have committed a criminal or moral 

transgression any publicity by exhibiting their books or using their books for book clubs and so 
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forth. The only other solution is try and open up a conversation with the public about what the 

author had done and to explain to them the theories behind censorship and intellectual freedom. 

Does the appearance of books or films or music by an author who has committed a moral or 

criminal transgression, in the environment of a public library cause an internal contradiction within 

the public library? There was no academic literature on this point and only library policy 

documents. 

Since the foundation of the State, censorship has loomed large over the country and the 

literature explored how prevalent and toxic an issue and a blight on the democracy. Since the 

literature examined how bad it was and public consciousness in Ireland is aware of how bad it was. 

My only conclusion from the literature is that is unlikely. 
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Chapter 2 Methods 

 

Chapter 2.1 Methods Chapter Introduction 

The purpose of this chapter is to show the methods used to answer the research question: 

‘The author is dead? Should Irish Public Libraries censor books, film, music or any other work on 

account of the author’s criminal or moral wrongdoings?  

  

2.1.2 Research Strategy 

A research strategy is a plan to enable the researcher to answer a research question. 

(Saunders, Lewis Thornhill, 2016 p. 177). The strategy undertaken in this research is underpinned 

by a research philosophy which is used to develop knowledge in the area I am researching, that is 

whether the work by an author should be censored in Irish public libraries on account of the 

author’s moral or criminal wrongdoings. According to Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, a researcher 

makes different types of assumptions during the research process: epistemological assumptions, 

ontological assumptions and axiological assumptions. These assumptions, if well-thought out and 

consistent will support the methodological choice used in the research, develop a good a good 

research strategy, the data collection and final analysis. (p.124.-125) 

 

2.1.3 Ontology 

‘I only know that I know nothing’   Socrates 
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Ontology is concerned with one’s assumptions about the nature of reality. (ibid, p.127) In the case 

of this research, it is the assumptions I make about the institution of the Irish public library system 

and the institutions approach to censorship, more specifically, the institutions approach to 

censoring the author rather than their work. I assume that the Irish public library system as an 

institution rejects censorship of all kinds and this includes the censorship of the author rather than 

the contents of their work. If the assumption is true, the strategy of my method is: ‘why it is true?’.  

 

2.1.4 Epistemology 

Epistemology is concerned with the assumptions about knowledge:  what is well founded 

and acceptable knowledge. (Ibid) In the case of this research project, the strategy is to find out the 

reasoning and the accepted knowledge behind the selection policies of the Irish public libraries 

system. 

 

2.1.5 Axiology 

Axiology concerns the values and concerns within a research project, that is the values and 

concerns of both the researcher and the research participants. As a librarian, one must be 

congnisant of the ideology of unfettered access of information and materials from public libraries. 

On an axiological level, I find that the importance of data gathering through a series of interviews 

rather than data gathering from anonymous questionnaires. 

 

2.1.6 Research Philosophy 
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  Figure 2: The Research Onion 

As one can see above from the research Onion, there are four main Research philosophies: 

Positivism, Realism, Interpretivism and Pragmatism, according to Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill 

(2016, p.124). Positivism relies specifically on scientific data and observable social reality to 

produce and reveal law-like generalities (Saunders, Lewis, Thornhill, 2016 p.135). I ruled out 

Positivism as a Research philosophy as there is a lack of nuance that the research project needs. 

Critical realism sees reality as external and independent and not accessible through observation. 

(Saunders, Lewis, Thornhill, 2016, p.138) This approach does not have a validity in this research 

project as it does not take into account the perceptions of librarians or others. 

Interpretivism, unlike positivism, stresses that humans are different from objects in that humans 

create meanings. In this case, humans and their social worlds (libraries in the case of this research 

project) cannot be studied in the same way as physical objects. (Saunders, Lewis, Thornhill, 2016 

p.140) In terms of ontology, the nature of reality is one of social constructs, such as the relationship 

between librarians and the public. In regard to this research project, I decided that Interpretivism 

would underpin my research strategy. 
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2.1.7 Research Approach 

The intimacy between the interpretivism school of thought and the qualitative research 

design led me to choose the qualitative method in research approach. (Ibid. P168) Quantitative and 

qualitative are different on an epistemological level, qualitative research is associated with the 

socially constructed nature of knowledge: individuals or groups construct meaning over time and 

it is the researcher’s aim is to interpret phenomena on the basis of what people bring to them. 

(Blair, 2016, p.56) Generally, qualitative research involves a smaller group of people that 

quantitative research and involves in-depth interviews rather than anonymous questionnaires. The 

researcher is also an integral part of the data gathering, as they gather information through 

observation and one on one interviews; the researcher asks searching questions and through this 

process, can take the interview in many directions and it is likely that no two interviews will 

produce the exact same answers. (Ibid. P.57) 

Creswell ascertains that there are five methods to collect data in a qualitative research project: 

Ethnography, Phenomenology, Narrative Research, Case Study and Grounded Theory. (2013) Of 

the five, I chose Thematic Analysis as the best method to approach gathering data; it involves 

generating and discovering data that has been collected and analysed in a systematic manner and 

is flexible (Braun and Clarke 2006, p.78) 

Despite the epistemological assumption on the nature of censorship in the Irish public library 

system, I undertook the research project with an open mind hoping to find an answer to the research 

question and presumed I would find a theory to answer the research question through the gathering 

and analysis of data. This approach is an Inductive approach. (Ibid) 
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2.1.8 Conclusion 

Studying my research question and through the rubric of Ontology, Epistemology and 

Axiology I landed on the Research philosophy of Interpretivism as my research project strategy. 

This led to my methods approach to be one of inductive and qualitative research with Thematic 

Analysis as the most effective way to gather data. I respect to gathering primary data, my chosen 

stratagem was to conduct a small number of in-depth interviews 

 

2.2 Participants 

In deciding who to conduct in-depth interviews with, in order to gather primary data for 

the research project I decided on two criteria: they must work within the Irish public library system 

as a librarian or, someone who works outside the Irish public library system but uses the public for 

more than one purpose and has a good idea of the issues surrounding censorship. 

After consultation with the Dublin City Public Libraries (DCPL) community, the first person 

recruited to interview was Clare Hogan. Clare Hogan worked for DCPL form the early 1980’s first 

as head librarian in Ballyfermot and Ballymun libraries. Afterwards she headed the Acquisitions 

Office, which oversaw the selection of books for DCPL and dealt with complaints from the public 

regarding books or any other items borrowed from libraries. Subsequently, Clare was put in charge 

of the UNESCO literary award office and was then appointed head of Reader’s Services, which 

superseded the Acquisitions Office but she was still in charge of book or item selection. Clare has 

authored several policy papers on book selection and collected management. She retired from 

DCPL approximately two years ago but is still employed by DCPL on a consultancy basis. Clare 

is naturally verbose and speaks her mind in a frank manner. As a patron in the library I work in, I 

asked her in at the beginning of April if she would participate in an interview for the research 
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project but was told that she had a very limited timescale to be interviewed due to holidays, work 

commitments and so forth, meaning she could only be interviewed at the beginning of June or the 

beginning of August. As I had not developed my data gathering instrument at the beginning of 

June, she accepted to be interviewed at the beginning of August. I asked for and obtained her email 

address and sent her a copy of the data gathering instrument by mid-July. 

Again, after consultations with the DCPL community I recruited Jennifer Dunne to be 

interviewed for the research project. Jennifer is now working as senior librarian in Finglas. Up to 

two years ago, she was head of librarian of the Irish Prisons Services (on secondment from DCPL) 

for eleven years where she had had to deal with issues such as censorship due to the sensitive 

nature of her work. Jennifer has been recently appointed as head of a steering group looking into 

the issues of Collection Management. Collection Management involves the conscious design of 

the selection, retention, maintenance, development of a library collection. It also deals with issues 

such as the intellectual freedom and the planning, selecting and the curation of library collections. 

Jennifer is a passionate advocate of intellectual freedom in libraries and has a detailed knowledge 

of censorship pertaining to the Irish public library system. I rang Jennifer in Finglas in mid- April 

and she agreed to participate in the research project; however, she was unavailable to be 

interviewed until early August. I asked and obtained Jennifer’s email address from her and sent 

her a copy of the data gathering instrument in mid-July. 

As the longest serving head librarian in a specific branch (Drumcondra Library for twelve 

years), I asked Emma Kelly to participate in the research project. Before working for DCPL, Emma 

worked for the Arts Council where she oversaw budgets, grants for artists and wrote policy 

documents on issues such as censorship. I asked Emma to participate in the research project in 
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mid-July and she agreed to interviewed at the beginning of August. I asked for and obtained her 

email address and sent her a copy of the data gathering instrument in late July. 

I wanted the librarians that I interviewed to be from the macro to micro scale in terms of dealing 

with library policy. On those terms I wished to interview someone who had very little experience 

as a head librarian to see how much their views and outlooks conformed with those who had a lot 

more experience of issues of censorship. I therefore asked Lara Barry, head librarian of 

Phibsborough Library. Lara has been in place for just over a year since being promoted from senior 

library assistant. Lara is currently involved with Jennifer Dunne’s steering committee. I asked for 

and obtained her email address and sent Lara the data gathering instrument in mid July.  

To give the in-depth interviews more breath, I wanted someone to counterpoint the views 

of professional librarians. I therefore asked Dermot Bolger to participate in the research project. 

Dermot is a critically acclaimed novelist, poet, playwright and journalist. Dermot’s journalism has 

included many articles on public libraries for the Irish Times. He has also given many public talks 

on the importance of the Irish Library system. Dermot has also founded and run the publishing 

companies Raven Arts Press and New Island Books. As a library patron Dermot uses the library 

for pleasure and for work, he uses the public library resources for research in his fiction, non-

fiction, poetry, playwrighting and journalism. Dermot also spent a period as a library assistant in 

DCPL. As a patron in the library I work in, I asked Dermot if he would participate in the research 

project in mid-April. He agreed but was working on rewrites for his new play, Last Orders at the 

Dockside and would be unable to participate in the research project until early August. I asked for 

and obtained his email address and sent the data gathering instrument to him in mid-July. 

 

2.3 Materials/Apparatus 
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2.3.1 Interview Type 

Before designing the interview questions used with the participants, I had to formally 

employ an interview structure. With the method strategy and approach in mind, I adopted a semi-

structured interview technique typical of qualitative research, however I did use the same questions 

in each interview with the questions in the same order. The question design did allow however, for 

the participants to talk about the different themes and questions in depth. The lengths of the 

interviews meant that each interview had to be recorded by a Dictaphone. (Saunders, Lewis, 

Thornhill, 2016 p.391) The resultant data would be then used in a Thematic Analysis stratagem. 

(Please see Appendix 1 for Data Gathering Instrument) 

 

2.3.2 The importance of the questionnaire 

Naresh Malhotra describes a questionnaire as a formalized set of questions for the gathering 

of data from interviewees. The main objective is to render the researcher’s information 

requirements into a set of specific questions that the interviewees are willing and able to answer. 

(Malhotra 2006, p.176) 

The importance of the questionnaire lies in the fact that it is the main method of collecting primary 

data for the research. (Ibid.) 

 

2.3.3 Designing the questionnaire 

Although Malhotra states that there are no scientific principles that guarantee a perfect 

questionnaire, there are guidelines available to prevent any major mistakes occurring and to assist 

in the development process. A properly formed questionnaire can ensure the standardization and 
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comparability of the data gathered in the interviews; the guidelines also provide a means to 

increase the speed and accuracy of the recording of the interview and the guidelines should 

facilitate the processing of the data. (Ibid.) 

 

2.3.4 What information is needed? 

This particular questionnaire seeks to gather data on the concept of the absolutism of issues 

of censorship in the Irish Public Library system in general, and the issue of the censorship on the 

basis of moral or criminal transgressions by the author rather than the content of the work itself. 

Initially, this can be seen in Q.2 of the data gathering instrument and develops the data gathering 

throughout the questionnaire. This adheres to Malhotra’s guidelines whereby he argues that the 

information gathered should reflect the earlier stages of the research question, especially the 

specific parts of the research question and the research objectives. (Malhotra 2006, p.177) 

It is also argued that the questionnaire should be designed with the interviewees in mind,  into 

account the interviewees education and background, and that the syntax and language used should 

be familiar to the interviewees. An example of this is with use of the word ‘nostrum’ in Q.6; as the 

interviewees are either librarians or use the library for work and research, words are their stock 

and trade. The aim of the use of the word is make the interview engaging for the interviewees and 

to pander to their vanity by using a relatively obscure word. 

 

2.3.5 How should individual questions be framed? 

The guidelines suggest that the following questions should be used in relation fool proofing 

the questionnaire: whether a question is necessary? (Ibid.) Firstly, on whether the question is 

necessary: all questions are related to the research objectives and the Literature Review and all 

data gathered from the questionnaire will be used to try and meet the research objectives. The first 
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question in the questionnaire is an easy question, looking at the background and their relationship 

between the interviewee and the Irish public library system, which is as per Malthora’s guidelines. 

(Ibid.) 

 

2.3.6 Are the respondents able to answer the questions? 

All interviewees were chosen on the basis of their familiarity of the Irish public library 

system. I also had informal discussions with the interviewees on the subject of the research 

questions and the sensitivities around some of the questions in order to ensure that the interviewees 

were comfortable and capable of answering the questions. Sensitive questions are left until after 

rapport has become established. (Malthora 2006, p.181) 

 

2.3.7 What should be the structure of the questions? 

The structure of the interview is intended to be unstructured; the open-ended nature of the 

questions are to enable the interviewees to answer in their own words and to express their attitudes 

without the bias associated structured questions. (Malthora 2006, p.182) 

 

2.3.8 How should the questions be worded? 

According to Malthora, rendering the data needed into clearly worded questions that are 

understood is the most problematic aspect of the questionnaire. (2006, p. 188) Firstly, the questions 

should always define the issue being addressed. Secondly, simple words should be used, however, 

as explained above, some of the words used in the questionnaire are deliberately uncommon, to 

establish a rapport with the interviewee. Thirdly, I was conscious, as per Malthora’s guidelines, 

that the words used in the questionnaire are not unambiguous. Fourthly, one should avoid leading 



  41 
 

   
 

or biasing questions. (Malthora 2006) However, whilst Malthora states that the use of 

prestigious/non-prestigious names can lead to a biasness, this biasness has been  included in Q.4: 

the purpose of Q.4 is to stress test the ideal of unfettered access to materials in public libraries, 

therefore I started with the prestigious name of Roald Dahl as an author who could be censored on 

account of his anti-Semitism, assuming that respondents will answer that he should not be 

censored, despite his racism. The last example of authors I used in Q.4 was the non-prestigious 

name Ian Watkins, who committed a more egregious crime and is less known. This stratagem was 

devised to measure the consistency of the interviewee in terms of the research question. This also 

corresponds with Malthora’s guidelines on asking 8several questions instead of one. (2006, p.178). 

 

2.3.9 What is the proper order of questions? 

The opening questions of the questionnaire were designed to introduce the research 

question to the interviewee and to gain the confidence of the interviewee by making them simple, 

non-threatening and interesting. The aim of the first two questions is to get the interviewees to 

express their opinion to establish a relationship with them, before commencing with more difficult 

questions. After their position on the research question is established, the intention is test the 

consistency of their position. The questionnaire is designed to move from the general to the 

specific, to give the questionnaire ‘the funnel’ characteristic.  (Malthora, 2006) 

 

2.3.10 The Pretest 

Malthora urges that questionnaires should not be used until being properly pretested; 

pretesting should look at the questionnaires should be examined in terms of: content, wording, 
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sequence, form layout and question difficulty. Pretest of the questionnaire occurred on Monday, 

21st July with librarians Emma Kelly and Geraldine Hughes. 

As can be seen in the pretest questionnaire, there is no easy opening question and in terms of Q. 3, 

the last part of the question ‘...or would that be censorship?’ was seen as  leading. (See Appendix 

1)  

 

2.4 Procedure 

On embarking on a series of five in-depth, semi-structured interviews, there were a number 

of time related and logistical issues to be managed. 

 

2.4.1 Time management 

All five research participants were under severe time constraints due to work and other 

considerations, I therefore suggested that the interviews for the research process would take place 

after work hours in a public house or another venue. All five participants rebuffed the idea, with 

Clare Hogan, Jennifer Dunne, Lara Barry and Emma Kelly all wishing to be interviewed before 

work had started. Through regular email correspondence, I made it clear that the interviews 

wouldn’t take more than an hour and all participants agreed that this was a reasonable request 

taking into account their busy schedules. Dermot Bolger, who had just finished his rewrites was 

more flexible and it was agreed that the interview should take place in the afternoon. Due to the 

work constraints, holidays, work commitments and the time it took me to prepare the data 

gathering instrument all interviews took place over a two week period from the beginning of 

August. This coupled with transcribing all interviews myself, as per The Grounded Theory method 

of data analyses meant that after each interview, transcription and analyses had to be performed in 
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an immediate fashion. (Lewis, Saunders, Thornhill, 2016 p.416) Fortunately, all five interviews 

occurred within walking distance from where I live, so time was saved in this respect. 

 

2.4.2 Location of interviews 

In retrospect, it was fortunate that the interviews were not held in public spaces, for instance 

a coffee shop or a public house; even at the best of times these public spaces can be busy and noisy 

which could affect the quality of the audio recordings. The location of the interviews were as 

follows: Jennifer Dunne, Finglas Library; Clare Hogan, Drumcondra Library; Lara Barry, 

Phibsborough Library; Emma Kelly, Drumcondra Library; Dermot Bolger, a private residence in 

Drumcondra. All locations were superb for privacy and on the analysis of the audio recordings the 

interviews came across clearly. The only disruption occurred when Dermot Bolger had to take his 

clothes off the washing line as it had started to rain. 

 

2.4.3 Financial cost 

There was a negligible cost to conducting the research project: as said above, travelling to 

the interviews was done on foot and I was able to borrow a top of the range Dictaphone. Quite a 

few days were taken off work but otherwise the cost of the research project was minimal. 

 

2.4.4 Sartorial appearance at the interviews 

Suffice to say that I took very little notice of Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill’s subsection 

in 10.6 ‘Appropriateness of your appearance at the interview’ where it states that ‘Where 

appropriate you should consider wearing a similar style of clothing to those being interviewed’. 

(2016, p.405) When interviewing Dermot Bolger, I wore one of my favourite tops, an Anatoliy 



  44 
 

   
 

Demyanenko replica Soviet Union football jersey from the 1980’s. However, as the interview took 

was taking place, Dermot Bolger repeatedly mentioned his dislike of the Soviet Union and eyed 

my jersey with suspicion. In retrospect, my hubris in ignoring Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill’s 

advice made little difference as I found there was tension in the all interviews that took place. The 

tension was inevitable and perhaps welcome, as the questions were supposed to be antagonistic. 

However, I should have placed more faith in Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill’s advice and if I must 

do more interviews in the future, I will heed the instruction more closely. 

 

2.5 Ethics 

The prominence of GDPR and issues relating to confidentiality, anonymity, data retention, 

informed consent and privacy should be paramount in a researcher’s mind when they deal with 

ethics. When first contacted, all participants were told the following: the title and the nature of the 

research project; the form of participation that it would entail, that is an interview; that all 

interviews would be recorded; that their names would be used in the research project; that some of 

the questions would be of a graphic nature; that a copy of the data gathering instrument would be 

sent to via email to the potential participants at least a week before the scheduled interviews; that 

all participants could examine the transcript at the very most, a week after the original interview 

had taken place; how long, approximately the interviews would take; that the audio recordings 

would be retained until the results of the research project had been announced; that an information 

sheet regarding the study would have to be read and that an informed consent form would have to 

be signed. 
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2.5.1 Response of the potential participants 

Three potential participants demurred from taking part in the research project, for some of 

the reasons stated above. The individuals who did take part in the research project were all satisfied 

with the information supplied to them regarding the above. One participant wanted to look at the 

transcription (but stated they did not want to listen to the audio recording of the interview). The 

transcript of the interview was completed forty-eight hours after the interview and was emailed to 

the participant. The participant was satisfied with the accuracy of the interview. All participants 

signed the informed consent form. 

 

2.5.2 Ethical process after submission of research project 

All participants were satisfied that the audio recordings of the interviews would be disposed 

of after the results of the research project were released. 

 

2.6 Data Analysis 

As stated above, Thematic Analysis was the method used in analyzing the data gathered 

from the research project interviews. As Boyatzis states: 

‘Thematic Analysis is a method for identifying, analysing and reporting patterns (themes) within 

data. It minimally organizes and describes your data set in (rich) detail. However, frequently it 

goes further than this, and interprets various aspects of the research topic. (Braun and Clarke, 

2006, p.79) 

The advantages of using Thematic Analysis are manifold and include: Thematic Analysis 

can help researchers comprehend a large and a fundamentally distinct amounts of qualitative data; 

Thematic Analysis can identify patterns and themes from the corpus of qualitative data and 
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subsequently produces a thematic description from the corpus of data gathered; Thematic Analysis 

aids in the verification of conclusions. 
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Chapter 3 Presentation of Findings 

 

3.1 The Thematic Analysis process 

The process that was used in the research project using Thematic Analyses were: 

 Familiarization of the corpus of data 

 The coding of the data 

 Searching for patterns and themes in the codes throughout the data 

 A review of the themes 

 Defining and naming themes 

 Producing the report 

(Braun and Clarke, 2006, p.87) 

 

3.1.2 Familiarization of the corpus of data 

As stated above, all interviews were transcribed without the aid of any software; although 

this was extremely time consuming, it helped give an intimate knowledge of the data. The 

transcripts were then read through twice more before the next step. 

 

3.1.3 The coding of the data 

The coding that was used in the research project involved using a word or phrase that 

symbolically assigns a meaning or an attribute to a piece of data. The word, phrase or acronym 
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was used in context of the data, so for example SAFA was used as a code to describe ‘separating 

art from the artist’ in the transcripts. Throughout the data that was gathered, codes that were similar 

to SAFA were changed into SAFA after an analysis of the coding took place. (Saunders, Lewis, 

Thornhill, 2016 pp.580-584). 

 

3.1.4 Searching for patterns and themes in the codes throughout the data 

After the amalgamation of codes to a smaller number had been achieved, a search for 

patterns and themes was undertaken. A theme is a broad category of codes that relate to each other 

and are important to the research question. (Ibid., p.584_ For instance, the code IvU (Ireland versus 

USA) and IvB (Ireland versus Britain) were grouped together to give the theme of ‘The difference 

between the Irish public library system and other countries’ public library systems’. (Please see 

Appendix 1)  

 

3.1.5 Review of themes 

The themes that have been produced by the process must be coherent, so that they must 

adhere to a well-structured analytical framework, so one can produce an analysis of the corpus of 

data. (Ibid. P.585) 

 

3.1.6 Defining and naming themes 

This was the process whereby the themes that were identified such as giving each a 

thematic resonance whereby each theme has an individuality to themselves. For instance ‘what to 

do with problem authors’ is thematically different from the theme ‘why the Irish Public library 
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system will not countenance censorship’. Each theme is related in that they are broadly related to 

the research project but are thematically independent. (Ibid. P. 92) 

 

3.2 Introduction to Presentation of Findings 

The research question, ‘The author is dead? Should Irish public libraries censor books, 

films, music or any other work on the basis of the author’s criminal or moral wrongdoings?’ was 

the primary focus of the interviews. The unanimous judgement of the participants was no, 

furthermore, it the question was treated with some hostility as was the idea of censoring any work 

at all. This steadfastness of thought was seen as the first theme that emerged from the Thematic 

Analysis; why the Irish public library system will not countenance censorship.   

 

3.2.1 Theme one: why the Irish public library system will not countenance censorship 

The absolutist policy of unfettered access to information and knowledge was thought to be 

disingenuous by Jennifer Dunne (JD) owing to the nature of librarianship, that is owing to physical 

space, money and human nature itself. Unconscious decisions are made in the selection of books, 

to wit the library may choose a book that fits into a collection rather than another book that does 

not. (See Appendix 3, 01.20) Emma Kelly (EK) is in agreement with the idea that is naïve to think 

there is absolutism in regard to the access of materials and information, whereby EK again sees an 

unconscious bias towards certain books due librarian’s tastes, the physical format of books and 

again budget, the physical space within a library and the popularity and literary merit of a work. 

(See appendix 5, 06.07) However, Clare Hogan (CH), whilst she agrees that there are budgetary 

limits and physical restrictions within the Irish Library system, this is counter-balanced by the 

borrowers who can reserve a book or film and so forth, or they can place a purchase request for a 
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book or item that is not stock, so as to avoid the personal taste or unconscious bias of a librarian, 

as there is so many books or films or music being selected by the public that there is absolutism in 

that nothing is refused. CH states that librarians do not discriminate and that if unconscious 

biasness does occur, it is balances out by the public’s desire for certain books, films or music. (See 

appendix 4, 05.13) The participants assertion that, particularly JD and EK that the absolutist stance 

is disingenuous and perhaps naive is attributed to practical reason, unconscious biasness and 

personal taste, however, and not in any way censorship over the content of a book or piece of work 

and certainly not censorship over the moral or criminal wrongdoings of the author. 

According to the participants, there has never been any complaints or censorship over an author’s 

criminal or moral transgressions. CH had never witnessed any (Appendix 4, 04.21) and when asked 

question four of the Data Gathering Instrument, she dismissed all four examples of authors who 

had committed moral or criminal transgressions in short order with a shake of the head, and gave 

curt replies of ‘...we’d stock it’ (Appendix 4, 08.49). In CH’s answer to the third question about 

Bill Cosby’s series of children’s books being banned because of the author’s criminal behavior 

rather than the contents of the books and whether it could happen in public libraries in Ireland, 

Clare replied: 

‘Very dangerous territory, I think that libraries would never go there; the work stands very 

differently from the writer, the author, I mean, it raises questions on where you draw the line, is a 

thief acceptable, is a murderer? I mean God help us. No, absolutely no.’ 

(Appendix 4, 07.18) 

JD agreed with this position in regards to question three and the authors in question four and 

pointed out that censoring and banning books would lead to more interest in the banned book. 

(Appendix 3, 09.24) 
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EK stated that she never had any complaints over an author’s criminal or moral transgressions and 

had never heard of any censorship regarding this (Appendix 6, 0.28) and that she agreed with the 

idea of banning books would create a market for censored books .(Ibid, 10.56) 

In the case of Lara Barry (LB), when questioned about complaints over an author’s behavior or 

censorship over the same, she said she had never experienced it. (Appendix 5, 01.50) When asked 

about the Cosby case and the removal of his books: 

‘...I think an author who has committed a criminal act should face criminal proceedings and I 

don’t think the library is the place to carry out that witch hunt...’ 

(Ibid, 04.47)   

Furthermore, when asked about the authors in question four, LB said that the crime should be 

separate from the work. 

The idea of separating art from the artist was spoken about extensively throughout all the 

interviews. EK was angered at question number six: 

‘OK, so why do you expect and author to be moral? I mean, I mentioned this earlier as well, I 

mean why have we got an expectation that the author has a responsibility to reflect a moral code? 

...but I just wonder why you want an author to be moral...’ 

(Appendix 6, 17.14) 

 Dermot Bolger stated: 

‘...Arthur Koestler was a truly vile person, I think he was a rapist but “Darkness at Noon” is an 

extraordinary book, if you want to understand totalitarianism you need to read “Darkness at 

Noon” the same way you need to read George Orwell and I think you need to separate the actual 

man from the book or the woman from the book.’ 

(Appendix 7, 04.07) 
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When asked question four, DB stated that he thought every child in Ireland would burn down their 

local library if Roald Dahl was removed. (Ibid. 08.48) Dermot gave numerous examples of authors, 

poets who had committed criminal or moral transgressions, including Enid Blyton (Ibid, 04.17), 

Ezra Pound and TS Eliot (Ibid. 22.10), Ted Hughes and L.S. Lowry. (Ibid. 25.15)    

DB also states that it is not a librarian’s job to censor books to be a censor. (Ibid. 03.03) 

 CH agreed with this idea saying that is not the librarian’s job to censor and that it is up to the state 

to censor books, films and so forth. (Appendix 4, 05.13) Later in the in the interview she expands 

on this thought further: 

‘...but I think it’s up to the librarian to always hold the line...”no we are not withdrawing that2, 

we are the gateway, the neutral, we’re holding all the political, all the...whole spectrum of human 

information, I think we have to hold that line quite strongly.’ (Ibid, 18.49) 

The consequences of not ‘holding the line’ was discussed by JD when she talked about the question 

Bill Cosby’s books being censored because of his criminal conviction: 

‘...if you take that as your starting point then you basically...have to go to every author and you 

would have to go and ask “do I agree morally with this person...you’d end up getting rid of nearly 

all the 18th century novels and all the 19th century novels and you’d have to get rid of every person 

with a dodgy home life ...particularly going back many years you would have people with a 

different moral values than us, you know you would have nothing left on your shelf , really and 

you would have a very boring library...’ 

(Appendix 3, 02.37) 

EK sees a similar outcome of censoring books, films and music on account of an author’s moral 

transgressions, empty shelves and a very boring library (Appendix 6, 17.14) 
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3.2.2 Theme two: what to do with ‘problem’ authors? 

The participants in the research project totally reject the banning and censorship of books, 

as seen in the subsection above. Not only do they agree that censoring works by authors who have 

committed some criminal or moral transgressions would be counterproductive, they all agree that 

it is not a librarian’s job to censor work by authors who are flawed, they also think that it would 

be dangerous and would lead to empty shelves and very boring libraries. There is also their line of 

argument that patrons of the Irish public library system should be able to choose for themselves 

and it is not the librarian’s job to pre-empt their decisions of what book, film or music download 

they want to borrow: it is the job of the state to ban and censor work not the Irish public library 

system. However, as Jennifer Dunne points out, public libraries are seen as an institution where 

people believe they can go to and receive accurate information. (Appendix 3, 06.23) What then 

happens to the likes of David Irving and his dangerous, cod, pseudo history? Moreover, what of 

the children’s books written by racists with racist imagery imbued on nearly every page? No one 

wants Tintin in Congo by Herge banned, or Roald Dahl, or Rudyard Kipling for that matter. What 

of work has little or no artistic merit such as Lostprophets or Cosby’s Little Bill series of books, 

whose authors have done egregious acts of criminality? If censoring is not the answer, what is? 

That was another emergent theme that came came from the Thematic Analysis of the primary data. 

Jennifer Dunne, when asked about Roald Dahl’s anti-Semitism suggested that parental 

involvement was the key to children’s authors who held racist views: 

‘Well, I think if you have a book like that, parents should be involved in what their children should 

be reading, so if their parents decide that they are absolutely against Roald Dahl, don’t pick it up, 

maybe, if there is something questionable or dodgy in the book that might prompt a discussion in 

your child about whether this is appropriate or this was a particular time when these views were 
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held generally by people and we have moved on to a different society, it might then be good  thing 

to have a controversial book like that, to open up a discussion between parent and child but I do 

think the parent might get more involved in what their children and often I know I read stuff like 

as a kid it just goes over your head, you don’t even think of it, it’s not that you are imbibing racist 

views and then you become a racist, it’s not like it’s even on your radar when you are a small 

child, so I think there is a lot of hysteria about children’s books that is not really warranted. 

(Appendix 3, 05.03) 

Analysing JD’s views on controversial children’s books and authors, one can see that parental 

involvement is important, what is striking about JD’s views, however is JD thinks that 

controversial children’s books could in fact, be a good thing leading to discussions between child 

and parent or guardian about subjects such as racism and the historical context that they were 

written in. 

On books such as Goebbels, Mastermind of the Third Reich by David Irving, JD believes that the 

depth and breadth of a library collection is imperative to give the public a holistic view of all sides 

of the argument. (Ibid. 10.10) This is especially true, as JD state in the above subsection, as people 

perceive the Irish public library system as an exemplar of the truth in a post truth society. 

In regard to Tom Humphries’ Booked and the Lostprohets CD, JD  believes that it is up to people 

to make up their own minds regarding these works, however she believes that items like these will 

lose their appeal owing to the criminal or moral transgressions by their authors and a type of natural 

selection will take place. Collection Management policies state that because there is a finite space 

of the shelves in the library, books, DVDs and so forth that haven’t been borrowed for a certain 

space of time, will be ‘worn out’ or weeded out, to free up space for new stock, unless that is, if 

the book or item is deemed to be part of the canon (a body of books, for example, that are 
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considered to be the most important and influential of a particular time and place). Therefore, it is 

the patrons of the library that, in fact, choose whether a work by an author who has committed a 

moral or criminal transgression stays on library shelves or not. 

JD sees that a lot of censorship is predicated on fashionable trends that in a historical context will 

or have moved on: 

‘Any of the big things at the moment will have moved on, and happily and joyfully we won’t have 

to think about it because you know, women won’t be discriminated against and black people won’t 

be discriminated against and it’ll be gone and it will be history and ‘oh yeah, remember the days 

when people used to use the “N” word, hopefully it will be past history and maybe it won’t but I 

do not think you can predicate everything on a fashion, you can’t censor the children’s books here 

because of the mention of ‘Gollywog’ or mention of, I don’t know, a goblin’s with a large hooked 

nose and say this is secret anti-Semitism or whatever, you just can’t do that...’ 

(Ibid, 50.00) 

When Clare Hogan was head of the Acquisitions Office, there were complaints over a series of 

baby books that were written based on the theory of ‘cry it out’, there was a concerted campaign 

by a pressure group to have these books censored because there was an assertion that these books 

were harmful to babies; the official Dublin City Public Libraries response was that DCPL did not 

advocate these books: 

‘...no book in the library is something that we are advocating, we are completely neutral on the 

contents of books. But she said: “you don’t have the other side of it” and I said fine: “give us a 

list of books that has the other side of it but we will not remove the book that you are objecting to 

because our objective is to have the full range of books, make it up the reader and you can decide 

what you want to read or not read’. 
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(Appendix 4, 3.15) 

CH is articulating what JD was opining above, a depth and breathe of books in the Irish Public 

Library System is vital for the neutrality of the institution. CH also advocates the idea that people 

should free to make up their own minds regarding what books to borrow or not borrow, a 

cornerstone of the ethos of intellectual freedom that is one of the most important principles in the 

Irish Public Library system.  CH expresses the democratic characteristics of Dublin City Public 

Libraries: 

‘...but I must say that in Dublin City Public Libraries what we had was a policy that we were 

buying, we were buying was the most popular or the one off things that aren’t being selected what 

we always used was the reserve section which was always heavily supported, so our policy with 

the reserves was if a book was available for buying we would always buy it if someone requests it, 

so there was a huge counterbalance in what we were selecting because there is much material 

being selected by readers themselves, so in a way it is absolute, we do not ever discriminate, we 

would never say we wouldn’t buy that because of the content.’ 

(Ibid., 05.20) 

Lara Barry also agrees with JD’s theory that it is the library patrons who decide what does and 

does not stay on library shelves, when asked about the Tom Humphries book Booked: 

‘This book I think very much falls into the category of books that we would still have on our shelves 

but the truth is, people would be very...the interest would not be there for people to read spots 

journalism, so what would happen there is quite naturally, the book would dwindle out of favour, 

it would just end up being taken off our shelves.’ 

(Appendix 5, 08.53) 

Lara’s opinion on David Irving’s books is: 
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‘...David Irving himself is subject to critiques and there have been books written about David 

Irving and of course we have denial and his books are there so they can study them and see what 

exactly a Holocaust denier writes about. Again, he is a subject in himself. Are we not going have 

books about unpleasant people? Are we not going to stock books about Hitler or Mao Zedong or 

any of the dictators...it’s still important, these people exist and to read their work or else otherwise 

how can we...if we pretend that they are not there, how can we, how can we learn...not what to 

do.’ 

(Ibid. O7.44) 

LB, like JD sees the educational value of books written by authors with character flaws and her 

opinions would be consistent with the democratic ethos of the Irish Public Library system. 

Dermot Bolger also sees that it is the library borrowers that are the arbiter of whether authors who 

have committed moral and criminal transgressions, through the process of wearing out books that 

are unpopular. (Appendix 7, 29.44) He also says regarding Tom Humphries’ Booked: 

‘...I don’t think anyone is going to be corrupted by reading a Tom Humphries book about Italia 

‘90 or about golf or even about camogie. A lot of people will have opinions and will simply not, I 

mean I doubt very much if people put on Gary Glitter at Christmas parties any more...I think there 

is a natural self censorship that people do and I think the public are capable of making up their 

own mind and won’t read Tom Humphries because of who he is but I don’t think that is necessarily 

a librarian’s job.’ 

(Ibid. 12.57) 

 

3.2.3 Theme number three: The difference between the Irish Public Library system and those in 

America and Britain 
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Dermot Bolger: 

‘One of the great Dublin City librarians was Maureen O’Byrne who I knew vaguely, I worked 

under her and she arranged leave for me as a writer, when she became City Council librarian 

John Charles McQuaid was still in charge and would literally send clerical students out to 

Drumcondra Library and Charleville Mall library and other libraries and actually get new books 

and physically cross out words and Maureen O’Byrne confronted him and he denied it but it never 

happened again.’ 

(Appendix 7, 34.07) 

The third theme sees the participants hypothesizing why the Irish Public Library system, which as 

we have seen from the interviewees as a beacon of democracy is different from those of the USA 

and Britain. 

Jennifer Dunne sees racial discord in America as one reason (Appendix 3, 13.37) but admires the 

strength of the American Library Association and their steadfastness against censorship (Ibid., 

19.30) especially since they are under duress to censor books from pressure groups. (Ibid, 51.36). 

JD also sees the British library system in a state of managed decline: 

‘They seem to be more enthusiastic about banning them in Britain, they don’t have the ALA: 

they’re very strong whereas libraries in Britain are all staffed by volunteers or shut down so there 

isn’t a strong voice from librarians saying “you can’t do this”...’ (Ibid. 23.34)  

Clare Hogan also sees the British library service as being weak: 

‘I know in the UK, it hasn’t happened in Ireland yet, they have a lot of problems with religion...its 

more the liberal state thing and the libraries over there sometimes produce lists of what they will 

and will not stock, which I think is very dangerous because I think if you starting saying if you do 

this it becomes too black and white. No, it’s better if you go for we’ll stock everything, you may 
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find some of it offensive but has nothing to do with us but we’re withdrawing from library stock 

and library shelves...Yes. They are struggling with it, yes.’ 

(Appendix 4, 17.05) 

Lara Barry sees societal norms and traditions differing from country to country as the reason for 

the differing culture within library systems: 

‘For starters I think that one country or one society considers morally reprehensible, its not going 

to be the same as what one country or society considers, so if you want to take America as an 

example, America would have a reputation for being quite morally puritanical, so issues relating 

to sex are always going to be considered to be quite important when it comes to censorship in the 

States, as we all know, they have a long and awful history of racism that goes all the way back to 

slavery and they have their own issues to do with racism...’ 

(Appendix 5, 10.38) 

 

3.2.4 Theme number four: Librarians as the final arbiters of what should be on the library shelves 

Jennifer Dunne was emphatic that librarian should be the final arbiter of what should be contained 

in a library but also added that the public should buttress this position; librarians should always 

take heed from what the public wants. (Appendix 3, 43.50) JD also notes the importance of 

librarianship as a profession: 

‘I think that is a dangerous route to go down and I think whatever you think about librarians 

picking books at least librarians, most librarians are in touch with the public every single day, 

we’re seeing the books coming back, we’re chatting to borrowers at the desk, I think the further it 

gets away from the reader the more trouble that we are in...’ (Ibid, 43.05) 
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‘But I think librarians should be more educated, there isn’t a stream of education that will...for 

librarians, it’s like yourself if you are into books you’re reading but there is no way it can teach 

you the difference and library college doesn’t tell you the difference between a good book and a 

bad book or a well written book or a non well written book or a publisher you should look for like 

a...there’s books coming now that are just wikipedia articles, like there’s publishers that will 

charge you 25 euros on a book on a subject that under the sun and you buy it and you discover it 

is basically a book printed out of wikipedia you know. (Ibid. 46.14) 

Clare Hogan agrees with JD, that being a well read librarian is of great importance to the profession 

if librarians are to be the final arbiter of what should be contained in a library’s stock of items: 

‘I think in terms of selecting books it does matter, I mean the range of materials out there from 

fiction to non-fiction to children’s material, I think that it really helps if you have an interest in a 

certain area, I mean I have a real interest in cricket and I’m going to buy a lot of cricket books 

but that you have an overview of the whole publishing world, what’s going on and what’s 

working...it makes you informed about...as with anything in life if you know more, you are more 

informed in what you are doing.’ (Appendix 4, 15.10) 

Emma Kelly is worried that the profession of librarianship is being transformed from its traditional 

role: 

‘...or are we like Amazon? Just warehousing books? It feels more and more that we are Amazon 

and that we are just warehousing books. I can see a difference, a massive shift, can I say paradigm 

shift? From when I came in in the 90’s to where we are now. Because it seems to me that 

librarianship has altered and that maybe in the past people were the polymath and they had a little 

bit of understanding and knowledge in every area but where are we now? ...but back to your 

question, do we have an all singing all dancing Nietzschean style super librarian, an Uber 
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Librarian?...Do we not fill in purchase requests for the public that come in, are they not the ones 

who lead our collection policies, you know? It should be some sort of negotiation, it shouldn’t be 

someone dictating...’ 

(Appendix 6, 19.27) 
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Chapter 4:  Discussion 

4.1 The aims of the research: 

 Investigate whether the public library credo of uninhibited access to information and 

materials is an absolutist doctrine. 

 Explore whether the tropes of ‘separating the art from the artist’ and Roland Barthes’ 

‘The death of the author’ are valid arguments in the defence of retaining work of an 

author who has committed criminal or moral wrongdoings. 

 Discover whether a public librarian should be the final arbiter on questions of what 

should or should not be in a library’s collection. 

 Examine if the ideal of uninhibited access to information and materials causes internal 

contradictions within other library policies. 

 Explore whether there is a need for Irish public libraries to pre-empt any possible 

complaint, by determining a solution of what to do with authors who have a committed a 

criminal or moral wrongdoing whilst still allowing for the unfettered access to information 

and materials. 

 Examine if the censorship of work by an author who has committed criminal or moral 

wrongdoings could happen in Ireland 

4.1.1 Investigate whether the public library credo of uninhibited access to information and 

materials is an absolutist doctrine 

As discussed in 1.6.2, the literature regarding the uninhibited access to information and 

materials as an absolutist doctrine is the cornerstone and foundation of the public library system. 

The primary data collection during the research project bolstered the necessity in providing library 
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patrons with this right. All five of the research participants saw censorship as an anathema to the 

Irish Public library system. However, as seen above both Jennifer Dunne and Emma Kelly thought 

it was both disingenuous and naïve to think that no censorship occurred at all, though this form of 

censorship was one of personal taste and unconscious bias rather than censoring on broad 

ideological grounds. Clare Hogan stated that this unconscious bias was counter balanced by library 

borrowers requesting through the Inter Library Loan system and the purchase request system, 

books or items they want. 

 

4.1.2 Explore whether the tropes of ‘separating art from the artist’ and Roland Bathes’ ‘The death 

of the author’ are valid arguments in the defence of retaining work of an author who has committed 

criminal or moral wrongdoings. 

All participants agreed that the work had to be separate from the author. Dermot Bolger named 

numerous authors and poets who had ‘an unconventional home life’ from Arthur Koestler to WB 

Yeats and all feared that censoring the author on the basis of their criminal or moral transgressions 

would lead to libraries having empty shelves, leading to the libraries becoming very boring. Only 

Emma Kelly drew on the literary criticism of  Roland Barthes’ ‘The death of the author: 

‘So, this is more or less about the author’s belief and reflection of the artwork, so I would feel that 

none of these things should be censored, the reader negotiates the meaning like when you go to 

read a book you are bringing your own moral code, your terms of  reference, you are bringing 

your social mores and your social context and your life experience and all that to the book that 

you are reading. You may not be aware of these things because you’re just reading at face value, 

you may be aware of these things because you’re just reading at face value, you may be aware of 

those things and be happy to park them and you maybe be aware of those things as you read along 



  64 
 

   
 

but you have your own materials and resources and interpret them and create meaning with the 

text but I don’t think it is up to us to censor these books and the other thing is that if we were to 

apply that to everything about the author who has ever written a book sitting out there on the shelf 

and it could be that when I apply today’s moral code whatever the dominant ideology is, that we 

are left with very little out there...’  

(Appendix 6, 10.56) 

4.1.3 Discover whether a public librarian should be the final arbiter on questions of what should 

or should not be in a library’s collection 

Jennifer Dunne was definite in her appraisal that librarians should be the final arbiter in what 

should or should not be contained in a library’s stock, she also stated that librarians should be well 

read and educated in the curation of library stock. This theme was also expressed by Clare Hogan. 

Emma Kelly was worried that librarianship was being shed of its professionalism. Dermot Bolger 

and Lara Barry both agreed that librarians should be the final arbiters of what stock should be in a 

library, with DB stating that: 

‘Librarians by their nature are the final arbiters because a book can only be in a library if it is 

chosen by a librarian and purchased by a librarian so basically the opinions and the tastes of the 

librarian and also the sense of fairness of librarians in trying to provide for and understand what 

the public need to read and what the public needs in terms of non-fiction as well as in terms of 

travel guides, in terms of car manuals and all the other things...  

(Appendix 7, 30.42)  
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4.1.4 Examine if the ideal of uninhibited access to information and materials causes internal 

contradictions within other library policies 

Clare Hogan stated that: 

‘...there is a possible clash there, if somebody comes in and is offended, how welcome do they feel? 

But I think the welcoming and safe space is just about warmth and the accessibility and all of that. 

Safe again, doesn’t mean safe...you could open a book and be horrified about what’s in it, but I 

think it is very important that we put the message that libraries will hold the line, you might find 

something offensive but your neighbour sitting beside you might find something else offensive and 

we have to have tolerance for everyone’s perspective so we have to stand up for tolerance. Safety 

isn’t everyone huddling together with the same point of view, that’s a...a very questionable way to 

go.’ 

(Appendix 4, 21.03) 

 

4.1.5 Examine if the censorship of work by an author who has committed criminal or moral 

wrongdoings could happen in Ireland 

All participants thought this was most unlikely, with all participants vehemently opposed 

not only to this kind of censorship but opposed to any form of censorship. Jennifer Dunne, Clare 

Hogan and Lara Barry cited different sociological differences in Britain and the USA to Ireland in 

their analyses of the proposition. 
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4.2 Strengths and weaknesses of the research 

The main strength of the research was being able to do in-depth interviews with experts in 

the field. The range of participants, albeit small, was appropriate to depth of knowledge needed to 

answer such a complex research question. Their expertise in the field of librarianship is undoubted. 

The weaknesses of the research were the small number interviewees that took part in the 

research project. Ideally, there should have been at least three more participants, one more ideally 

from outside the field of librarianship. Asking people to go on the record with their thoughts on 

such a sensitive subject might have been off putting to some of the people I approached, especially 

since some of them work for the Irish Library Service. The result of having such a small pool of 

participants, perhaps lead to the homogenous nature of the answers. 

 

4.3 Conclusion 

The conclusion of the research project will try and link the results of the primary data 

research and the conceptual framework put in place by the literature review. 

 

4.3.1 Research Aim #1: Investigate whether the public library credo of uninhibited access to 

information and materials is an absolutist doctrine 

There is an undoubted correlation between the views of Asheim et al and the views of the 

participants of the research project. The doctrine of unfettered access of information and materials 
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is the cornerstone of all public library systems and where this is compromised, like in Britain, the 

library system goes into a decline that may be permanent. The reasons for the refusal to accept 

censorship in any form are many fold but it is the denial of access to the public of materials is 

undemocratic and an abomination against the ethos of the public library system. 

 

4.3.2 Research Aim #2: Explore whether the tropes of ‘separating the art from the artist’ and 

Roland Barthes’ ‘The death of the author’ are valid arguments in the defence of retaining work of 

an author who has committed criminal or moral wrongdoings. 

Little did the postmodern poets and the advocates of ‘New Criticism’ think that their 

doctrinaire and political vocabulary reading of poetry would reach lexicon of the masses. Their 

literary criticism has had the unintended consequence of informing people that it is de rigueur for 

everyone in contemporary society to separate the art from the artist. Perhaps they just expressed 

what everyone thought, that the separation of a work of art from the person who created it is the 

only way to enjoy art. That is certainly what the participants of the research project thought. 

 

4.3.3 Research Aim #3: Discover whether a public librarian should be the final arbiter on the 

question of what should and should not be in a library’s collection. 

The academic writings and the research participants are again at one on this; it is the 

librarian who upholds the last democratic space in modern society. Librarians are trained to curate 
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a library’s collection and if the unconscious bias of the librarian comes into play it is checked by 

the Inter Library Loan and purchase request system. 

 

4.3.4 Research Aim #4: Examine if the ideal of uninhibited access to information and materials 

causes internal contradictions within other library policies. 

The policy statements of public libraries are intended to give people the succor that the 

public library is a safe space to go, it also means that it is a space where one can think and read 

freely without any interference. 

 

4.3.5 Research Aim #5: Examine if the censorship of work by an author who has committed 

criminal or moral wrongdoings could happen in Ireland. 

From the literature about the history of censorship in Ireland from the foundation of the 

state,  the shadow of John Charles McQuaid looms large over any debate on censorship. No one 

in the country wants a return to the days when anything provocative or even mildly controversial 

was adjudicated by The Irish censors Board. The participants also found that there are major 

cultural and sociological differences between Ireland and countries like Britain and the USA. 

 

4.4 Recommendations 
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One could be working for an institution such as Dublin City Public Libraries for over ten 

years and one could be sent to do a master's degree in Information and Library Management at 

Dublin Business School and the first one learns about issues such as censorship is when one 

happens across a topic by chance for a research project dealing with censorship and by extension 

learns about Collection Management, Library Neutrality, Library Curation and so forth. 

Censorship, in the current climate where social movements such as #MeToo is almost always is in 

the news, is being sorely neglected and perhaps it is time that workers in the Irish Public Library 

System were educated in its fundamentals and its impact on the intellectual freedom that the Irish 

Public Library system so cherishes. 
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APPENDIX ONE 

DATA GATHERING INSTRUMENT AND PRE-TEST DATA GATHERING 

INSTUMENT 

 

The author is dead? Should public libraries censor books, films, music or any other work on 

account of the author’s criminal or moral transgressions? 

 

 

Interview questions. 

1.What is your relationship with the Irish Public Library system? 

 

2.   There is a consensus in academic writing and library policy statements that librarianship as a 

profession is opposed to censorship in any form. Do you think public libraries providing unfettered 

access to information and materials is an absolutist position? 

 

3. In 2016, Bill Cosby’s series of children’s books ‘Little Bill’ holds the distinction of being the 

first book(s) to banned in certain American libraries on account of the author’s behaviour rather 
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than the contents of the book. What is your opinion on censoring books on the basis of an author’s 

criminal or moral transgressions rather than the content of an item? 

 

4.The following items are available to borrow from Irish public libraries: 

Charlie and the Chocolate Factory by Roald Dahl. Virulent anti-Semite and racist Roald Dahl’s 

children’s novel where the scab labour employed by chocolate factory owner Willy Wonka, the 

Oompa-Loompas, are portrayed a sub-human slaves who are paid in left over chocolate.   

Goebbels: Mastermind of the Third Reich by David Irving.  Historian, crypto-Nazi and Holocaust 

denier David Irving argues that Adolf Hitler was a moderating force in the apparatus of the Nazi 

Party. 

Booked by Tom Humphries. Convicted pedophile Tom Humphries’ book of sport reportage which 

includes a chapter ‘Chicks with sticks’ where the author analyzes the world of juvenile camogie.  

The Betrayed by Lostprophets. Fourth studio album of the Welsh rock outfit, whose lead singer 

and lyricist, Ian Watkins is serving a 29 year sentence in HM Prison Rye Hill after being convicted 

for a string of child sexual offences including the attempted rape of a baby.  

Is there any basis for any of these items to be removed from public library shelves? 

 

5. Data from America indicates that complaints of racism in books is relatively low compared to 

other issues; is there a hierarchy of moral or criminal transgressions, whereby issues of sexual 

harassment and misconduct are graver than other issues such as racism? 
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6. In the milieu of art and literature, ‘separating the art from the artist’ is the usual rationalization 

used to excuse the immoral or criminal behaviour of an artist/author. Is there validity to this 

argument or is it a nostrum used to avoid questions raised over censorship? 

 

7. How important is ‘artistic merit’ in the selection and retention of books in public libraries? 

 

8. Should librarians be the final arbiter of what books are contained in a library? 

 

9. The days of the Legion of Mary and The Knights of Columbanus searching bookshops and 

libraries looking for ‘indecent’ materials to report to the Irish Censorship Board are dead on gone. 

However, does the rise of social movements such as #MeToo and other outside actors, add pressure 

on librarians to censor books? 
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Pre-Test Data Gathering Instrument 

 

The author is dead? Should public libraries censor books, films, music or any other work on 

account of the author’s criminal or moral transgressions? 

 

Interview questions. 

1.  There is a consensus in academic writing and library policy statements that librarianship as a 

profession is opposed to censorship in any form. Do you think public libraries providing unfettered 

access to information and materials is an absolutist position? 

 

2. In 2016, Bill Cosby’s series of children’s books ‘Little Bill’ holds the distinction of being the 

first book(s) to banned in certain American libraries on account of the author’s behaviour rather 

than the contents of the book. What is your opinion on censoring books on the basis of an author’s 

criminal or moral transgressions rather than the content of an item? 

 

3. The following items are available to borrow from Irish public libraries: 

Charlie and the Chocolate Factory by Roald Dahl. Virulent anti-Semite and racist Roald Dahl’s 

children’s novel where the scab labour employed by chocolate factory owner Willy Wonka, the 

Oompa-Loompas, are portrayed a sub-human slaves who are paid in left over chocolate.   
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Goebbels: Mastermind of the Third Reich by David Irving.  Historian, crypto-Nazi and Holocaust 

denier David Irving argues that Adolf Hitler was a moderating force in the apparatus of the Nazi 

Party. 

Booked by Tom Humphries. Convicted pedophile Tom Humphries’ book of sport reportage which 

includes a chapter ‘Chicks with sticks’ where the author analyzes the world of juvenile camogie.  

The Betrayed by Lostprophets. Fourth studio album of the Welsh rock outfit, whose lead singer 

and lyricist, Ian Watkins is serving a 29 year sentence in HM Prison Rye Hill after being convicted 

for a string of child sexual offences including the attempted rape of a baby.  

Is there any basis for any of these items to be removed from public library shelves or would that 

be censorship? 

 

4. Data from America indicates that complaints of racism in books is relatively low compared to 

other issues; is there a hierarchy of moral or criminal transgressions, whereby issues of sexual 

harassment and misconduct are graver than other issues such as racism? 

 

5. In the milieu of art and literature, ‘separating the art from the artist’ is the usual rationalization 

used to excuse the immoral or criminal behaviour of an artist/author. Is there validity to this 

argument or is it a nostrum used to avoid questions raised over censorship? 

 

6. How important is ‘artistic merit’ in the selection and retention of books in public libraries? 
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7. Should librarians be the final arbiter of what books are contained in a library? 

 

8. The days of the Legion of Mary and The Knights of Columbanus searching bookshops and 

libraries looking for ‘indecent’ materials to report to the Irish Censorship Board are dead on gone. 

However, does the rise of social movements such as #MeToo and other outside actors, add pressure 

on librarians to censor books? 
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APPENDIX 2 – CODES AND THEMES 

 

Initial codes:  

 DPP: Difference between Public and Prison Libraries 

 AP: Absolutist Position 

 CC: Censoring Character/Author 

 Ccelebs: Censoring Celebrities 

 ELS: Empty Library Shelves 

 DMP: Different Morality in the Past 

 Pi: Parental involvement 

 Pas: Problem author solution 

 IRV: Imbibing Racist Views 

 LET: Libraries as an exemplar of Truth 

 LC: Library Curation 

 LJ: Librarian Judgement 

 GHF: Genuine Historical Figure 

 CCM: Censorship Creates a Market 

 NS: Natural Selection of books 

 PMUOM: People Make Up their Own Minds 

 FC: Fashionable Censorship 

 IvU: Ireland versus USA 
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 IvB: Ireland versus Britain 

 SAFA: Separating Art From the Artist 

 CDS: Censorship Double Standards 

 AM: Artistic Merit 

 P: Popularity 

 DB: Depth and Breathe 

 LA: Librarian Autonomy 

 CM: Collection Management 

 BM: Book Market 

 BP: Book Publishers 

 RF: Reader Focused 

 C: Commerce 

 BS: Book Suppliers 

 CC: Covert Censorship 

 LRP: Librarians Relationship with Public 

 FA: Final Arbiter 

 LPC: Library Policy Censorship 

 PO: Public Opinion 

 DB: Dangerous Books 

 WRL: Well Read Librarians 

 LT: Librarian Training 

 DS: Democratic Spaces 

 HC: Historic Context 
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 RIB: Racism in Books 

 OA: Outside Actors 

 CRC: Censorship Regarding Content 

 CrL: Complaints regarding Language 

 CrR: Complaints regarding Religion 

 CrBB: Complaints regarding Baby Books 

 LN: Librarian Neutrality 

 Bob: Balance of books 

 CrA: Complaints regarding Authors 

 NLJC: Not Librarian’s Job to Censor 

 PCL: Practical constraints in Library 

 Bubs: Bottom-up book selection 

 WTDL: Where To Draw the Line 

 SoI: Source of Ideology 

 ILrE: Importance of Library regarding Education 

 BCB: Borrowers Censoring Books 

 CrS: Complaints regarding Sex 

 SS: Sex Sells  

 

Review of codes: 

Codes that were deemed extraneous to themes: 

 DPP: Difference between Public and Prisons Libraries 
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 IRV: Imbibing Racist Views 

 SS: Sex sells 

Codes that were amalgamated into other codes: 

 DMP: Different Morality in the Past; RIB: Racism in books, were amalgamated into: HC: 

Historical Context. 

 BS: Book Sellers; BM: Book Market; C: Commerce; PO: Public Opinion, were 

amalgamated into: OA, Outside Actors. 

 CrL: Complaints regarding Language; CrS: Complaints regarding Sex; CrR: Complaints 

regarding Religion; CrBB: Complaints regarding Baby Books, were amalgamated into LN: 

Library Neutrality 

Themes: 

Why Public Libraries will not countenance censorship. 

Codes: 

 AP: Absolutist Position 

 SAFA: Separating Art From the Artist 

 GHF: Genuine Historical Figure 

 HC: Historical Context 

 PMUOM: People Make Up their Own Mind 

 LPC: Library Policy Censorship 

 CRC: Censorship Regarding Content 

 CC: Censoring Content 
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 NLJC: Not Librarian’s Job to Censor 

 ELS: Empty Library Shelves 

 LET: Libraries as an Exemplar of Truth 

 CCM: Censorship Creates a Market 

 DS: Democratic Space      

 

Theme two: The solution to problem authors. 

Codes: 

 Pi: Parental involvement 

 NS: Natural Selection 

 FC: Fashionable censorship 

 DaB: Depth and Brea 

 PMUOUM: People Make UP their Own Mind 

 

Theme three: the difference between the Irish public library system and others 

 IvB: Ireland versus Britain 

 IvU: Ireland versus USA 

 

Theme four: should librarian’s be the final arbiter of what should be on the library shelves: 

 SoI: Source of Ideology 
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 LC: Library curation 

 DS: Democratic Space 

 WRL: Well Read Librarians 

 LT: Library Training 

 LN: Librarian Neutrality 

 LRP: Librarians relationship with the public 

 Bubs: Bottom up book selection 
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APPENDIX 3: INTERVIEW #3 

Dissertation Interview Transcription 

 Jennifer Dunne, Finglas Library 1/8/19. 

 

(00.00) Tom Burke: Yeah, eh...first dissertation interview with Jennifer Dunne on the first of 

August, it’s about 10 o’clock, she’s head librarian in Finglas library. 

Hi Jennifer. 

Jennifer Dunne: Hi. 

TB: Thanks for doing this, I know you’re very busy, eh, so can I just ask you first of all, is what 

your relationship is with the Irish Public Library system. 

JD: I’m senior librarian in Finglas library, so I’ve been here since October 2017, so it will be nearly 

2 years in October. 

TB: Ok, where were you before that? 

JD: I was 11 years working for the Irish Prison Service, in the Prison library Service, which was 

quite different from...  

(noise from outside the room, Jennifer goes to investigate, tells the person who is making noise to 

quieten down) 
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TB: Brilliant, OK, so listen, there is consensus in academic writing and policy statements, that 

librarianship as a profession is opposed to censorship in any form. Do you think public libraries 

providing unfettered access to information and materials is an absolutist position? 

(01.20) JD: I think it is a bit disingenuous to say that libraries don’t censor, I think they, depends 

on what you call it, a collection management is what you call it, or a selection, but to say , every 

library has to censor, no library has the space or any amount of money to buy every book that’s 

published, so every library makes a choice or librarian or every person who is buying a book makes 

the choice between this book or that book and whether or not they may know it, they, whether they 

have an unconscious bias or whether they or have an actual bias that they say they are not going 

to buy this book or it maybe just that this  type of book fits in with their collection that they have 

therefore we will continue to buy more of this type of book. 

T.B. Magic. OK. Question 3. In 2016, Bill Cosby’s series of children’s books ‘Little Bill’ holds 

the distiction of being the first books to be banned in certain American Libraries on account of the 

author’s behaviour rather than the contents of the book. What is your opinion on censoring books 

on the basis of the author’s criminal or moral transgressions rather than the contents of the book? 

(02.37) J.D. Eh, no, basically. I mean, if you take that as your starting point then you basically 

then you would have to go to every author in the library and you would have to go and ask do I 

agree morally with this person and you know, you’d end up getting rid of nearly all the 18th century 

novels and 19th century novels you’d have to get rid of every person with a dodgy home life or a, 

particularly going back many years you would have people with a different moral values to us, 

you know you’d have nothing left on your shelf, really and it would be a very boring library. I 

think you can’t decide that I don’t agree with first thing the person, particularly if has nothing to 

do with book itself, if the person has a criminal past and whatever and they promoting their 
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criminal lifestyle in the book, and then you’d think that maybe this isn’t a great book for us to 

have, but particularly if the book has nothing to do with now, you could probably make the 

argument that, if you were buying the book and you were possibly funding this person’s lifestyle 

or funding or giving them money, on the other hand, you know, I suppose famous people are 

possibly targeted unfairly, there might be some obscure author’s out there doing terrible things but 

we are buying the book without knowing about all the terrible things that they have done, so can’t 

just pick and choose, this person is a celebrity and they have been accused of something awful we 

can’t buy their books but these are the people we’ve never really heard of, they are also doing 

terrible things but either you don’t know or no one else is that bothered. 

TB: Well thank you brilliant. Right. The following items are available to borrow from the Irish 

Public Libraries, I don’t if you want to, maybe we’ll do them one at a time. OK ‘Charlie and the 

Chocolate Factory’ by Roald Dahl, Roald Dahl is an anti-Semite, so is that ok do you think? Are 

you going to censor Roald Dahl books because he was an anti-Semite? 

(05.03)JD: Well, I think if you have a book like that, parents should be involved in what their 

children should be reading, so if their parents decide that they are absolutely against Roald Dahl, 

don’t pick the book up, on the other hand if you are going to pick the book up, maybe, if there is 

something questionable or dodgy in the book that might prompt a discussion in your child about 

whether this is appropriate or this was a particular time when these views were held generally by 

people and we have moved on to a different society, it might then be a good thing to have 

controversial books like that, to open up a discussion between a parent and a child but I do think 

the parent might get more involved in what their children and often I know I read stuff like as a 

kid it just goes over your head, you don’t even  think of it, it’s not that you’re imbibing racist views 
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and then you become a racist, its not like its even on your radar when you are a small child, so I 

think there is a lot of hysteria about children’s books that is not really warranted.  

(6.10) TB. Ok how about ‘Goebbels, Mastermind of the Third Reich’ by David Irving. He’s a 

Holocaust denier, a crypto-Nazi, do you think his stuff should be available? 

(6.23) JD: Well, see, technically, you know, pure librarianship his stuff should absolutely be 

available, on the other hand, there is an argument that, for saying that possibly libraries in particular 

are, especially know when libraries are maybe looked on as a curated selection as opposed to, 

before the internet, I think there was a stronger argument by saying libraries should have weird 

and wacky things, now, the internet has muddied the waters by post-truth and the facts are not the 

facts, maybe libraries should be more...you know, a place where you can go for accurate 

information, so maybe that is in a kind of slightly censorship way, maybe libraries should be 

playing a role in having a role in curated books, for example, the ‘Healthy Ireland’ books, or the 

bibliotherapy books, they were medical books that were specifically curated by medical 

professionals, who looked through them and checked them, so that the facts were all correct and 

they were in line with best medical practice and therefore it was not up to librarians to use their 

own judgement. It was nice to get a medical collection with some sort of oversight, so here’s the 

best book on depression or here at least is a book that was at least looked over, if you want the 

wacky stuff as well we have it but it is nice to have a collection that you know the subject has been 

looked at, so you know the David Irving thing, as I said, I don’t think, technically you should have 

them but on the other hand, if people are looking at us as having a repository for books that I 

suppose a certain or true in a certain way, the problem with David irving, is that he.. They are not 

really facts, there are not facts to back up what he’s saying, what he’s saying is opinion, so if there 

were facts backing him up I would be happier to have it, otherwise, I’d be less happy to have that. 
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Slightly on the same subject, we were asked to, I’m not sure that you can really use this, in prisons 

we were asked for ‘Mein Kampf’ and we had a bit of a discussion about it and we put it in because 

number 1. it is a genuine historical document by a genuine historical figure (9.24), so whatever 

you may believe about what Hitler is saying he was a big figure, he wrote this book, it should be 

available, its not just... crazy, whatever you think about it, it has historical value and also the other 

thing about banning books, is that you also create a market for them so I do think books should be 

available, I wouldn’t be thrilled about putting david Irving books out on the shelf without some 

kind of a...you’d almost love to have something attached to it saying ‘take this with a pinch of salt, 

by all means read it but read other things, read around the subject, read another book as well, read 

other things, if that’s your only book, that’s the thing about libraries, sometimes sections can be 

really small and it can be your only book on the third reich, its not likely its your only book on the 

third reich but thats the problem, you need to have a very wide (10.28) view of what actually 

happened. 

TB: Ok its getting a bit murkier as we go along, ‘Booked’ by Tom Humphries. We know that he 

was convicted, a book of sport reportage, includes a chapter ‘Chicks with sticks’ where the author 

analyzes the world of juvenile camogie and we know the background of why Humphries was 

convicted. 

JD: No I have never read that chapter, have you read the chapter? 

TB: Eh, yeah. Well he’s not lurking around in bushes or anything. 

JD: So if you didn’t know... 

TB: So if you didn’t know you would say that it was fine... 
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JD: So I don’t know, if it’s not actually salacious then...again, a lot of people will know him and 

know what he’s done, so the chances are... there’s two things: the book won’t be borrowed because 

you’d be disgusted by him or (11.32) it will be borrowed by people who are just, you know, want 

it for salacious reading, to see if there was a hint or could we have known, that kind of thing, so 

you know...I wouln’t necessarily go around to all the libraries taking down copies. If it’s there, 

people should make up their own minds. 

TB: I borrowed all these items through ILLs by the way. The last one, eh, ugh, ‘The betrayed’ by 

the Lostprophets the lead singer Ian (12.14) is serving a 29 year sentence in prison for a string of 

child sexual offences. Whay about that then, its kinda... 

(12.27) JD: I think its same as the Tom humphries thing, again if you know about it they will be 

repelled and will want to borrow it and I suppose the thing about it is if you are buying it for a 

library you are... I presume he will be getting some of the money...he still gets the royalties but 

you know it’s a horrendous thing that he did, you know, maybe the whole album is about child 

abuse ‘isn’t this great, lets all do it’, yeah I would think it is same as the Tom humphries thing. 

(13.07) TB: Great, I know that was quite difficult to talk about. Question number 5, data from 

America says that complaints about racism in books is relatively small compared to other issues. 

Is there a hierarchy of criminal or moral transgressions where issues of  sexual harassment or 

misconduct are graver than other issues such as racism, now I know being a librarian is not your 

area but... have you any views yourself? 

(13.37) JD: Yeah, I think that there is a fashion in censorship that people would get upset about 50 

years ago, and it was something else 50 years before that, you know, this will all calm down but I 

think, well America has a particular problem about race it seems just by reading about it and stuff, 
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paticularly that they don’t see the amount of racism in their own society, it is very prevalent, we 

probably will have it coming down the line I suppose, because there was no racism in ireland 

because everyone in Ireland was white, then you look at Northern Ireland where everyone looks 

the same but they are still are finding ways to dicriminate against the other, its not like we’re better 

than America but I do think that at the moment the big hysteria is about sexual harrasment but it 

will move on, it will be something else, so I think I suppose there will always be a a racist thing 

about...a racist thing about children’s books, the sex thing is always going to be there there will 

always be a certain amount of … the innocence of children and that sort of stuff, so I think that 

will always be a thing but...racism is terrible but if people (15.06) don’t see...people just don’t see 

it. Things are in fashion or out of fashion, it’ll be something else, as I said it used to be all 

homosexual but now it’s been legalized, that doesn’t mean people are still open to it, you see it in 

Britain with all the schools and stuff, but I think it will move on and be something else. 

(15.35) TB: In the milieu of art, separating ‘the art from the artist’ is the normal rationalization of 

excusing the moral or criminal behaviour of an artist or author. Is there validity to this argument 

or is it a nostrum used to avoid questions over censorship. 

(15.51) JD: I kinda think there is a validity to it and again reverting back to books, I think you kind 

of have to, I suppose you don’t want art that is promoting a particular criminal way of life, I mean 

the question that came up a lot in prisons was, we felt that our functions as librarians was that the 

purpose behind the prison service was rehabilitation and that it is difficult to rehabilitate some if 

you’re constantly showing them example of I suppose people committing criminal behaviour, so 

I suppose we would have been more careful about the stuff we put in just because someone is in 

to, you know, reahabilitate someone who ran a drug empire you don’t want to put a lot of books 

in saying ‘Hey, this is great! This how to run a drug empire. This is what you should do. We felt 
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that we were happy I suppose that we (16.49) were never told told to censor anything...sometimes 

we would go to the authorities about a book, it might be a book on, I think there was a query on 

book on martial arts, you particular move where you might get someone in a headlock and some 

prison officers might pick it up and think that this is not really appropriate, teaching prisoners how 

to attack other prisoners. So they are the people that are on the front line, so people would have a 

problem with that and we would go to the governor and they’d say ‘Sure they know that sort of 

thing anyway. You are teaching new’. Then on the other hand the famously, I’m rambling now, 

Howard Marks says he got his first idea for his first drug organisation from a Wilbur Smith novel... 

(17.48) TB: Wilbur Smith? 

JD: Yeah, Wilbur Smith. Something about a boat. So when it comes to censorship, do you have 

read every single book? To see if it is going to teach something you don’t already know? So I think 

people are lot more censorious when it comes to stuff like films and that kind of thing, they think 

that books are too much work, to get something back from it, you know, read a 400 or 500 page 

book to find out, then fair play to you if you do find something out...the artistic thing...you know 

that guy Eric Gill?  

TB: No. 

(18.25) JD: I was saw a programme about it a while ago, he did sculptures...he definitely did 

paintings of his daughter who he was having a incestuous relationship with...in that case the 

paintings were of the actual crime, like they are essentially a representation of the crime, so some 

people are like saying ‘they are beautiful paintings’ but I think that might be an extreme example 

of...because you are nearly being a voyeur to what he did to his daughter. But I think apart from 

that sort of extreme example and again... 
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(19.28) TB: Sorry, so are Eric Gill’s paintings on display somewhere? 

JD: Probably in Britain maybe...I don’t know again there was good programe on a while ago with 

Victoria Coren did it, it was about dandyism, the dandy, and that particular...I think he was painting 

in the 30’s and 40’s in Britain I think and somehow it came into the context of the programme and 

she was absolutly this stuff should be destroyed and it was wrong and the curator of the museum 

was saying ‘Well you know it’s more nuanced than that, the paintings are beautiful’ do you need 

to know about the painting... if you just looked at it as a painting, its just a painting but if you know 

the story of the painting it turns into something else, so that it is more a difficulty in that art where 

you are implicated in the crime by becoming a voyeur in it. I did read something about, when we 

were in prisons we were looking at other libraries were doing in terms of censorship (20.42) and 

the American Library Association (ALA) are very open and very...quite militant about data 

protection and stuff like that but they said the only books that they ban were books that actively 

promoted paedohilia and that there are books that actually promote paedophilia and there is a book 

and we have it in the library... 

TB: What’s the book? 

(21.09) JD: Tampa 

TB: Tampa...and who’s the author? 

JD: I can’t think of the author but I have it at home...I meant to read it... 

TB: Does it really, or is it like ‘Lolita’ or something? 

(21.21) JD Well it’s, I think, it does...well I think its allowable because it’s a woman, again I think 

it’s a double standard, if it what a man writing the book then I think the man would be... 



  96 
 

   
 

TB: It probably wouldn’t have been published... 

JD: It was pretty notorious at the time, I think it kind of got away with it at the time because it was 

an older woman and a younger boy but if it had been the other way there would have been a lot 

more hype and serious issues and possibly the libraries wouldn’t have got it. 

TB: It’s like ‘Spanking the Monkey’ it’s a film by that lad David O. Russell...about a woman and 

her son 

(22.18) JD: I think I heard of it, so you know, why is it better if it’s a woman...so that was 

interesting from them that the only thing that they would not put in the libraries... 

TB: Well ‘Little Black Sambo’, they don’t like putting that out of the shelves, it’s a kinda 1920’s 

kid’s book with a golliwog... 

JD: Yeah, this was prisons specifically so that was the one they said they couldn’t put out, but 

British prisons, they would censor more, actually one particular Martina Cole book, I can’t 

remember the title that they refused to put it in, we had it in our prison library, none of us has read 

it but we weren’t fans of Martina Cole...I think it had to do with underage sex or rape or something 

in that British prisons found objectionable...but we had put it in because neither of us had read the 

book... 

TB: Well Chris Grayling the Justice Minister he banned quite a few books from the British prisons 

(23.34) JD: They seem to be more enthusiastic about banning them in Britain, they don’t have the 

ALA: they’re very strong whereas libraries in Britain all staffed by volunteers or shut down so 

there isn’t a strong voice from librarians saying ‘you can’t do this’...so other things... I 

suppose...personally I’d ban ‘The Secret’ from libraries because I think it is the greatest load of... 
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TB:...Mumbo Jumbo... 

(24.06) JD: Its not even mumbo jumbo, its...back to when the internet did not exist and there is 

much crap out there, I do think libraries should have, maybe a higher standard of...truth and ‘The 

Secret’ specifically tells you that ...on a particular page, eating food does not make you fat, thinking 

it makes you fat, makes you fat, so basically you can spend the rest of your life eating cream cakes 

and you will get thin if you are a nice strong minded person but all the people in Ethiopia who die 

in famines, well that’s just because they are weak minded and it definitely says the thing about the 

food, the implication from what they said was that food does not make you fat and it is all 

completely in your head and has nothing to do with the food which is ‘why are we putting this out 

there?’ it is clearly a lie it is actually anti-scientific, it’s a lie, and we have volumes and volumes 

and volumes of this stuff out there, that people are going mad for... 

TB: How did you come across this part of ‘The Secret’? 

(25.04) JD: It was one of the most in demand books in the prisons and it just shot up and we 

couldn’t keep it on the shelf, we were constantly buying it and constantly buying it, so one day I 

was cataloguing it and I thought I’d have a flick through it and I said what is this book and why 

are they so into it? They are so into it because it tells people that all you have to do is sit in your 

room and wish for things and it will happen. 

TB: Well it hasn’t happened for me. 

(25.36): And it’s very simple and you can see that for a lot of people in the regular world that also 

go for it as well, but you can see why it appeals to criminals because a lot of criminals, because 

they are criminals because they took the easy way, I won’t earn this money I’ll just break into 

someones’s house; I won’t but a car, I’ll steal someone else’s car, it’s the short cut, the easy way 
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and prisoners just buy into that, it is the easy way because you don’t have to do anything but you 

everything that you will want will come to you because everything in the universe...it’s kind of 

dangerous thinking, from my point of view, you should get up in the morning and work for it, like 

all the rest of us have to do, by all means do the lottery but it’s like you don’t even have to do the 

lottery, you can win the lottery without doing the lottery... 

TB: So you haven’t bothered watching the DVD? 

JD: Of ‘The Secret’? Is there a DVD? 

TB: Yeah, we’ve got two copies of it. OK, how important is artistic merit in the selection and 

retention of books in public libraries. 

(26.51) JD: Well, this is a particular bugbear of mine. Who decides what is artistic merit? ...You 

know how long is a piece of string? Artistic merit is ridiculous. I think people should be able to 

write they should be able to string a sentence together and again back to the internet, in the days 

of  self publishing there have been things that I have seen that tell they are self-published, someone 

has done a mock-up of a cover and you read through it and I kept a copy of it as an example, it 

looks like something that written in another language and put through google language, that’s how 

bad the English is and the person, English is there first language and they... so when it comes to 

that someone should be able to write a clear sentence, after that, all bets are off... 

TB: So it’s down to popularity then or is there a canon of books that you can’t really go near... 

(27.52) JD: Well I do think you should have the classics, you know I think they should always be 

available, we have a classics section here, people pick them up and they are available to read but 

this whole thing about...we get a lot of literary fiction... 
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TB: Middle-brow stuff, is it? 

(28.09) JD: Middle-brow to quite high-brow I would say and our borrowers aren’t interested you 

know? You are looking at all these books and you’re thinking this one will never go out it will just 

sit on the shelf, it’s stuff that hasn’t even been nominated for the Impac award but might be 

nominated but obviously we get the literary award stuff and I do believe we should have a wide 

range of books, you could fill the whole of the library with books tomorrow with James Patterson 

and it would be the most popular thing ever but we should have, you know a much, much wider 

range than we do... 

TB: Like Sci-fi I suppose 

(28.54): Well, people here don’t really read sci-fi and I try to push fantasy, horror, genre fiction 

but the artistic merit thing again, what I love is going to be a book you hate and you know from 

book clubs and stuff, there’s very rarely a concensus, there’s always one person who will either 

love it or hate and go again as a group, so I think as wide a range of a selection as possible with 

the caveat that at least the person should be able to reasonably be able to string a sentence together. 

TB: What some of input do you have on the selection of books that come in? 

(29.27) JD: Not as much as I’d want, I did try to, there is a working group so we are going to 

change it... 

TB: Are you on the working-group? 

JD: I run the working-group so I have tried, I suppose the thing I’ve noticed coming out of prisons 

is that, where I worked for 11 years, where we have 9 libraries and 8 of them were for men so it 

was a really interesting experience just buying for men, I’m mean you never in your library career 
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buy on just a gendered basis (30.00) it just never happens, so coming out here after prisons it was 

a real eye opener because the books are so female, ridiculously female, they seem to be...all of the 

stock, most of the stock seems to be aimed at middle aged women who have health issues and 

maybe mental health issues as well, so its cookery, its health and its women’s health and its self 

help which all seems to be aimed at women, there doesn’t seem to be packaged to appeal to men 

or appeal to...it seems to be an unconscious bias I would but if you have middle aged women 

buying books and don’t have...I don’t think they are interrogating themselves enough regarding 

what stuff they are buying and if the people in the branches and again it’s mostly women and the 

borrowers are mostly women and there is a trend in fiction at the moment where there is a domestic 

noir stuff is going on, its all women, its women writing and women characters (31.16) and its great, 

brilliant, fantastic but trying to find a book that would appeal to a man and you know, there is the 

whole other argument of women who read men’s books but men won’t read women’s books and 

that’s ridiculous and bullshit and I hate it but that is the case and it is the reality that we live in, 

there isn’t that kind of women living in a man’s world, you just have to get interested in men’s 

stuff just to be able to continue on … 

TB: You wouldn’t say that Ursuala le Guin is a women’s writer in terms of being a Chicklit book 

that men won’t read women’s books 

(32.09) JD: How many men read Ursuala le Guin books? No, I suppose she has a lot of cache now, 

I suppose people would know about her and I think she overcomes that but I mean I think 

particularly look at J.K Rowling, she didn’t put her name on the book, there is a reason why women 

and it is pretty much all women, not all women but author’s who take intials, I’d say about 90% 

of them are women and I actually did a book display for international women’s day about authors 
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with initials... or someone like Lionel Shriver, there is so many women who write under men’s 

names or initials... 

TB: I thought Lionel Shriver’s name was just Lionel... 

(32.57) JD: So, you know it’s an issue that is out there of...but on the other hand...a lot of the 

fiction you just can’t find...I’d be in a book warehouse just looking around trying to find a book 

that would appeal to a 25 year old criminal from a working class background usually and they 

were hard to get, very hard to get, I mean you have your Wilbur Smiths and the Michael Connellys 

of the world and John Connolly  and some books you find and they’d appeal, appeal to both but a 

lot of it would be a woman on her own in a house there would be...her husband is cheating on her 

or she thinks her husband is cheating on her nd her husband isn’t the person she thought he was 

and you’re thinking, well I wouln’t read it but they are aimed at a certain market and seems that 

that slice of the market is getting bigger and bigger and bigger and so is it just that men aren’t 

reading books or men are buying books are are more towards the non-fiction or the history but you 

know I think the women are the biggest readers of crime fiction and thrillers (34.22) so maybe the 

market is just responding to that and going they are ones reading it, they are ones buying it so let’s 

just target but it may come around a bit but it is difficult to find apart from Lee Child, I think the 

reason he is so popular is because tonnes and tonnes of women read him but some men can read 

them as well so there are not a lot of writers out there like him who write old fashioned, blokey, 

adventury type books, so I do think there is a gap in the market but also the fact we are not buying 

not buying craft books for men, I’ve ordered a ton of car books that never came in, I’ve ordered 

books on, what we tried to get to get books in the prisons: books on whittling, you know, guy’s 

stuff, that’s so traditional, that’s such a guy thing to do and I love it but (35.17) for love and money 

you can’t get them in the libraries, we have tried, that’s not what we...you have to go looking for 
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them, we don’t go looking for them, we just buy the obvious cookery book or the obvious mental 

health book or whatever. 

TB: Is the purchasing done by an outside actor, like they send it into Cabra and there you go, 

there’s your job lot. 

(35.39) JD: I would really love to know how the books are selected, I don’t know I mean I was, 

maybe this isn’t for publication, but I was, I did ask someone in Reader’s Services, I rang Reader’s 

Services and said ‘Please, can you stop sending us cookery books, we are up to our eyeballs’ and 

I was told that they only buy a small proportion of the cookery books that are published, and I was 

thinking that implies that it is the publishers that are dictating what we get, the publishers are 

publishing a 1,000 cookery therefore we must buy at least a 100 of them, that’s seem like a 

ridiculous way to, I mean, the publishers could publish a million cookery books a year but if the 

borrowers that want them and if the libraries don’t want them and they are not being borrowed 

then you should  not be buying any is what I would have thought. I absolutely think our book 

buying should be reader focused, we should be getting more feedback from our readers and it 

should be reader up towards reader services and not reader’s services or the publishers or suppliers 

telling us that this is really easy to get and they make it very easy to get and very difficult to get 

certain things, you really have to fight to get certain things or certain subjects or certain books, and 

Reader’s Services are really short staffed and maybe they don’t have the time or the staff to to get 

the unusual books or the craft books that are...I think its just easier to buy, you know a thousand 

cookery books a year. 

TB: And can you see a difference in the different local authorities with their selection or collection 

management is kind of...I know down in Cork they have a lot more music CDs and they are always 

giving out to us for not returning them... 
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(37.31) JD: Well, yeah, see my worry is the absolute...the LGMA...this whole thing about the 

National tender, was the worst, the absolute worst idea anyone ever had, I think if you are trying 

to kill bookselling in Ireland that’s what you do... 

TB: I don’t know what the national tender is 

JD: Is it used to be that every library authority had their own tender for book suppliers, so they had 

their own tender and had their own budget and they would put out their own tender and people 

would bid and they would get various different suppliers and I know we used to do Portlaoise 

prison for a while and I know that there...the council, Laois council, and the Laois libraries would 

get most of their stock from, I think it was a Easons or there was a book supplier in Portlaoise and 

they got a lot of their books from them, in the prisons we got, again we wrote the tender ourselves 

and we got a supplier called Brendan  Halligan called Open Book and they were our suppliers and 

as soon as the National tender came on stream which meant that there was one giant tender written 

for the whole of the country and all the money from all the authorities went into that, so I don’t 

even know what the entire figure of it was, so what happened was because it was such a giant pot 

of money it would factored in, that Bertram’s were sniffing around, I know they were already 

sniffing around prisons for a while, they are a massive British supplier, I mean they (39.08) are 

huge, they have eaten loads of the smaller suppliers so maybe there is only about 2 or three 

suppliers left in Britain, I think there used to be 100’s and 100’s and these companies are buying 

up smaller companies and they are bigger and bigger and bigger a bit like Amazon: massive 

conglomerates and they got our non-fiction tender, so Bertram’s are all buying all the non-fiction 

for libraries in Ireland and this is what happened, what 3 years ago now? And Brexit, they had 

already voted to leave and we have a British supplier and it all seems a bit ridiculous and 

personally, I think, I don’t know if this is legal or not but can you write a tender to exclude people 
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because I think there should be a premises or a warehouse that you can go to do stock buys, that is 

the best way to spend money but anyway (40.00)  

TB: Do you think there could be censorship coming from the actual publishers or booksellers? 

JD: It’s not censorship, its getting as much money as they can and it’s a massive, I don’t even 

know the logistics of how they...O’Mahony’s in Limerick got the tender for the fiction and we 

dealt with for a bit in prisons and they were a small enough operation and I honestly do not know 

how they’re running the entire country like all 26 counties, I just don’t know how they are doing 

it, so I think, going back to your original question about diversity in libraries, I think it is going to 

become, less and less and less, we are all buying from the same people so there is another supplier 

for Irish books, there‘s another supplier for, no I think Bertram’s got the tender for the irish books,  

O’Mahony’s got the fiction and then there is Alan Hannah’s got Irish and trade paperbacks and I 

think that’s it, that’s it, so every single library authority is buying from them and they have to buy 

from them. 

TB: So if they have a bias against Marxism or something, you might not get...you might just get 

Robert Service books... 

(41.26) JD: Now I’ve been told this is not happening but increasing I know in prisons that they 

were dealing with suppliers and they were saying: ‘Oh, we can pick the books for you, we can do 

you a whole lot of work and we can just choose the books, you just tell us the vague subjects that 

you want and we will pick them’ and we were like ‘No way is that going to happen, number 1, we 

are the prisons, we are weird we have have very specific borrowers with very specific things that 

they like and we knew after working with them for years what the kind kind of thing that they 

would leap on. The things that could go really, really well and the things that wouldn’t work, so 
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we have this experience that we have built up and we are not throwing that away so you guys can 

flog us whatever is left on your shelves, I think that is the market that is dictating rather than 

censorship. They sell what they can sell, but I definitely think that at certain point in prisons that 

there certainly could have been, the weirdest...the weirdest stock buy ever or a book supplier 

basically said ‘we have a thousand books that we don’t want, will you take them’ , I mean they 

were the craziest books you will have ever seen, I mean they were...you couldn’t even imagine the 

weirder library where someone was going to borrow, I mean possibly there is somewhere out in 

the world where someone would borrow...I mean you would pick these books up and you’d see 

the sticker from the supplier and you would go Ok that is the weird batch of books that came in. I 

think that is a dangerous route to go down and I think whatever you think about librarians picking 

books at least librarians, most librarians are in touch with the public every single day , we’re seeing 

the books come back we’re (43.05) chatting to borrowers at the desk, I think further it gets away 

from the reader the more in trouble that we are and as I said the national book tender was a disaster 

and it put our book supplier out of business immediately, so we had Open book in prisons and they 

went out of business as soon as that tender was announced and because they didn‘t get part of it, 

they all lost their jobs, it was a business that was in place for 30 years and it was gone immediately 

and it was all their workers were unemployed so I just think that it was a bad move. 

TB: So you touched on this in your last answer: Should librarians be the final arbiter of what books 

or items should be contained in a library? 

(43.50) JD: well, I think the final arbiter, in the end, we are but I absolutely think that should be 

getting an awful lot of what they are buying from the public or from society or like you know, 

things that are in the zeitgeist, things that are you know...respond to trends... 

TB: So a lot more books like ‘the Secret’ Jennifer... 
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JD: Well we have a lot of copies of ‘The Secret’, i wouldn’t take it out of stock, I recognise that 

people want this book so I wouldn’t be advising that we buy another tranche of copies but if that’s 

what people want...I mean I did buy, there is a book called ‘The real Secret: what to do when the 

universe does not give you what you want’, so I made sure like the David irving thing that we have 

a balance: we’ll have ‘The Secret’ but we will also have another thing that balances it out that says 

this stuff is a lot of rubbish but what you can do is these very constructive things that can improve 

your life that can actually genuinely work, so I do think that there has to be some sort of 

balance...you don’t want to be one of those people when a member of the public comes in and has 

a problem with the book and I must take that down because you disagree with it, you know having 

books or opinions doesn’t mean that...having an opinion is perfectly fine having, trying to claim 

that a fact is actually true is a whole different thing, so I do think librarians should be conscious of 

that but if its just that its an opinion that is different from yours than no, I think librarians should 

defend that kind of thing and say look we’ll have and try as much value in as we can, if we have a 

book that is saying ‘Trump is fantastic’ then we all should all a book saying he is a terrible person 

so librarians should be neutral but also experts on what is good to have in a library, if it is not 

quack science or telling you that you can cure your cancer by wearing a hat, we should be 

absolutely against that. That’s not an opinion that will do someone damage. (46.13) But I think 

librarians should be more educated, there isn’t a stream of education that will...for librarian’s, its 

like yourself if you are into books you’re into reading but there is no way it can teach you the 

difference and library college doesn’t tell you the difference  between a good and a bad book or a 

well written book or a non-well written book or a publisher you should look out for like a...there’s 

books coming now that are just wikipedia articles, like there’s publishers that will charge you 25 
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euros on a book on a subject under the sun and you buy it and you discover it is basically a book 

printed out of wikapedia, you know. 

TB: Well library school it’s how to make a Cv how to promote yourself. 

JD: Really. 

TB: Yeah it was all, there was a lot of techie stuff...there was very theory about books or... 

JD: Was there very little about books? 

TB: Zero 

JD: When I was doing it, it was Children’s literature and that was pretty much it. 

TB: No we didn’t have anything like that... 

JD: No children’s lit? 

TB: No, nothing like that, they don’t even want to be called librarians Any of the librarians giving 

the course were from the private sector and that‘s a different job 

JD: That’s a totally different job. 

TB: So, its all netwroking... 

JD: I think that this whole idea of...I think one of the biggest problems with public libraries is that 

we are embarrassed about the fact that we lend books, (48.04) I think that the advertising that we 

have is all’ We don’t just lend books, well there’s the books but there is all this other shiny stuff 

that we have’. Everytime I see that phrase that we seem to be embarrassed about the books we’re 

ashamed to lend books, its old fashioned and fuddy-duddy and its weird and its urghh and its just 

there and we’ll do other shiny things that much more fun and exciting. I’m just thinking, the books 
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are the only thing that we do that nobody else does, the only thing, like there are businesses that 

would kill for a unique selling point like, we have a unique selling point and we’re embarrassed 

about it and you know, we never talk about it at assemblies, it would drive me mad that we would 

never hear the word book, I mean you would go to an interview and the work book would never 

be mentioned, well I'm thinking that it is our core business and that its like ‘you are one of those 

weird librarians that reads, because you know the librarians that read because you can spot them 

and you go you are one of those that read. Most of them don’t, most people don‘t and they are 

quite happy that they don’t read or I read one book a year or I read the literary award winner or 

read the Booker prize winner. We should be much more...we should have at least 5 minutes in an 

interview talking about books. 

TB: Sorry, I’ve lost my questions, eh...no, sound...OK last question, eh...OK, The days of the 

Legion of Mary and the Knights of St. Columbanus in bookshops and libraries searching for 

indecent materials to report to The Irish Censor Board are dead and gone, however does the rise 

of social movements such as the #MeToo and other outside actors add pressure to librarians to 

censor books? 

(50.00) JD: Well, we certainly haven’t come across anything like that, and it comes back to my 

earlier question, my earlier thing about fashions, by all means I support #MeToo and stuff like that 

but in 20 years, it’ll be a quiz question: what was #MeToo or what was Black Lives Matter? Any 

of the big things at the moment will have moved on, and happily and joyfully we won’t have to 

think about it because you know, women won’t be discriminated against and black people won’t 

be discriminated against and it’ll gone and it will be history and ‘oh yeah, remember the days when 

people used to use the N-word, hopefully it will be past history and maybe it won’t but I do think 

you can predicate everything on a fashion, you can’t censor the children’s books here because of 
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the mention of ‘Gollywog’ or mention of, I don’t know, goblin’s with hooked noses and say this 

is secret anti-Semitism or whatever, you just can’t do that... 

TB: Or any TinTin books... 

JD: ‘TinTin in the Congo’...but you know people should be talking about it and a lot of the banned 

books back in the day and the were all like God! How was this even banned? If you’re banning 

books now how would it look in 20 years, the reasons were so lightweight... 

TB: So it’s a non-runner really, we’re not America... 

(51.36) JD: Well now in America, the ALA are very, very strong about certain things, I don’t know 

how they are about the racism thing and how they are tackling that but they seem very much anti-

censorship and government control and anti-external control and the borrowers should have 

everything they want at least that’s what I got from their website, I think it’s something to aspire 

to, but I do think that there should be a certain amount of expertise in libraries on books, I mean, 

actually there have been a few things that have come in, there was one that, its just a case of taking 

out the mad stuff, there was one book, its actually in the office at the moment, I kept it, about Irish 

history, it’s a self published book on Irish History and I’ve a friend who reads a lot of history and 

knows a lot about history and she’s pointing out that if you’re self publishing a book on history 

the chances are is that you couldn’t get a publisher because you have very odd opinions or odd 

factsand as I was looking through it it was all about how all the immigrants are destroying the 

country and it was kind of a mad rant, you know all the immigrants are...it was all really, really, 

really racist and also wrong, because a lot of the facts are...it never happened or that wasn’t...you 

know, very much a personal view, its like somebody who (53.06) was ranting down in the pub and 
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writing it all down and putting it into a book, which the libraries have then bought so I did kind of 

point it out and they withdrew it... 

TB: So was that specific book taken out of circulation? 

(53.21) JD: Yes, it was just mad ranting, but again we are presenting it as a history book, once it 

goes on the shelf, I suppose there is a certain, you know an imprimatur of, you know as soon as it 

goes on the shelf in a library and its got a number on it on the side and its got a date label on it, 

there is a certain amount of cache that attached to that that book, because if you’re buying it off 

the internet it should be buyer aware but if you’re borrowing it from a library I think maybe the 

public possibly assume that you’ve read it and I think sometimes the public think that we’ve read 

everything because they come and say ‘what’s this book like’ but sometimes I can fake it because 

I’ve read a lot of book reviews and I’ve heard its controversial and I’ve heard this and I’ve heard 

that but I do think that there is a..., you know that if a book is on a shelf in a library they assume 

that there has been passed by a committee or...therefore, is proper factual, its checks out, but it is 

no way the case that, maybe what we should really be doing is, instead of not buying these books 

or taking them off the shelf is having a giant signs up in every library going do not read everything 

you read, I actually have a sign out there saying reading ‘not everything on the internet is true’ 

(54.43)but you know is everything in the library true? You, know because if there are books like 

that being bought, then it is not the case, because we haven’t looked at every single book on the 

shelf, because I don’t know if there are any other books on the shelf with crazy opinions presented 

as facts out there, but someone could be forgiven for assuming that if you borrower something 

from a library then it must be true, or accurate in some way 

TB: So is that it? Brilliant Jennifer! (55.50) 
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APPENDIX 4 

Dissertation Interview Transcript #2 Clare Hogan, Drumcondra Library 

2/8/19, 10.30am 

 

(0.00) Tom Burke: Dissertation interview number 2 with Clare Hogan on the second of August, 

2019 at half 10. Hiya Clare, thanks for doing this. 

Clare Hogan: Hi Tom. 

TB: Can you tell me something about your career in Dublin City libraries or the Irish Public 

libraries system? 

CH: Well I started in the libraries down in Longford but I came to as a librarian in the mid-80's, 

worked for a while in Ballyfermot library and then became senior librarian there for a few years, 

then on to Ballymun library, both big, you know, branch libraries. Then I came into, what we used 

to call the Circulations Office which is now Reader’s Services, I worked there for about 8 years, 

then I worked in the literary award office, when I was in the Circulations Office I was actually 
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buying fiction, Irish published material, that was my responsibilities, then I went to work in the 

Literary awards Office for about 8 years. Fascinating! Very interesting. Then I became a Divisional 

Librarian and then for 10 years I was overseeing what was then Acquistions and Bibliographic 

services, I’m not sure what its called now, Reader’s Services now contains acquisitions and 

bibliographic services anyway, I was there for about 10 years that’s over the buying, selection over 

the materials. 

TB: And did you have any censorship issues, was there any complaints, or was there any 

retrospective... 

(1.38) CH: There were...what used to happen was we would get members of the public on 

complaining, this was where you would get the pressure. Intiailly, way back it always to do with 

language, bad language in books, you know, people objecting to this that or the other and...that 

was the main thing and later years it got a lot more sophisticated, people would get hot under the 

collar about religion or topics, one of the biggest ones was, I don’t know if you know about this 

but you probably don’t but when it comes to rearing children and breastfeeding and with these 

issues you can get people who are very polarised with these views, there is a series where you can 

help children get to sleep and one of them is called ‘Cry it out’, where you leave the child to cry, 

which some people actually see as being damaging to a child and other people just say ‘just do it’ 

and let the child cry and then they are sorted, you know? So we had a woman on complaining 

vociferously that we had books advocating this ‘cry it out’ technique that she said was actually all 

the psychology showed was damaging to children, ‘blahde, blah, blah, blah, you shouldn’t have 

it.’ Of course we were saying, we don’t advocate it, no book in the library is something that we 

are advocating, we are completely neutral on the contents of books. But she said, ‘you don’t have 

the other side of it’ and I said fine ‘give us a list of books that has the other side of it but we will 
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not remove the book that you are objecting to, because our objective is to have the full range of 

books, make it up to the reader and you can decide what you want to read or not read’ . And the 

other big one was Scientology books...there is actual organisation in Ireland that its reason for 

existing is to be anti-Scientology (3.44). The Scientology people donate their books to the libraries, 

to make sure they are available and we have no problem with that but this organisation took severe 

objection to the fact that we stocked these, but again we said to them because these people were 

saying that this organisation is brainwashing people and we don’t take a stance on that. It has 

nothing to do with us but if there are books that advocate the other perspective then that’s fine, we 

will stock them as well. That is our position on it, so that’s the kind of things that come up. 

TB: Was there anything specifically about an author’s behaviour? 

(4.21) CH: Never, never. 

TB. OK. So we’ll go on to the next question...OK, OK, so ...there is a consensus in academic 

writing and library policy statements that librarianship as a profession is opposed to censorship in 

any form. Do you think public libraries providing unfettered access to information and materials 

is an absolutist position? 

(4.50) CH: What do you mean as absolutist? 

TB: That you can’t have it one way or the other...its not nuanced, as in...either you have everything 

being available or you have a nuanced approach, which wouldn’t be absolutist, it would be relative. 

(5.13) CH: Like, I...The, the policy, the theory is you let everything in unless its banned by the 

state, its up to the state to censor things, after that its everything in but of course the issue is when 

you’re selecting materials, you can’t let everything in because you are constrained by shelfs, 

money, space, so...but I must say in Dublin City Libraries what we had was a policy that we were 
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buying, we were buying what was the most popular or the the one off things that aren’t being 

selected what we always used was the reserve section which was always heavily supported, so our 

policy with the reserves was if a book was available for buying we would always buy it if someone 

requests it, so there was a huge counterbalance in what we were selecting because there is so much 

material being selected by readers themselves, so in a way is absolute, we don’t ever discriminate, 

we would never say we wouldn’t buy that because of content. 

TB: And was it different from when you were in charge of Reader’s Services and when you were 

in the Circulations Office, because I suppose, Dublin city Public Libraries, it was kind of stand 

alone in a way, I know you were with Dublin Corporation for a while but now its sort of unified. 

Did you have more power over what was selected... 

CH: You mean since they’ve gone into the joint national cataloguing... 

TB: Yeah, that’s it 

CH: No I don’t think that has made any difference... 

TB: Grand, that’s perfect Clare. Thanks. OK. So...In 2016 Bill Cosby’s series of children’s books 

‘Little Bill’ holds the distinction of being the first books being banned in some American Libraries 

on account of the author’s behaviour rather than the contents of the books. What is your opinion 

on censoring books on the basis of the author’s criminal or moral transgressions, rather than the 

content of an item. 

(7.18) CH: Very dangerous territory, I would think that libraries would never go there; the work 

stands very differently from the writer, the author, I mean, it raises questions on where you draw 

the line, is a thief acceptable, is a murderer? I mean God help us. No, absolutely no.  
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TB: OK, brilliant. OK it gets a bit more sticky here...the following items are available to borrow 

from Irish Public Libraries...I got all these through the ILLs system, OK? I’ve got no opinion...eh, 

OK...’Charlie and the Chocolate Factory’ by Roald Dahl. Roald Dahl is a well known anti-Semite 

and racist. Have you any opinion on, you know, censoring Roald Dahl books because he was an 

anti-Semite? 

(8.10) CH: No, no, going back to the earlier point. 

TB: OK. ‘Goebbels. Master of the Third Reich’ by David Irving: A historian and crypto-Nazi and 

a holocaust denier... 

(8.27): CH: No, again. Stock it but stock all the other counterpoints. 

TB: OK, ‘Booked’ by Tom Humphries. OK, we know what he did, he’s got a book of sport 

reportage and it includes a chapter ‘Chicks with Sticks’ where he analyzes the world of juvenile 

camogie. 

(8.49) CH: No, we’d stock it. 

TB: OK. ‘The betrayed’ by The lostprophets is a CD, is available in Irish Public libraries, the lead 

singer, Ian Watkins is serving 29 years in prison for being convicted for a string of child sexual 

offences. 

(9.20) CH: We’d stock it.  

TB: OK. Next question. Data from America points to complaints about racism in books being 

relatively low compared to other issues. Is there a hierarchy of moral or criminal transgression 

whereby issues of sexual harassment and misconduct are graver than other issues such as racism. 
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(9.42) CH: It’s a very complex subject...I would think that in terms of racism,  the  prevailing 

thoughts might mean that people don’t see racism in the same way as people don’t see, 

say...misogyny, so they just accept it as the norm, its normalized so they don’t see it, when its 

names and brought out then people are much more conscious and aware which is why you get all 

that retrospective stuff, ‘Biggles’ was racist but no one could see it at the time, so is there a 

hierarchy? There probably is a hierarchy of about sensitivity to issues, like Catholic Ireland was 

very sensitive to any human touch or bad language as I said; it’s a very deep question that is very 

interesting, but it is about the whole sociological awareness that comes into the psyche. 

TB: In the milieu of art and literature, separating art from the artist is the usual rationalization used 

to excuse the immoral or criminal behaviour of an artist. Is there a validity to this argument or is 

it a nostrum used to avoid question posed over censorship? 

(11.11) CH: There is a very strong argument, I mean I’m fully in favour for the work standing 

alone from the person, I mean I’m often find from the biography of a person that they are the most 

obnoxious human being but if the work...the work is the work...it is separate. 

TB: OK. How important is ‘artistic merit’ in the selection and retention of books in public 

libraries? 

(11.44) CH: Artistic merit. I mean what does artistic merit mean? We buy everything, in the 

acquisitions policy we buy everything from the lightest of genres to the most serious of literary 

works, sometimes in people’s longevity of interest the things that have more literary merit possibly 

stay around longer, but that is a really subjective, qualitative question. I mean... 

TB: Can I just ask you, what was the process of...in the Circulations Office and then Reader’s 

Services... 
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CH: ...Selecting... 

TB...did you get a catalogue of books from the publishers? 

(12.38) CH: You get a list a every book published in...The UK publishes more books than America, 

so my figures would be really out of date but back in 2013 or something there was 150,000 titles 

published in the UK and if you think back to that time, Dublin Libraries were buying about 90,000 

volumes, that is multiple titles but when it comes to fiction you get a listing of every title published, 

so you’re looking to buy as widely as you can, across all sorts of genres, you know all the authors 

you know that will be popular, you are trying to keep an eye out for all sorts of new...our main 

focus would have been on all the new Irish writers. But you’re not really looking at the content, 

its more the reputation, how much publicity they are getting...that’s why the publicity departments 

of the publishing companies are pushing, pushing, pushing so that you know such-in-such is 

coming and then as I said you have people requesting things because they’ve seen advanced 

notification. It’s just extraordinary but you’re trying to keep it as large as you can, there’s obvious 

things you don’t buy coffee table books, you don’t but spiral bounding books, other than that you 

are trying to buy an enormous amount of books. 

TB: And what about reviews... 

CH: Oh yes you would read reviews all the time, whether its been on the radio or it’s the paper or 

whatever or blogs or anything, if people read the review they are going to want it, so you have to 

keep abreast of all of that. 

TB: OK. Should librarians be the final arbiter of what books are contained in a library? 
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(14:44) CH: Well this goes back to my point that we always had a balance between librarian 

selection and readers selection because readers by putting in requests are in effect are...those books 

are ending up in the library’s stock. 

TB: And can I ask a question? I’ve seen the books you borrow yourself, you obviously read a lot, 

do you think that’s important for librarians to read or does it really matter? 

(15.10) CH: I think in terms of selecting books it does matter, I mean the range of materials out 

there from fiction to non-fiction to children’s material, I think it is really helps if you have an 

interest in the area when you are selecting from...especially if you have an interest in a certain area, 

I mean I have a real interest in cricket I’m going to buy a lot of cricket books but that you have an 

overview of the whole publishing world, what’s going on and what’s working...it makes you more 

informed about...as with anything in life if you know more you are more informed in what you are 

doing. 

TB: And were you autonomous in your job, I mean could you do what you liked, well up to a 

certain point, could you do what you want. Did you have Deirdre Ellis-King saying ‘Clare, I 

think...’ 

(16.04) CH: Never! Absolutely never, no. There was lots, even going back to your earlier question 

about censorship, the thing that caused the most difficulty at branch level was, the actual staff at 

branch level was graphic novels, because they are graphic but the policy was don’t get 

confrontational with people but take the softly approach...because they are visual, it can be quite 

stark and then you have the teenagers who think this is the best thing they have ever seen but are 

policy would not try to stop them but manage them... 
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TB: So there was no outside interference when you were in Reader’s Services and the Circulations 

Office? There was no representations from TDs... 

(17.05) CH: No, never. I think those days are gone, I think TDs would probably be very wary of 

being seen to...enter such a fray such as that. I know in the UK, it hasn’t happened in Ireland yet, 

they have a lot of problems with religion...maybe Islam versus Christianity, Islamic people feeling 

very offended by liberalism, it‘s not really Islam versus Christianity, I withdraw that, its more the 

liberal state thing and the libraries over there sometimes produce lists of what they will and won’t 

stock, which I think is very dangerous because I think if you starting saying if you do this it 

becomes too black and white. No its better if you go for we’ll stock everything, you may find some 

of it offensive but that has nothing to do with us but we’re withdrawing it from library stock and 

library shelves. 

TB: So a library in East London might not stock ‘The Satanic Verses’ because of the sensitivity in 

the area/ 

(18.16) CH: Yes. They are struggling with it, yes.  

TB: But you were never under duress in your job? 

CH: No.  

TB: OK, so last question Clare: The days of the Legion of Mary and the Knights of St. Columbanus 

searching bookshops and libraries looking for indecent materials to report the Irish Censorship 

board are dead and gone, however does the rise of social movements such as #MeToo and other 

outside actors add pressure to librarians to censor books?  
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(18.49) CH: They may in a sense that they raise the issues or coming, you know and complaining 

about things but I think its up to the librarian to always hold the line...’no we’re not withdrawing 

that’, we’re the gateway, the neutral, we’re holding all the political, all the...whole spectrum of 

human information, I think we have hold that line quite strongly... 

TB: ...and where did you learn this ethos Clare? When you started in the libraries or in library 

school did they teach you this, or is this just a thing you always believed in or is this just... 

(19.35) CH: That’s a very good question, I would imagine that...I don’t remember it being covered 

in library school, but we must have covered it a bit but of course it is written up quite a lot in 

library literature because I read lots about it because I wrote the policy document for Dublin City 

libraries because I tried to formulate the theory but that was quite late in my career, before that I 

was living off that philosophy, so I would imagine that it must be done in library school... 

TB: ...well I learnt nothing about it at all... 

CH: Well that’s very interesting...but that idea that the library is neutral ground for all, to hold 

information on anything must be spelt out somewhere, that’s very surprising. 

TB: And would it cause some sort of internal conflict when you are saying it’s a neutral 

space...you’re the gateway for materials to come into the library, it has nothing to do with you, you 

can’t presuppose what people borrow, is there not other library policies about... the library is 

supposed to be welcoming to all and a safe space and stuff like that... 

(21.03) CH: Well the welcoming to all...I can see what you’re trying to say there, there is a possible 

clash there, if somebody comes in and is offended, how welcome do they feel? But I think the 

welcoming and safe space is just about warmth and the accessibility and all of that. Safe again, 

doesn’t mean safe...you could open a book and be horrified about what’s in it, but I think it is very 
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important that we put the message that libraries will hold the line, you might find something 

offensive but your neighbour sitting beside you might find something else offensive and we have 

to have tolerance for everyone’s perspective so we have to stand up for tolerance. Safety isn’t 

everyone huddling together with the same point of view, that’s a...a very questionable way to go. 

TB: Clare that’s it, thank you very much, that was fantastic! (22.05)      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX 5 

Dissertation interview #3. Lara Barry Phibsboro Library: 12/08/19. 10.10am 

  

(0.00)Tom Burke: OK, third dissertation interview with Lara Barry in Phibsboro library, it’s about 

10.10 on the 12th of August. Hi Lara, thanks a million for doing this. Listen can you tell me about 

your relationship with Dublin City Public Libraries, what have you been doing the last few years. 

Lara Barry: OK, I started working with Dublin City Libraries in, I think 2007 and when I had just 

graduated the recession had just about to hit so I came in as a Library Assistant and I spent a couple 
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of years working on relief and for a long time there was an embargo on staff recruitment and I 

worked as a library assistant for many years and then about two years ago the embargo stopped so 

I was promoted to senior library assistant and I worked out in Ballyfermot and Charleville Mall 

and I was promoted to librarian this year and I’ve been working in Phibsboro library since then. I 

love working for Dublin City libraries, I love working in the Public Library Service, I love the 

variety of it, you could be working in any part of the city, I’ve worked in some of the poorest parts 

of the city and then I worked in a lot more mixed areas of the city and each area has different 

challenges, different opportunities and I think it is a fantastic job, I see the job of the public libraries 

as a very much as promoting literacy, promoting learning… a space anyone can go to at any stage 

of their lives and we have something to offer them. 

TB: OK, fantastic. Have you ever had any issues with censorship, complaints specifically about 

the author rather than their work? 

(01.50) LB: I have never had complaints about an author in terms of their moral behaviour or their 

criminal behaviour, I have had complaints, strangely enough about children’s books, where parents 

were worried that the…Jacqueline Wilson in particular where the parents were worried about the 

issues Jacqueline Wilson tackles in her books or novels are too adult for children to cope 

with…Jacqueline Wilson of course often deals with children who are in care, whose parents have 

divorced or are going through a hard time in their lives. My response to that is always that 

Jacqueline Wilson always deals with in a sensitive way and because they are children’s books, 

there is always a happy ending, which you know is very important for children. I don’t believe in 

censoring children’s books in any shape or form and I don’t believe that children are not able to 

deal with, you know, reading about difficult things because difficult things happen to everyone 

and they will all be familiar with, if not themselves but other kids who might going through 
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something similar. So I am always very reluctant to say to parents: ‘Oh you know, you shouldn’t 

let your child read this book or shouldn’t let them read that book, I think children should be allowed 

to read what they want but parents should be there to maybe…to talk about stuff, if stuff comes up 

in books. I’ve never had complaints about authors in regards to the moral conduct of the author. 

TB: Fantastic. OK, alright: there is a consensus in academic writing and library policy statement 

saying that librarianship as a profession is opposed to censorship in any form. Do you think public 

libraries providing unfettered access to information and materials is an absolutist position? 

(3.40) LB: I am quite unsure about this question, obviously the library profession is opposed to 

censorship and I think that this is true across the board. I think a censored library would be a more 

absolutist library than one that is uncensored. We are not telling people what to read, people have 

a choice about what they want to pick up and what they want to bring home. I may not like every 

book that are on the shelves of my library but that’s not my job, my job is not to provide books 

that I want or that I would read, it is to try and give a kind of smattering of books across the 

spectrum and hopefully there is something for them when they come through the door. 

TB: Magic, thank you. In 2016, Bill Cosby’s series of children’s books ‘Little Bill’ holds the 

distinction of being the first book to be banned in certain American libraries on account of the 

author’s behaviour rather than the contents of the book. What is your opinion on censoring books 

on the basis of an author’s moral or criminal transgressions rather than the content of an item?  

(04.47) LB: I don’t agree, I don’t agree with censoring a book on the basis of what the author has 

done. I think the book should be judged on merit, I think an author who has committed a criminal 

act should face criminal proceedings and I don’t think the library is the place to carry out that witch 

hunt, but what I do think happens is that an author such as Bill Cosby…what happens in reality 
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that people no longer want to read their work, as, as a result of what the crimes they have 

committed. So what I think happens then is that the author actually goes down and then I think 

that libraries will either wear out their stock because they are not moving or they won’t buy them 

in again, so I don’t think its our job to censor them to begin with but I think eventually their 

popularity dwindles eventually so we end up not having them on the shelf. 

TB: OK, brilliant. The following items are available to borrow from the Irish public system…I’m 

not trying to being prurient here or anything Lara, I just wanted some examples and I got all these 

items from the Inter Library loan system…so, OK…’Charlie and the Chocolate Factory’ by Roald 

Dahl. He was an anti-Semite and he’s rascist, so is it Ok to censor his work because he’s an anti-

Semite? 

(6.29) LB: Eh, I thought this was a very OTT description of ‘Charlie and the chocolate factory’ to 

begin with. ‘Charlie and the chocolate factory’ is a children’s book, its complete fantasy, you know 

I would never take a Roald Dahl book off the shelf, I don’t think its job is to depict reality, that’s 

not the job of a children’s writer, I don’t think it is a racist book…the Oompa-Loompas are just 

another figment of Dahl’s imagination and I suspect that he put them in because he wanted to keep 

the chocolate factory free from what we would identify as sort of humans if you like, he could 

have put animals in there or he could have made up fairies or he could have put in anything but I 

think the idea was to make it as fantastical as possible, so I think there is no problem having 

‘Charlie and the Chocolate Factory’ on the shelf. 

TB: Cool, OK. So, ‘Goebbels, mastermind of the Third Reich’ by David Irving. Historian, crypto-

Nazi and Holocaust denier. He argues Adolf Hitler was a moderating influence on the Nazi Party. 

Is OK to censor that. 
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(07.44) LB: No its not OK. Again, David Irving himself is subject to critques and there have been 

books written about David Irving and of course we have denial and his books are there so they can 

study them and see what exactly a holocaust denier writes about. Again, he is a subject in himself. 

Are we not going have about unpleasant people? Are we not going to stock books about Hitler or 

Mao Zedong or any of the dictators…it’s still important that these people exist and to read their 

work or else otherwise how can we…if we pretend that they are not there, how can we, how can 

we learn…not what to do. 

TB: OK, alright. ‘Booked’ by Tom Humphries, we can know what he was convicted of…it’s a 

book of sport reportage including a chapter ‘Chicks with sticks’ where the author analyses the 

world of juvenile camogie. 

(08.53) LB: This book I think very much falls into the category of books that we would still have 

on our shelves but the truth is,  people would be very…the interest would not be there for people 

to read his sport’s journalism, so what would happen there is quite naturally, the book would 

dwindle in favour, it would just end up being taken off our shelves.  

TB: OK, great. ‘The betrayed’ by Lostprophets, it’s a CD…OK, the lead singer and lyricist Ian 

Watkins is serving a 29 year prison sentence in HMP Rye Hill after being convicted for a string of 

sexual offences against children. Is there a basis for removing that from the shelf? 

(09.36) LB: Again, he’s a singer, he’s in a band, you know he’s a committed an appalling crime 

and he’s in prison. Is a person a bad person for liking the music of that band? No. So I would 

always separate the work from the person who has created the work. Also the fact he is also in a 

band, no one in the band has been convicted of anything, so why should they all fall under the 
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same sort of, tarnish as the, the lead singer? So, no I would not take it off the shelf, I would always 

consider the crime separate from the work. 

TB: OK, great. Data from America suggests that complaints of racism in books is relatively low 

compared to other issues. Is there a hierarchy of moral or criminal transgressions whereby issues 

of sexual harassment and misconduct are considered as more serious than issues of racism? 

(10.38) LB: That is quite a difficult question for several reasons. For starters I think that what one 

country or one society considers morally reprehensible, it is not going to be the same as what 

another country or society considers, so if you want to take America as an example, America would 

have a reputation for being quite morally puritanical, so issues relating to sex are always going to 

be considered to be quite important when it comes to censorship in the States, as we all know, they 

have a long and awful history of racism that goes all the way back to slavery and they have their 

own issues to do with racism and the second part of that question is: who’s making the complaints, 

who’s making the complaints about the books, do the black community in America read the books 

by which the complaints are made about, maybe they don’t, so maybe that’s why there are not so 

many complaints about racism because they choose not to read about certain writers. I would also 

say that in the past, the issues of sexual misconduct and harassment were not even considered an 

issue, so if you go back the 40’s, 50’s and 60’s, you know, there would have been no issue about 

sexism in books or in society because it was not considered a crime, so the #MeToo movement 

has of course changed, changed that you know, forever. The goalposts have shifted but again, we 

are going to have books on the shelves that the characters are sexist, they are going to be racist, 

maybe the writers are sexist or racist or really morally reprehensible. If I was to go through the 

novels on our shelves, I sure that at least 20% of them would have characters in them that are 

deeply unpleasant and I can think of things like ‘American Psycho’ which I have read but which I 
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would never want to read again. Do we take them off as well? They depict really unpleasant 

characters but they’re just a story. So anyway, I think it’s a really complicated question and I think 

that the hierarchy of moral or criminal transgressions will depend on the society that you are living 

in. 

TB: Very good. You don’t like Patrick Bateman then from ‘American Psycho’ then? The films 

good!  

LB: No I couldn’t watch the film. 

TB: Yeah, a woman directed it, its very good.  

LB: Its very misogynist! 

TB: OK number 6: in the milieu of art and literature, separating art of the artist is the usual 

rationalization used to excuse the immoral or criminal behaviour of an artist or author. Is there 

validity to this argument is it a nostrum used to avoid question raised over censorship?  

(13.43) LB: I don’t think you are ever excusing the moral or criminal behaviour of an artist or an 

author you are not condoning what they do but I think the place to deal with criminal crimes is in 

the criminal courts not in a public library so, yes I think the work should always be separate from 

the author. 

TB: Do you think there is a line that public libraries have to hold when it comes to stuff like this? 

LB: Absolutely. We have a history in Ireland of censorship, so you know we went through a dark 

period where every second book was you know taken off the shelfs because they were deemed 

immoral and we never want to go back to those days and I think we should be treat people as adults 
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and people should be able to make up their own mind and its not my job as a librarian to make up 

their mind for them. 

TB: Deadly, OK. Right, question 7: how important is artistic merit in the selection and retention 

of books in public libraries? 

(14.47) LB: I think its very subjective. Artistic merit; what I consider to be, you know, a great 

book, is not going to be same as one of my colleagues, its not going to be the same as…its going 

to differ from person to person. I think a public library plays a very different role to say, an 

academic library. In an academic library, books are judged much more on their academic or on 

their artistic merit. In a public library, what we’re really trying to do is to provide a little bit of 

everything for everyone. So while some books will be chosen because they’ve won awards or 

because they are considered classics, sometimes we will ordering books because they are really 

popular because we know that’s what people want to read and it’s our job also to give people what 

they want but then on the other hand, we also want to maintain a small selection of stock that 

would fall into the classic category, so that we always have a small selection of you know, eh…I 

suppose classic literature or classic biographies or general information because you have to balance 

the two all the time but it’s a different job from an academic library, so we are never going to be 

as highbrow as Trinity College Dublin, you know, that’s not what we are aiming for.  

TB: There’s a school of thought that says public librarians are gatekeepers for information and 

materials, so that would kind of… 

(16.23) LB: Yes, I would agree with that, if someone comes in and wants to learn more, they want 

to educate themselves, then I hope they would be able to find some on my shelves that, you know 

further them down that journey then if I can’t get it here, I can get it somewhere else for them. It’s 
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not my job to censor what they read or to make it too intimidating for them or make it too highbrow 

or they will feel daunted coming through those doors of the library.  

TB: Do you think there might be some sort of internal contradiction that you provide access to all 

materials but there is also some sort of a…you know libraries are supposed to be a safe space, 

everyone can come in but someone might find something offensive, is there a kind of a 

contradiction there or… 

(17.18) LB: But people will always find something offensive, Phibsboro library is an older library 

and it would have a very large range of people who come in, it could range from new families to 

maybe students who are studying to local business people who are getting a few novels for their 

holidays to the older generation who would have been coming here for maybe for 50, 60 years, the 

older generation often don’t want any change, they feel its there own personal library so they also 

have a say on what’s kept on the shelfs and what’s not kept on the shelves. At the end of the day, 

it’s the librarians job to keep it current to try and keep what the majority of people want on the 

shelves. I don’t think its my job to make sure people won’t be offended by what they read, if they 

don’t want to read it, they don’t have to read it. 

TB: Fantastic. OK. Should librarians be the final arbiters of what is contained in a library. 

(18.25) LB: Yes, I think so, that’s their job, if the librarian is not the custodian of their library, then 

who is? Now having said that, we work for a large city council, a lot of books are centrally ordered, 

so I suppose the days when librarians had full control of what went on their shelves are probably 

gone, we can choose what fiction we want on our shelves but we necessarily choose what non-

fiction is ordered in for us. We can give guidelines and we can give suggestions but ultimately the 

decisions are now being made somewhere else for us.  
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TB: So if you get a rake of cookery books and you think you’ve had enough can you ring up 

Reader’s Services and say: ‘Please don’t send us anymore cookery books?’. 

(19.16) LB: Yes and I would try and keep a good relationship with Reader’s Services and you 

could maybe give them a ring and say ‘Listen, we have lots of this subject but we’re really low on 

this subject, could you order in some of the following for us’ and they will. 

TB: And have you any idea of how Reader’s Services works? How do they choose the books?  

LB: I think that they look by topic and I think certain libraries would be associated with certain 

specialities, so for example Charleville Mall has long been True Crime and kind of religion, angel 

therapy, those sort of things, they’ve always been really, really popular there. Certain areas would 

be considered more literary than others, more highbrow books would be ordered in for there. The 

question then is of course are you then already Pidgeon holing communities by say this community 

is only going to read this whilst here on the southside they maybe more inclined to read this. I 

think they have a very difficult job and I would prefer to see more autonomy back in the hands of 

the libraries… 

TB: You have autonomy over the fiction. 

(20.30) LB: We have autonomy over the fiction, we do choose that ourselves. 

TB: Terrific, OK. Last question. The days of the Legion of Mary and the Knights of St. 

Columbanus searching bookshops and libraries for indecent materials to report to the Irish Censors 

Board are dead gone, However does the rise of social movements such as #MeToo and other 

outside actors add pressure to Librarians to censor books? 
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(21.03) LB: I don’t think so, I think librarians are, as a group, loath to censor books in any form 

but what I do think it has made it us more aware of, you know, things we should have in stock, 

books that tell the story of these movements and to have more political books on our shelves, that 

we are providing a picture of a moment in time, that this this the moment we are living now, so it 

is important that we have the books to reflect that but I don’t think we need to take off books that 

show examples of misogyny or sexual harassment because it is there and to pretend that it is not 

there is just as bad as…you are looking for balance in your stock 

TB: Is that it? Fantastic Lara! Thanks a million for that, I know you are taking a lot of time out 

from your busy schedule. 

LB: You’re welcome, Tom. (22.58) 

 

 

 

 

APPENDIX 6 

Dissertation Interview #4 Emma Kelly Drumcondra Library 13/8/19 

  

(0.00) 

Tom Burke: Dissertation interview number 4, 13th of August, its 12.02 with Emma Kelly in 

Drumcondra Library. Hi Emma, thanks for taking out to do the interview, I know you’re very, 
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very busy. OK. So first of all can you tell me about your relationship with Dublin City Public 

Libraries? 

(0.21) Emma Kelly: I started in Dublin City Public Libraries (DCPL) in 11 years ago, prior to that 

I worked in different government organisations. I’ve worked in specialist libraries and academic 

libraries and public libraries, I came back to DCPL because I’m all about the ‘3 Castles’. 

TB: That’s great Emma, and eh, the footfall in Drumcondra has gone up dramatically since you 

started. Is there any particular reason behind that, did do anything special or… 

(0.49) EK: So…when we came in, you would have been here a year, so there was 35,000 footfall 

and the issues would have been below that, so we weren’t 1 to 1 footfall to issue ratio but we are 

that now, so its gone up, I don’t have the statistics, I can give you the annual report, but, yeah in 

10 years we have more or less doubled, part of that is down the access works, the infrastructure of 

the library we had had an upgrade because of the access works funding so it was more accessible, 

also I would have made some strategic decisions on what was happening here when I arrived, so 

although we had a good amount of class visits I would have increased the class visits I dropped 

the book clubs because they were a huge drain on staff resources and I felt that we only reaching 

about 10 people and I changed to a library facilitated book clubs rather than a library organised 

book club to put resources into class visits. I also increased events for both junior and adult because 

prior to that there was a philosophy that it was a too small a branch for those events, so our events 

would have gone up along with attendees at events along with events both in its marketing I guess 

and the actual attending events and then word of mouth in the community. So the push was to try 

and get children in so we now have an issue of I think 57% is in the Junior section so that would 

have been much higher than in most branches and it would also, traditionally in this branch 60:40 
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adult issues, so now we’re turning the other way, so it was all about encouraging children into the 

library. 

TB: Brilliant. So, since you’ve been here have you had any issues with censorship as in, a member 

of the public coming in, complaining about a book, specifically about an author and what they 

might or might not have done in terms of criminal or moral transgressions. 

(02.58) EK: I have had issues with censorship in the branch but not in relation to the actual author 

and their morality but more to do with the content of the book and any of the times I’ve had to 

maybe justify and give reasons why something is where it is, it usually has to do with the Young 

Adult (YA) section, so Jacqueline Wilson was a cause of grief here with a particular member of 

the community who is a leader within the community and runs one our book clubs and she didn’t 

like the content of a Jacqueline Wilson book even though it was in the YA section, so prior to that 

working in the public libraries in the early 90’s we got a lot of issues regarding censorship, we 

would have had a lot books handed back to us where people, who had personally taken the time to 

redact, like blackout text in the book because it didn’t…they took offence, they took offence with 

sexual content and political content mainly, or maybe religious content as well. It was something 

that was fairly routine back in the early 90’s, I think things have changed immensely. I guess it 

was an older patron that would have brought those books and they would have grown up in a time 

when we had the board of censorship in Ireland and there was a historic context for the censorship 

and we’ve gone beyond that stage at the moment. 

TB: Brilliant…it’s not as bad now… 

(4.42) EK: No, I mean…people can take offence at the content of a books for lots of different 

reasons, so the obvious are: sexual content, political content, religious content but it drills down 
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as well so, like a lot of it has to do with the dominant culture at the time and people will maybe 

come in and take offence at things but the thing is we are not there to…the ethos of the library is 

we don’t censor and we give access and there is intellectual freedom so we have to stand with that 

so its not about my personal preferences and its not necessarily about the government’s personal 

preferences either it’s about giving access.  

TB: OK, that’s basically answering all my questions in one go, thanks. Question 2: there is a 

consensus in academic writing and library policy statements that librarianship as a profession is 

opposed to censorship in any form. Do you think Public Libraries providing unfettered access to 

information and materials is an absolutist position?  

(06.07) EK: OK, so yeah, the ideology is that…our line is that we don’t censor that we stay neutral 

and objective. In reality? Do we censor? Is it absolutist? Of course we censor. We actually censor 

in lots of different areas. Maybe they are not even acknowledged, so we censor on physical format, 

so something like…we have that boxset of Seamus Heaney, I took that off the shelf because its 

worth a lot of money, like I could leave these things on access and generally I do but at the time 

there was a lot of interest with Seamus Heaney in the boxset in the media so people would have 

known its worth, its in the office but it will be going back on the shelf. We censor in terms of 

format, so there are times when I take things out of stock because they are very delicate or we have 

very noisey books out there, which doesn’t help in a small branch and we censor in terms of artistic 

value even though we might not realise,  we do, so every month we have to decide on the 

paperbacks, right? So, my philosophy is to pick paperbacks that aren’t really existing in the system 

because its all about the wider collection, its not just about Drumcondra Library but I am sure that 

there are times when even I implicitly choose one author over another because I feel it has more 

literary merit, I try not to do that, I am aware I am doing that, so I try not to do it. I don’t think it 
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is absolutist, I think in an ideal world we don’t censor, that’s the ideology but in the real world 

people do censor. You even censor when you pick books for a book display because you are 

picking one over another based on what you might think is literary merit. It’s not a science. 

TB: OK, brilliant. OK, question 3: In 2016, Bill Cosby’s series of children’s books ‘Little Bill’ 

holds the distinction of being the first book to be banned in certain American libraries on account 

of the author’s behaviour rather than the content of the book. What is your opinion on censoring 

books on the basis of an author’s criminal or moral transgressions rather than the content of an 

item? 

(08.43) EK: OK, so this is my opinion rather than the institution that we work for. The institution 

we work for’s opinion would be, we do not censor we hold the line for intellectual freedom. My 

own personal opinion would be: I don’t expect an artist to have a wholesome moral code. I don’t 

think it is the responsibility of a particular author or artist to hold a particular moral line so that’s 

separating the artist from the art, so I wouldn’t censor it.  

TB: Yep, perfect, that’s fine. OK, question 4: The following items are available to borrow from 

Irish Public Libraries, we can do them one by one maybe… 

EK: OK, so, maybe…, 

TB: If you want to do the whole lot in one go… 

EK: Yes. 

TB: OK fine: first : ‘Charlie and the chocolate factory’ by Roald Dahl because Roald Dahl was a 

racist and anti-Semite: is that reason enough to censoring his books? ‘Goebbels: Mastermind of 

the Third Reich’ by David Irving, he’s a Holocaust denier and a crypto-Nazi; ‘Booked’ by Tom 
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Humphries, we all know what he got convicted for, and there is a chapter in his book…it’s a book 

of sports reportage, its called ‘Chicks with sticks’ and he’s analysing the world of juvenile camogie 

and the last one is ‘The Betrayed’ by Lostprophets, the lead singer and lyricist, Ian Watkins is 

serving 29 years sentence for a string of child sexual offences. Is there a basis for any of these 

items to be removed from public library shelves. 

(10.56) EK: So, this is more or less about the author belief and reflection of the artwork, so I would 

feel that none of these things should be censored, the reader negotiates the meaning, like when you 

go to read a book you are bringing your moral code, your terms of reference, you are bringing your 

social mores and your social context and your life experience and all that to the book that you are 

reading. You may not be aware of these things because you’re just reading at face value, you may 

be aware of those things and be happy to park them and you maybe be aware of those things as 

you read along but you have your own materials and resources and interpret them and create 

meaning with the text but I don’t think its up to us to censor these books and the other thing is that 

if we were to apply that to everything, I would have to know everything about every author who 

has ever written a book sitting out there on the shelf and it could be that when I apply today’s 

moral code whatever that dominant ideology is, that we are left with very little out there…so the 

author’s personal morality might be projected in their writings but I think you could say that about 

any writings, you know? And at the moment we are living in a particular context or whatever, 

where certain things are a red flag but you also have to give the reader some credit and realise that 

the reader has to negotiate the text themselves to create their own meaning so, we think that the 

reader is inert and passive when the reader is not inert and passive…so I would all those things in 

one bag in terms of reflecting the author’s own beliefs and…and the other thing is you remove 

something that is…you might actually creating an interest about so you might be kicking yourself 
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into a whole new world of hurt when some people might start coming in and looking for it because 

and wonder why it got censored. You might inadvertently creating interest around it or popularity 

around it. So I’d leave them out there and I would give the reader credit. 

TB: And can I just ask a supplementary question: where did you learn all this? 

(13:47) EK: I did a ‘stegs’.  

TB: You did, you did a what? 

EK: I did a ‘stegs’. I did philosophy in Trinity. So they would be my views if I worked in DCPL 

or not... 

TB: But were you ever given guideline by... 

EK: No. 

TB: So nothing to do with library school or anything… 

EK: No. There is an acquisitions policy, I’m sure you’ve seen the acquisitions policy… 

TB: Eh… 

EK: …and there’s the weeding policy as well and the acquisitions policy. The weeding/withdrawal 

policy is just…the thing that is worrying me is that we are heading towards an era now in terms of 

how we are managing and developing our collection that is possibly being done on the basis of 

popularity and that’s not what the libraries are here for. So I would have been a very strong 

advocate for that there should be a depth and breath to our collection, in Drumcondra Library, we 

have books on our shelf that were written in the ‘50’s and further back again because there are 

stamps on them and whatever…I’m not going to take those out of circulation based on the fact that 

they not be current any more, your collection should be a reflection of society’s ideas and mores 
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and beliefs and whatever else, so at the moment I’m being told to take anything out of stock in 

terms of non-fiction that hasn’t been read in 3 years and take anything out of stock in terms of 

fiction that hasn’t been read in a year, that to me is setting off alarm bells. We got an issue in how 

we seem to be progressing now because, are we just going to be hanging on to books that seem to 

be popular and we are going to throw out everything else?  

TB: Does that include the classics or… 

(15.41) EK: Yep. Yeah. 

TB: OK. Oh, shit I’ve lost my questions, hold on a sec Emma…Eh…Aaahhh,..rhubarb, 

rhubarb…sorry…OK. Right, terrific. OK. Question number 5: Data from America indicates that 

complaints about racism is books is relatively low compared to other issues. Is there a hierarchy 

of moral or criminal transgressions whereby issues of sexual harassment and misconduct are graver 

than other issues such as racism? 

(16.30) EK: OK, so there implicating is if there is data from America but at the same time, what 

does that tell you, it possibly just tells you something about the society that that’s couched in, its 

reflecting the dominant ideology, its America’s moral code at the moment. You know, racism is 

down the pecking order, that’s what that reflecting. 

TB: Yep, that’s fine. Perfect. OK. Question number 6: In the milieu of art and literature separating 

art from the artist is the usual rationalisation to excuse the moral or criminal behaviour of an artist 

or author. Is there any justification to this argument or is it a nostrum used to avoid questions over 

censorship? 

(17:14) EK: OK, so why do you expect the author to be moral? I mean, I mentioned this earlier as 

well, I mean why have we got an expectation that the author has a responsibility to reflect a moral 
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code? Is that the responsibility of the author? I don’t know. Is it an excuse to avoid questions over 

censorship? I don’t know either but I just wonder why you want an author to be moral, if we were 

to go out there to the fiction section and I was to say to you to take out anything that offended you 

and I went out there and took off all the books that offended me based on what we thought the 

author’s morality was, there’s be things in our basket but… 

TB: OK, fantastic. How important is artistic merit in the selection and retention of books in public 

libraries? 

(18.18) EK: What’s artistic merit? Does populism rule at the moment? It seems to me that this how 

we are progressing at the moment, like artistic merit is being put to one side versus how many 

times a book is being taken out. There should be, as I said a depth and a breath to the collection, 

there should be stuff there that is popular and they have every right to be there but there is also 

things that maybe, could be there based on some sort of merit but who comes up with what that 

equates to, I mean what is artistic merit? 

TB: Well, if you had a librarian who has never read a book and I’m sure there’s plenty…and they 

go ‘Dickens? Who the Dickens is he?’. Do you think librarians should have some sort of grounding 

in cultural awareness… 

(19.27) EK: …or are we like Amazon? Just warehousing books? It feels more and more that we 

are Amazon and that we are just warehousing books. I can see a difference, a massive shift, can I 

say paradigm shift?, from when I came in in the 90’s to where we are now. Because it seems to 

me that librarianship has altered and that maybe in the past people were the polymath and they had 

a little bit of understanding and knowledge in every area but where are we now? We are using a 

collection management tool that’s actually run by a third party, they pass us the data every month 
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and I’m suppose to take out all the books that haven’t been read in three years and we did flag this 

and there is working group around this that should be asking these questions, that seems to me to 

be a regressive step and then back to your question, do we have an all seeing, all dancing 

Nietzschean style super librarian, an Uberlibrarian? Is it necessary either? I don’t know. Do we 

not fill in purchase requests for the public that come in, are they not the ones who lead our 

collection policies, you know? It should be a sort of negotiation, it shouldn’t be someone dictating, 

if that was the case I would walk into a library and it was the predecessors idea of what should be 

happening and my take on what should…but I have personally never been, hand on heart I have 

never sent in a purchase request based on my personal preferences. 

TB: OK. Question 8: Should librarians be the final arbiter of what book are contained in a library? 

(21.32) EK: Well I would have probably looked at that and I would say no they shouldn’t, it should 

be negotiated. Here’s the thing: the artist’s morality…it’s kinda presuming that the librarian is the 

‘all seeing eye’, in the know, is the pinnacle of cultural awareness and has a high moral code and 

whatever else and that’s not the case either… 

TB: Would you prefer a bottom up… 

EK: No, its possibly…its possibly to some degree associated but I think the reality of the situation 

is that the institution itself, DCPL has taken the librarian out of the mix, there was a time when 

you were handed the budget and empowered to make those decisions ourselves and that era has 

gone that’s what I am saying to you. That years ago, we used to go and book buy, you would have 

been given a budget and you would go to the book shop and you would do the book buying that’s 

how they bought their stock in. It wasn’t all through central acquisitions but now the majority of 

it is through central acquisitions…so we’re being bypassed… 
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TB: So you’re being bypassed, so could there be censorship by stealth? 

(22.56) EK: There could.  

TB: So, I don’t know about this third party who are… 

EK: They’re Collection HQ… 

TB: OK, so they’re collection HQ, I mean…if they don’t like, I don’t know, something-or-other, 

someone’s politics… 

EK: It’s all being done on the basis of wasn’t been read in 3 years, that would say to me that’s 

about how popular something is because if something hasn’t…in the past if we had been wearing 

out, you know the librarian would make the decision based on maybe the physical format or the 

currency or the relevancy but they would also bring their knowledge and skills to bear to some 

degree, that was when the librarian always had the final say and when you go out to the shelf and 

weed it would be the librarian that would make the final decision, so it would be me who would 

kinda say ‘I think we should definitely have a copy of Emile Zola’s whatever, even though I don’t 

personally like it, we should have a copy of ‘Trainspotting’ the film. So that to me seems to 

be…we’re on dangerous ground and it seems to me that we’ve bought into a system now, this…its 

automated, so it pushes you every month, it pushes me a list of stock that I have to go out and stock 

check to see if it’s still here, right, and based on the fact that it hasn’t been read in 3 years or a year 

or whatever, then I… 

TB: Are you obliged? 

(24.28) EK: This is the question we need to get to, its only been newly introduced in the last couple 

of months right? So this is the question we are trying to get to, are we obliged to take it out of 
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stock? I find it worrying if that’s how we are going to be doing our weeding and withdrawals 

because that is a form of censorship in some ways, it’s a form of censorship based on how popular 

an item is versus possibly artistic merit or you know, its place in the canon of literary greats 

TB: Why was collection HQ brought in and do they have any connection with publishers?  

(25.05) EK: I don’t know. There’s a working group coming up in a couple of weeks that I asked 

to be part of because I have issues around…I do think its worrying, now part of the reason is that 

I think we are supposed to transfer stock as well, so when we do this stock take we make a decision 

on whether we transfer to another branch to get used somewhere else, we can put it into a display 

to try and draw attention to it, or we can take it out of stock, so we’re down to 3 choices but its 

based on its popularity…so we might get situations in branches where people will issue things to 

a dummy ticket so that doesn’t end up being culled. That’s a possibility, so I don’t know, it’s only 

new, so I don’t know. 

TB: And is this country wide, this collection HQ? 

(26.06) EK: I don’t know if it is being brought in countrywide but it’s here in DCPL and they do 

use it in the UK, its UK based and they can see, there’s like a management, the collection HQ 

management can see what ratio of stock have done something with opposed to doing nothing with 

and they can come back and say ‘DCPL are particularly bad at transferring stock that hasn’t 

been…that’s been flagged as a possibility or DCPL is bad at getting rid of their dead book 

stock…so they can see what kind of action that has been taken on the reports they were sending 

us in regards to our stock, so I don’t know…I really don’t know I would be… 

TB: Cool. Last question. Question 9, last one: The days of the Legion of Mary and the Knights of 

St. Columbanus searching book shops and libraries for indecent materials to report to the Irish 
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Censor’s Board are dead and gone. However, does the rise of social media movements such as 

#MeToo and other outside actors add pressure on librarians to censor books? 

(27.27) EK: Its kinds more of the same, its kinda the same thing isn’t it? So when the Legion of 

Mary and the Knights of St. Columbanus were kind of orgainised, you know and eh…they had a 

particular ideology, the #MeToo people have a particular ideology as well, maybe they are more 

virtual at the moment than organised groups who actually call at your door and can talk to…but 

it’s the same thing, its applying a particular ideology to a collection. Should you be doing it? No. 

Maybe what you’re talking about there is an institutional ideology versus another ideology but it’s 

the same thing, its applying an ideology to a collection and as a library we are supposed to be all 

about intellectual freedom. 

TB: So if I could just ask a quick supplementary question: there’s problem authors, there’s problem 

books and you’re not going to censor them but is there kinda scope for maybe adding an alternative 

view to shelve beside them. So you’ve got David Irving on the shelf and you’ve got a very small 

history section would you maybe put in a book on the Holocaust or is that just pie in the sky? 

(28.53) EK: I can I just say one thing to you? 

TB: Yeah. 

(28.55) EK: Karl Marx book display? 

TB: Oh. Yeah right… 

EK: Did you think there was anyone who possibly anyone came in here and… 

TB: Yeah, there were. They were very angry, that guy yeah… 

EK: And did we put any display beside Karl Marx? 
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TB: I lied. I said we put a St. Thomas Aquainis display..oh no, it was Robert Smith! Was it? No, 

it was Adam Smith. Sorry not Robert Smith…’Killing an Arab’. That would have been 

controversial. 

EK: So is it our role and our responsibility to create a balance? No. Its all there for people negotiate 

with, if somebody came to me and complained about something I wouldn’t, its about holding the 

line for intellectual freedom not individual preferences. The line is, we should have access 

to…giving access to ideas. People’s ideas, its like EH Carr’s model of history, when he looks at 

history and sort of says: ‘History is written by the victor.’ And our dominant ideologies are being 

made by our governments but its all organic. At some point in time are we going to look back and 

if you look at all the books that were banned say ‘Huckleberry Finn’ or whatever, right, if you look 

back from a different point in time we view them with very different eyes so its all in flux all the 

time and it is organic and why? Its because we bring our context to it and our context changes on 

a continuing basis, so we grew up in a very different Ireland than the kids that are growing up in 

Ireland now and our views whether we actually realise it or not, our views are linked to an era that 

we grew up in, so you know, we…our enjoyment and how we create meaning is contained in all 

of that some how, so its negiotiated, it is, and it changes over time, like I watched ‘The Big Chill’ 

on Saturday night after the match and as a kid I liked that film, I liked that film because it had a 

fantastic sound track.. 

TB: (singing) ‘You can’t always get what you want’. 

EK: Yeah, it’s a fantastic soundtrack, and Tom Berenger is pretty kick ass, and I watched it again 

and I started to…and I went to bed angry, does that surprise you? I was ‘oh my god, this is so 

offensive on so many levels’ but I wouldn’t have twigged that as kid because I was just listening 

to the Stones and The Temptations and thinking that this is a deadly soundtrack and now looking 
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back on it, I am possibly inclined towards William Hurt in it, he spends the whole time looking 

absolutely disgusted with all of it. I would have been Alex the  guy who commits suicide… 

TB: Do you know who played him? I know they cut him out in the end… 

EK:…Eh, Kevin Costner. 

TB: Oh, f**k. Yep, well done. Right that’s it Emma! Thank you very much. That’s fantastic. 

EK: You’re welcome.     (31.50) 
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APPENDIX 7 

Dissertation Interview #5. Dermot Bolger, 13/8/19. Private residence, Drumcondra. 

  

0.00 

Tom Burke: Right, dissertation interview number 5 with Dermot Bolger, it is 13th of August and 

its about 20 past 3. Thanks Dermot for doing this, I know you’re very busy with your new play 

and stuff, crap I lost my questions…eh…what’s your new play called anyway?  

Dermot Bolger: It was called ‘Last Orders on the Dockside’ when I came home last night when I 

got home from rehearsals, so hopefully its still called that. 

TB: Have you got the cast and everything… 

DB: Yes, its all casted… 

TB: Yeah, ok, so…eh…What is your relationship with the Irish Public Library system? 
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(0.40) DB: Well I have a unique relationship with DCPL because I was the worst library assistant 

in the history of Dublin County Council (DCC). I was very quickly banished to the Siberian salt 

mines of the mobile libraries after a year in Dundrum library, so I was a library assistant, before 

that I was a borrower, there was no public library in Finglas, so the mobile library was vital, it 

came to Finglas and I discovered reading from it and I have been a library user for 50 years 

basically and I write about libraries and talk about libraries and give a lot of readings in the libraries 

and someone who is a journalist and gets asked at very, very short notice to write about a lot of 

subjects and I find living in the near proximity of the library is very useful. 

TB: OK. So you use it for work as well… 

DB: I use it for work and I use for pleasure and I also regard them as the only truly democratic 

space in Ireland where anybody can come in and nobody asks you your business. 

TB: OK, that’s great Dermot…OK number 2: there is a consensus in academic writing and library 

policy statements that librarianship as a profession is opposed to censorship in any form. Do you 

think public libraries providing unfettered access to information and materials is an absolutist 

position? 

(02.08) DB: Well, I think you have to look at censorship in 2 contexts; 1 is censorship of what is 

in the book and 2 is the censorship based on the reputation of the author and the changing 

reputation of the author and the changing perception of the author. I think that…I mean…there 

was a booked banned in Ireland around 3 months ago it seemed to be a particularly vile book called 

‘The Hitchhiker’. It was a paedophile book…the previous, the last time the Censors board met was 

for the, rather ironically, was to look at the novel by Alan Shatter… 

TB: Oh, the soft porn one? 
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(03:03): It wasn’t even soft porn, it was somebody being mischievous and the Censorship board 

existed, they had to reassemble it to…so libraries have to exercise a certain amount of caution in 

terms of what they display in children’s sections and what they should access to…I don’t think it’s 

a librarian’s job to be a censor, I think it’s a librarian’s job to apply a certain amount of common 

sense to what’s on the shelfs and what’s not on the shelfs. 

TB: That’s perfect Dermot, thank you very much. OK, question number 3: In 2016, Bill Cosby’s 

series of children’s books ‘Little Bill’ holds the distinction of the first books to be banned in certain 

American libraries on account of the author’s behaviour rather trhan the contents of the book. What 

is your opinion on censoring books on the basis of the author’s criminal or moral transgressions 

rather than the content of an item? 

(04.07) DB: I can’t talk about the Cosby case because I don’t know the books, particularly someone 

who is more of a celebrity than an author. There could be a different scenario than say…Arthur 

Koestler was a truly vile person, I think that he was a rapist but ‘The darkness at noon’ is an 

extraordinary book, if you want to understand totalitarianism you need to read ‘Darkness at noon’ 

the same way you need to read George Orwell and I think you need to separate the actual man 

from the book or the woman from the book. As long as I’ve been alive, there have been librarians, 

children’s librarians who have wanted to ban Enid Blyton books, which children read and are quite 

harmless because you’d probably get bored of them because there are only about 4 good Enid 

Blyton books and she repeats the formula 100 times over. The same way Enid Blyton books 

shouldn’t be banned for being repetitive I don’t think Enid Blyton books should be banned because 

she was a pretty terrible mother and she treated her husband in an appalling, her 1st husband in an 

appalling manner. You need to look at the book, I think you need to go into what’s in the book and 

you need to… is it raining? I actually have washing on the line… 
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TB: Yes it is, do you need a hand?  

DB: No, I’ve been watching it all day… 

(05.52) Interregnum, whilst Dermot brings his washing off the line. 

  

(07.15) DB: Sorry about that. 

TB: No, you’re fine. 

DB: It’s the dangers of live interviews. 

TB: Eh…What I did with number 4 was I tries to take 4 examples of authors who…were not very 

nice people. OK…the following items are available to borrow from the Irish Public Library 

system, I can go through them all and you can comment at the end… 

DB: Go through them all 

TB: OK. First one: ‘Charlie and the chocolate factory’ by Roald Dahl, anti-Semite, racist, is that 

reason enough to censor; second one: ‘Goebbels. Mastermind of the Third Reich’ by David Irving, 

he’s a crypto-Nazi, Holocaust denier…OK, next one: ‘Booked’ by Tom Humphries, we know what 

he was convicted for, he’s got a book of sport reportage which includes a chapter ‘Chicks with 

sticks’ where the author analyses the world of juvenile camogie. And the last one, it’s a music CD, 

‘The betrayed’ by the Lostprophets, the lead singer and lyricist Ian Watkins is serving a 29 year 

sentence in HMP Rye Hill after being convicted for a string of sexual offences. Is there any basis 

for any of these to be removed from public library shelves? 

(08.48) DB: I think there is a distinction between them,  one is I think every child in Ireland would 

burn down the library if Roald Dahl books were removed, so I think when you look at ‘Charlie 
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and the chocolate factory’ there is nothing racist or anti-Semitic within ‘Charlie and the chocolate 

factory’… 

TB: The Oompa-Loompas are, eh… they are kinda seen as African natives and Willy Wonka 

brings them to his factory as a form of scab labour. Yeah but I know what you’re saying… 

(09.22) DB: Yeah, well. In the scale of things, I cannot see Roald Dahl as a force for evil. I’m 

going diverse now, there is another book in the libraries called ‘Brief Encounters’ by Bill Long 

who was an Irish journalist and writer and broadcaster who met a lot of interesting people and he 

spent a Christmas in a monastery in Gethsemane, Kentucky with the poet Father Thomas Merton 

and he started to discuss star signs and one of the Americans asked Thomas Merton what star sign 

he was born under and he replied ‘Like all of mankind, I was born under the sign of contradiction’. 

Within everything there are contradictions and I think it is very hard to…I can think of quite a 

number of Irish writers who have great a number of very great books who domestic affairs might 

have been irregular and I can think of a number of Irish writers with regular domestic affairs who 

wrote some very, very boring books… 

TB: Yeats dipped his toe into fascism or something… 

(11.02) DB: He was very fond of committing adultery and writing letters to his wife and written, 

latterly in his life from the homes of his mistresses where he asks to send fresh socks because I 

don’t think his mistresses’ duties involved washing socks. So with someone like Roald Dahl, I 

think he is a very positive children’s writer, I think he actually gets in the head of children and I 

think in general his books are very positive. So, with the second book which was it David Irving… 

TB: Yeah… 
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(11.38) DB: Here you have someone who you can actually make the arguement that what he is 

actually suggesting in the book, although I am not familiar with the book itself, I am familiar with 

the man and his reputation, if there are things within that book…could lead people to have 

miscomprehensions about history and being seriously misled about truths that are unassailable like 

the Holocaust, then you actually could make an argument that the book might not be on the shelves. 

You could also make the argument that borrowers are intelligent people and it is not the library to 

police…too many people want to police other people. So I think the connection between Roald 

Dahl is huge because if I was to make a case about removing any book from the shelves it would 

be about what was contained within the covers of the book and what misconceptions people had 

from reading the book and I think that’s pretty safe with ‘Charlie and the chocolate factory’.  

TB: Eh, yeah, OK, do you want to talked about ‘Booked’ or… 

(12.57) DB: The Tom Humphries book, well what Tom wrote was primarily ghosted 

autobiographies which one obviously wouldn’t remove because he’s almost a ghost in those books 

and then there are his collections of sport journalism. I think that Tom Humphries was a very good 

sports journalist, now an ex-sports journalist because I don’t think he will ever work again but I 

think people are able to make an informed judgement, I don’t think anybody is going to be 

corrupted by reading a Tom Humphries book about Italia 90 or about golf or even about camogie. 

A lot of people will have opinions and will simply not, I mean I doubt very much if people put on 

Gary Glitter at Christmas parties any more…I think there is a natural self-censorship that people 

do and I think the public are capable of making up their own mind and won’t read Tom Humphries 

because of who he is but I don’t think that is necessarily a librarian’s job.  

TB: OK, cool. And is it much the same for the CD, yeah? 
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DB: I’m not familiar with the band and with the case so I won’t comment on it. 

TB: OK. Question number 5: data from America indicates that complaints about racism in books 

is relatively low compared to other issues. Is there a hierarchy of moral or criminal transgressions 

whereby issues of sexual harassment and misconduct are graver than other issues such as racism? 

(14.41) DB: The character within fiction that I most closely resemble is Winnie-the-Pooh because 

I am a bear of very little brain. I don’t really understand the question. So maybe you could rephrase 

it. 

TB: OK. So in America they have this American Library Association (ALA) and each year they 

keep count of the number of complaints there are about books and there are very little complaints 

about racism and its all to do with sex basically. 

DB: So the complaints are mainly about the sexual content of the book? 

TB: Yeah, that’s right. So I’ve drawn a comparison to that and why is there more complaints about 

sex than racism? 

(15.41) DB: Possibly because sex sells and racism doesn’t sell. I’m not being flippant there but 

what I am saying is if you were a publisher and a book comes in and contains traces of racism you 

a more than likely say: ‘I am not going to publish this’ whereas very few publishers will say: ‘ I 

am not going to publish Jackie Collins’ and going back many, many years in books they are not 

going to publish ‘Fifty shades of Grey’ or anything else, which the public have shown an appetite 

for, the actual ‘Fifty shades of Grey’ is essential twenty to thirty sins against English grammar, 

you’ll find more sexual content than racism simply because publishers are cognisant of what sells. 



  153 
 

   
 

TB: Brilliant. OK. In the milieu of art and literature separating art from the artist is the usual 

rationalisation used to excuse the moral or criminal behaviour of an artist or author. Is there validity 

to this argument or is it a nostrum used to avoid questions about censorship? 

(17.06) DB: I notice that in America recently there was one college had banned Lou Reed for being 

offensive to gay and transgender people and if you think about ‘Walk on the Wild Side’ and think 

about how mould breaking that record was of how important records like that and how 

marginalized they were. George Bernard Shaw could not be a writer today. And the reason for that 

is that, what Shaw would do is that he would want to reach a certain point. He would argue say: 

‘All prisoners should be murdered’. But when you got to the heart of it was because they go into 

prison and that prison does nothing to reform them because the penal system is so totally worthless 

in terms of reforming them you might as well murder them for all the good you do for them. He is 

actually making quite a sophisticated argument; he begins with a shocking point to actually get 

your attention and then he moves the point around on its head which is what Dean Swift did in ‘A 

modest proposal’, Dean Swift did not believe that the rich should eat the children of the poor but 

they were using irony and they were using counterpoint, they were working on the premise that 

the reader would stay with them until the end of the piece so they could see where they were 

coming from. I the age of Twitter, Shaw and Jonathan Swift and these sort of people would they 

be decimated by someone who took half a sentence out of context of quite a complicated argument 

and being judge, jury and executioner on that half sentence. We still have to allow people the space 

to make an argument but to judge the actual argument instead of the one phrase then you are 

heading into Stalinist Russia where Malzdam (?) made a small comment to some of his friends 

about Stalin in his apartment and police came for him shortly afterwards. I not making any 
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comparison to Stalinist Russia, but you have to allow writers, artists, film makers, song 

writers…and listen to the entire song and read the entire book before making a judgement on it. 

TB: So you can separate… 

(20.28) DB: You can separate because the bottom line is that we are confronted with every day. 

As a library user I am confronted by a rows and stacks of books and I take down a book by a South 

American or I take down a book by an African writer and I don’t know much about the writer; I 

read the blurb of the book I read a page from the book, does it get to the stage when I need to go 

on to Wikipedia and you know, audition the writer before I actually read the book, it becomes 

impossible, the bottom line is that you are judging writers in 2 different categories…if a writer 

does something that is abhorrent and you feel Roald Dahl is a racist and you are a parent you may 

feel that your children shouldn’t read Roald Dahl and as a person you know about Arthur Koestler 

and you don’t want to read him but those are value judgements and you know it’s a judgement 

individuals make its what institutions make. 

TB: OK, there’s a poet Ezra Pound, I’m not au fait with poetry at all but he’s on the pantheon of 

great poets… 

DB: He’s a complicated read and he was a complicated man and he was…Ezra Pound ended up in 

a cage after the war for his fascist leanings…Mussolini was hugely popular in Britain in the 1930’s 

he actually received one of the highest awards that the British monarch can bestow on a foreign 

head of state and I think the ceremony had to be delayed because Mussolini was in bed with two 

prostitutes, then retrospectively people realised that Mussolini was a good thing. Do you go back 

and strip that thing out of the list of things. Ezra Pound was a flawed and contradictory person, I 

think that ‘The Wasteland’ by TS Eliot wouldn’t have been the great poem that it is if Ezra Pound 
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hadn’t cut it in half and he was a very influential in modernising Yeats, he was very influential 

with Joyce and I think ‘The Cantos’, which is his main work is monumental and monumentally 

unreadable but I think time will eventually filter Ezra Pound out and he will become someone who 

was very influential on other writers and if you feel that you have a moral repugnance towards 

Ezra Pound’s political views then don’t read him. You can’t say I’m taking Ezra Pound out of the 

libraries because of his actions 50 years ago. 

TB: Now what I read about ‘The Cantos’ is that it is infused with anti-Semitic imagery… 

(24.10) DB: it’s infused with so many things that its almost impossible to work your way through 

it. As is Shakespeare, as is ‘Merchant of Venice’. I am not convinced that…I think ‘The Cantos’ 

is more readable than ‘Finnegan’s Wake’ but less worth the effort.  

TB: I’ll have to take your word on that but George Orwell was a bit sniffy as well wasn’t he? He 

didn’t like the Russians, he was a bit of a ‘Little Englander’… 

DB: He was probably quite wise not to like the Russians actually. 

TB: OK, now I’m just playing ‘Devil’s advocate’ here… 

DB: Yes but what I’m saying here is that ‘Animal Farm’ is a hugely important book and if it turned 

out that Orwell was…I mean Ted Hughes was a hugely important poet regardless of his 

relationship with Sylvia Plath, you have to separate those things out. You have to take a major 

presence and then you have to separate out the fact that Lowry the painter also…there were some 

of his paintings that were fairly indecent that were found among his private papers, do you then go 

to Manchester and take down the Lowry library… 

TB: Is this ‘Matchstick Men and Matchstick Cats and Dogs’?  
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DB: Yes but there were also some doodles that were found that were less…but people find this 

contradictory. An awful lot of literature would not have got through to us if…a lot of Victorian 

writers might never have been heard if people had applies those standards and very often those 

standards were applied, I mean Joyce had some strange tendencies, so then you decide that 

‘Ulysses’ should be removed or that ‘Ulysses’ is too explicit or that ‘Ulysses’ praises 

sadomasochism and are people uncomfortable with that? I don’t know. ‘Ulysses’ is the totality of 

human existence and its very easy to pick out certain sections of ‘Ulysses’ and what I’ve always 

argued is that you have to look at the totality of what the writer is doing.  

TB: OK, keeping up that theme, you can’t censor works of art from the canon because they are so 

good… 

(26.54) DB: You can censor works of art from the canon if those works of art from the canon 

contain things which are simply beyond the pale. There are certain books that come out of factories 

like ‘The Hardy Boys’ and ‘Nancy Drew’, they were being rewritten every 10 years because the 

‘n-word’ would have not been that uncommon 50 years ago and they were in the original version 

of ‘The Hardy Boys’ but they have been removed but I would have to go back and read Conrad’s 

‘Heart of Darkness’ to see if it was there but people go into those situations of The Congo and 

slavery and you have to look at the totality of the book. Fashion has a way of simply weeding out 

a lot of stuff, I mean an awful lot of Kipling is not read these days and he wrote ‘My boy Jack’ 

which is a stunningly important anti-war book about the First World War where he felt his own 

jingoism had led his own son to his death, which means you have to look at Kipling in the whole 

context and the totality of his work. 

TB: OK, the next question: how important is artistic merit in the selection and retention of books 

in public libraries? 
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(28.37) DB: I think artistic merit should be the cornerstone of…well there is two ways to look at 

it: I think artistic merit should be one of the factors in what should be kept and renewed in the 

stock of a public library. I think popular fashion or popular taste should be…I mean there are an 

awful lot of books that are hugely popular and it is hugely important that people have access to 

those books but which mightn’t have much artistic merit but that shouldn’t mean that they are 

excluded from a public library… 

TB: So would it make it easier for…you know if somethings not great artistically…but its popular 

and then you find out that the author is a bit…he’s done something beyond the pale, is it easier to 

remove it in that case… 

(29.44) DB: I think that basically, if a writer, if he or she has done something that the public finds 

to be very, very objectionable I think that you will find that the public won’t borrow them anymore 

and I think in view of the fact that libraries are perpetually up against the confinements of space, 

unless libraries move into an e situation where there are allowed to have an infinite number of 

documents, I think those books will get naturally filtered out and of course libraries weed out books 

on the basis of the physical condition of the stock and also on how often a book is taken out. 

TB: Cool, thanks Dermot. Only two more to go: should librarians be the final arbiter of what books 

are contained in a library? 

(30.42) DB: Librarians by their nature are the final arbiters because a book can only be in a library 

if it is chosen by a librarian and purchased by a librarian so basically the opinions and the tastes of 

the librarian and also the sense of fairness of librarians in trying to provide for and understand 

what the public need to read and what the public needs in terms of non-fiction as well in terms of 
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travel guides, in terms of car manuals and all the other things apart from…librarians need to be 

arbiters because they are the people who actually purchase the books 

TB: Its been taken out of their hands, I didn’t know this until about a couple of weeks ago, there’s 

a third party who supply all the books, its one big… 

(31.42) DB: I knew that librarians didn’t buy books for Hannah’s, I think it would be incredibly 

undemocratic if librarians didn’t have a say in what was in their libraries because librarians are 

dealing with people…I know that when Waterstone’s began first, local managers of shops had a 

lot of input into what they bought and then Waterstone’s tried to make it a more centralized 

purchasing thing and a lot of people felt disillusioned at…because Waterstone’s just became a 

radically different bookshop which it hadn’t been, the public Waterstone’s as different and that 

began when centralized buying was…I’d imagine that local bookshop owners do have a say and 

they would know what readers in Dublin want and they are Dublin librarians because they are the 

people who are dealing with readers everyday because they get the feedback and presumably their 

collection is based on what they perceive to be popular demand and because something maybe 

interesting or that this fills a gap in the canon. 

TB: They’ve brought in…because you know they have get rid of books now and again but they 

brought in this thing called Collection HQ which is an English company and they basically tell 

you what to take off…if anything hasn’t been borrowed in non-fiction it has to and if you don’t 

comply…there’s questions asked: ’why haven’t they?’…so its kinda out of their hands but anyway 

that’s a moot point. Anyway, last question: The days of the Legion of Mary and the Knights of St. 

Columbanus searching book shops and libraries for indecent material to report to Irish Censors 

Board are dead and gone. However, does the rise of social movements such as #MeToo and other 

outside actors add pressure on librarians to censor books? 
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(34.07) DB: One of the great Dublin City librarians was Maureen O’Byrne who I knew vaguely, I 

worked under her and she arranged leave for me as a writer, when she became City Council 

librarian John Charles McQuaid was still in charge and would literally send clerical students out 

to go into Drumcondra Library and Charleville Mall library and other libraries and actually get 

new books and physically cross out words and Maureen O’Byrne confronted him and he denied it 

but it never happened again. I think the Legion of Mary and the Knights of St. Columbanus had 

the right to make their point of view heard and librarians had the right to accept those criticisms 

or to ignore those criticisms and as other groups arise and make their point and have the right to 

make their point vehemently and in the end I think it is up to librarians to run the libraries because 

they are the people who deal with the public and they are the people best on the ground and they 

don’t have an agenda beyond trying to serve the public and libraries are a democratic space. It is 

public who should decide what is in public libraries and I think librarians are in the best position 

to select that because they are the people who are dealing with the public.  

TB: Is that it? 

DB: Yes I think so. 

TB: Fantastic Dermot! Thanks for doing that, I know you’re very busy. 

(35.52) 
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Information Form and Consent Sheet INFORMATION SHEET FOR PARTICIPANTS 

PROJECT TITLE [The author is dead? Should Irish Public Libraries censor books based on an 

author’s criminal moral transgressions.] You are being asked to take part in a research study on 

censoring library items on the basis of an author’s criminal/moral transgressions. The aims 

include studying whether the unfettered access to information and materials in Irish Public 

Libraries is an absolutist stance and if separating the art from the artist is a valid position. My 

name is Thomas Burke and my supervisor is Mr. Gary Bernie WHAT WILL HAPPEN In this 

study, you will be asked to participate in an interview which will be recorded and you will be 

sent the questions in advance… (To the extent that it is possible, and in light of your research 

aims and subject to ethical approval, provide an explanation of the procedures. This explanation 

must be sufficiently detailed to ensure that participants can provide informed consent. If you 

cannot fully inform participants (again, subject to ethical approval), you must provide a complete 

debriefing to participants at the earliest point possible following their participation] TIME 

COMMITMENT The study typically takes one interview which should last between half an hour 

to an hour. (Let participants know how long their participation is expected to last and, if 

applicable, the number of sessions) PARTICIPANTS’ RIGHTS You may decide to stop being a 

part of the research study at any time without explanation required from you. You have the right 

to ask that any data you have supplied to that point be withdrawn / destroyed. You have the right 

to omit or refuse to answer or respond to any question that is asked of you. You have the right to 

have your questions about the procedures answered (unless answering these questions would 

interfere with the study’s outcome. A full de-briefing will be given after the study). If you have 

any questions as a result of reading this information sheet, you should ask the researcher before 

the study begins. CONFIDENTIALITY/ANONYMITY The data I collect does not contain any 
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personal information about you except for your name and occupation. I will be using your name 

in the research project and will dispose of the audio recordings as soon as the dissertation results 

are announced. FOR FURTHER INFORMATION I or / and Mr. Gary Bernie will be glad to 

answer your questions about this study at any time. You may contact my supervisor at 

gary.bernie@dbs.ie. 

  

mailto:gary.bernie@dbs.ie
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2019 INFORMED CONSENT FORM PROJECT TITLE: PROJECT SUMMARY: By signing 

below, you are agreeing that: (1) you have read and understood the Participant Information 

Sheet, (2) questions about your participation in this study have been answered satisfactorily, (3) 

you are aware of the potential risks (if any), and (4) you are taking part in this research study 

voluntarily (without coercion). 

 _________________________________ _________________________________  

Participant’s signature                                Participant’s Name (Printed) 

________________________________ _________________________________ 

 Student’s Signature                                 Student Name signature (Printed) 
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