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Challenges to Collections and Policies in Canadian Libraries in 2019–21 

 

Forty-eight challenges (including multiple challenges to two titles and one program) were 

reported between September 2019 and September 2021. Forty-five were related to materials 

(books and DVDs), and three were related to displays or programs. Only one title was not 

retained. Understandably, there were fewer than usual challenges reported in 2020 when many 

libraries were closed for months or were working with restrictions during the pandemic. All but 

one challenge was initiated at a public library; one challenge occurred at a prison library. 

 

Books, Graphic Novels and Comics 

All books by Daniel G. Amen 

Challenged: April 2021 in Nova Scotia  

Reason: The patron wanted all of these books removed because Amen uses them to promote his 

clinics and sell vitamins. 

Action Taken: The collection development policy and selection buying practices were explained 

to the complainant. The author’s motives aside, he is qualified to give medical advice, and his 

books are extremely popular. The complainant changed his mind after this conversation and was 

happy that the library retained the books. 

All books by Stéphane Bourgoin 

Challenged: July 2021 in Quebec 

Reason: The complainant asked the library to remove Stéphane Bourgoin’s books from the 

shelves because they are filled with false information. 



2	
	

Action Taken: The library chose to retain the books and noted that they may be weeded 

according to the library’s discard procedures in the years to come. 

All of J.K. Rowling’s works 

Challenged: September 2020 in Ontario 

Reason: The patron wanted the works of J.K. Rowling—the creator of Harry Potter—removed 

from the library’s collections because of the recent controversies over the depiction of a 

transgender character in her latest Robert Galbraith mystery, Troubled Blood, and her statements 

that some people have identified as transphobic. 

Action Taken: The patron was sent information regarding the library’s collection policy and 

intellectual freedom. A challenge form was also provided. The complainant did not follow up.  

All books about Scientology 

Challenged: March 2021 in Nova Scotia 

Reason: The patron wanted these books removed because the patron believed that Scientology is 

a cult.  

Action Taken: The complainant was informed that, although Scientology is a controversial topic, 

many people are interested in reading about it. The library also has many other books exploring 

the topic from various viewpoints. As such, the books fit within the library’s selection policy, 

and they will be retained. The complainant understood this position but did not agree with it. 

Abortion edited by David M. Haugen, Susan Musser and Kacy Lovelace  

Challenged: September 2020 in Alberta 

Reason: The patron questioned the shelving location of this item, which is part of the Opposing 

Viewpoints series.  
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Action Taken: Staff reviewed the material, checked the Library of Congress subject headings and 

investigated where the book is shelved in other libraries. No change was made in the item’s 

shelving location. 

L’Apocalypse selon Magda by Chloé Vollmer-Lo  

Challenged: November 2019 in Ontario 

Reason: The patron felt that the theme of this graphic novel is too advanced to be in the Teen 

collection. 

Action Taken: Librarians examined the book and sought reviews. They verbally responded that 

the reviews were all positive, the book had won awards, and the consensus provided a darkly 

humorous comment on overconsumption. The book was retained in the collection. 

Archie vs. Predator by Alex de Campi 

Challenged: March 2021 in Alberta 

Reason: The book is one of a series that portrays Archie comic characters battling various 

monsters. The patron said that the comic is not appropriate for children and should be removed 

from the collection. 

Action Taken: The library classified the title in the Teen graphic novel collection, indicating that 

the intended audience is ages 13 and above. For this reason, the library retained the title in its 

current location. The library recognized that Archie vs. Predator is not a traditional 

representation of the Archie comic character and classified the book so that it is shelved away 

from the Children’s graphic novel section. 

The Bare Naked Book by Kathy Stinson 

Challenged: March 2020 in Alberta 

Reason: A patron felt that the content of the children’s book was pedophiliac in nature. 
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Action Taken: The library decided to move The Bare Naked Book to juvenile non-fiction, not 

because the item was more age-appropriate in that section, but because it was more informational 

in nature. 

Bedtime for Frances by Russell Hoban 

Challenged: March 2020 in British Columbia 

Reason: The complainant quoted pages that referred to spanking. 

Action Taken: A follow-up letter was sent outlining the library’s policies on intellectual freedom 

and parental responsibility. The title was retained. 

Beyond Magenta: Transgender Teens Speak Out by Susan Kuklin 

Challenged: December 2019 in Ontario and Saskatchewan 

Reason: Two challenges were made to this book. In both cases, concerns were expressed about 

discussions of teen sexual activity. The complainants—a patron in one case and a library staff 

person in the other—felt the book promoted child abuse and pedophilia without an appropriate 

discussion of the illegal and immoral nature of “sex with kids.” 

Action Taken: Not stated in either case. 

Canada in Decay: Mass Immigration, Diversity, and the Ethnocide of Euro-Canadians by 

Ricardo Duchesne  

Challenged: March 2020 in British Columbia 

Reason: The patron expressed concern that the book promoted white supremacy and asked for its 

removal from its visible location. 

Action Taken: The title was retained in its current location. 
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The Case of Alan Turing: The Extraordinary and Tragic Story of the Legendary Codebreaker 

by Eric Liberge and Arnaud Delalande 

Challenged: August 2021 in Saskatchewan 

Reason: A child signed out this adult graphic novel which portrays some male nudity. The parent 

registered a complaint and wanted the book removed from the library. 

Action Taken: A letter sent to the complainant explained that there were different sections for 

different levels of graphic novels and this title was in the Adult section. The letter also explained 

how to read spine labels to find children’s graphic novels. The book was retained in its original 

location. 

Death of X by Jeff Lemire 

Challenged: June 2019 in Ontario 

Reason: A parent felt that the item should not be on the Teen shelf and that the graphic pictures 

and wording were not appropriate for teens. The parent requested reclassification and putting the 

item in the Adult section. 

Action Taken: The item was retained in its current location.  

De #metoo à l’asile de fous by Michel Brûlé 

Challenged: December 2020 in Quebec 

Reason: The complainant questioned the addition of this title to the collection because the author 

was convicted in October of sexual assault and the book appeared to be his testimony since the 

beginning of his detention. 

Action Taken: The library shared its intellectual freedom policy with the complainant. 

Finn by Jon Clinch 

Challenged: February 2021 in British Columbia 
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Reason: The patron felt that the book depicted graphic scenes and themes that were racist and 

inappropriate and wanted the item removed from the collection. 

Action Taken: The book was retained. A staff member did a large amount of research related to 

this title and focused on the fact that the novel was about racism (i.e., it was not trying to be 

gratuitously racist). The complainant was not interested in any reply from the library. 

Gold Diggers: Striking It Rich in the Klondike by Charlotte Gray 

Challenged: July 2020 in Alberta 

Reason: The patron asserted that the book is racist but refused to give more details.  

Action Taken: The library’s reviewing committee found that there was insufficient information 

to pursue a review.  

The Graveyard Book by Neil Gaiman and P. Craig Russell 

Challenged: December 2019 in Ontario 

Reason: A patron objected to the graphic depiction of the murder of a child and his family in this 

work of fiction. 

Action Taken: Not stated. 

I’ll Be Gone in the Dark: One Woman’s Obsessive Search for the Golden State Killer by 

Michelle McNamara, et al. 

Challenged: June 2020 in Ontario 

Reason: The book is part of a book club kit. Members of a book club who borrowed the kit asked 

that it be removed or, at the very least, include warnings that clearly and accurately describe the 

gruesome content. 

Action Taken: The library declined to remove the kit from the collection; the library declined to 
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add a warning to the book description in the book club kit software. The library agreed to expand 

the description of the book with more content from the publisher. 

Irreversible Damage: The Transgender Craze Seducing Our Daughters by Abigail Shrier 

Challenged: Twice in May 2021 in British Columbia; October 2021 in British Columbia; March 

2021 in Nova Scotia; September 2020, November 2020 and August 2021 in Ontario; May 2021 

and June 2021 in Saskatchewan. 

Reason: There were nine reported challenges to this title. Generally, all the complainants 

regarded the book’s content as transphobic and said the author’s assertions could harm members 

of the trans community. Complainants included patrons, community members and library staff. 

One complainant specifically stated that the author made discriminatory statements, 

mischaracterized transgender people and lacked the evidence to back up her assertions. Another 

stated that the work is based on a highly contested, largely discredited 2018 article and could be 

used to invalidate the identities of trans people, especially children, exacerbating the incidence of 

suicide among trans teens and violence against the trans community. 

Several felt that the book contained “harmful and blatantly false information,” and one stated 

that it was “overtly anti-trans.” One complainant said that “the library is supposed to be a haven 

of learning and information. People trust that the material they find in the library is reputable and 

factual, and this book is neither of those things.” One library received two petitions requesting 

the removal of the book.  

Action Taken: In one case, the book was still on order and was being reviewed by staff to ensure 

that it did not contain hate speech or promote harm to trans people. It is anticipated that after the 

review the book will be retained and go into general circulation. In five instances, the book was 

retained. 
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The library that received the petitions published a formal response on its website; the library 

stated that it would not “censor the book” and would continue its efforts to “elevate trans voices” 

in its collections and programs and “and create more compassion and understanding for 

marginalized experiences.” In the remaining two, the challenges were to an audiobook on the 

streaming service, Hoopla. The title is no longer available through this service.  

Joyeux suicide et bonne année! by Sophie de Villenoisy 

Challenged: December 2019 in British Columbia 

Reason: The patron objected to the book’s title and premise—merry suicide and happy new 

year!—and recommended removing the book from the collection. 

Action Taken: Not stated. 

Lines of Fire: A Renegade Writes on Strategy, Intelligence, and Security by Ralph Peters 

Challenged: July 2020 in Alberta 

Reason: A concerned patron said this book preferred ethnic cleansing to genocide and believed 

the book’s content violated the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms.  

Action Taken: After a thorough review, the library determined that the author does not advocate 

ethnic cleansing. The author states specifically that ethnic cleansing is a crime against humanity 

and cannot be excused. The purpose of the essay in question is to understand, not condone, it. 

Le livre où la poule meurt à la fin by François Blais and Valérie Boivin 

Challenged: August 2019 in Ontario 

Reason: A library staff member felt that this children’s book was nihilistic. It sends a 

problematic message, the staff member said, in an age when we are trying to avoid over-

consumption and the killing of animals for food. 

Action Taken: Librarians examined the book and sought reviews. They also reached a consensus: 
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the book provided a darkly humorous comment on overconsumption. The complainant received 

a verbal response that noted all the reviews were positive and the author was himself vegan. 

Puella Magi Kazumi Magica: The Innocent Malice, vol. 1, by Masaki Hiramatsu 

Challenged: September 2020 in Alberta 

Reason: A patron was concerned about the graphic content (nude, semi-nude images) in this 

graphic novel and said that it should not be in the Children’s section.  

Action Taken: After a careful review, the library decided that the book would be moved to the 

Adult graphic novel collection. 

The Satanic Bible by Anton Szandor LaVey 

Challenged: June 2020 in Alberta 

Reason: An incarcerated individual requested this book, but prison chaplain services refused to 

provide it. They deemed it “hate speech,” which is eligible for censorship according to the 

directives of the commissioner of the Correctional Service of Canada. 

Action Taken: The librarian argued that the commissioner’s directives did not allow the 

censorship of this book.  

Sex Is a Funny Word: A Book About Bodies, Feelings, and You by Cory Silverberg and Fiona 

Smyth 

Challenged: September 2021 in British Columbia  

Reason: A parent submitted a form asking for the book’s removal. The parent’s seven-year-old 

son found the book in the Children’s section and was disgusted by it. The parent felt that the 

book was “poison for young mind[s].” 

Action Taken: The library responded with information about its collections policy and the 

decision to keep the book as part of the collection. There was no further correspondence. 
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The Story of the Little Mole Who Went in Search of Whodunit by Werner Holzwarth and Wolf 

Erlbruch 

Challenged: August 2019 in Ontario 

Reason: The patron was concerned about a depiction of the bowel movement in this children’s 

picture book. 

Action Taken: Not stated. 

Tintin in the Congo by Hergé 

Challenged: July 2020 in Alberta 

Reason: A parent was upset by images that they believed were racist in the graphic novel.  

Action Taken: The library removed the book. 

Turtle Island by Kevin Sherry 

Challenged: November 2020 in Ontario 

Reason: The complainant felt that the book potentially glorifies colonization. 

Action Taken: The book was retained. An email and letter were sent to the complainant.  

Wings of Fire: The Poison Jungle by Tui T. Sutherland 

Challenged: August 2021 in Alberta 

Reason: This children’s book has an LGBT+ protagonist. A parent recommended moving the 

item to the Young Adult section or adding a caution sticker. 

Action Taken: The library board and staff read the work and evaluated whether it met the 

collection policy for juvenile fiction. Since the book did, the item was retained in its current 

location. 
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You Can Heal Your Life by Louise Hay 

Challenged: May 2021 in Nova Scotia 

Reason: A request was made to remove this self-help book that preaches that “if we are willing 

to do the mental work, almost anything can be healed.” The complainant did not agree with the 

author’s advice and felt it was not helpful to people. 

Action Taken: The complainant was contacted and told that the library would retain the book. 

The book is very popular and fits within the library’s criteria for collection development. The 

complainant accepted the decision but was unhappy about it.  

 

DVDs and Streaming Video 

Angel created by Joss Whedon and David Greenwalt 

Challenged: July 2021 in Alberta 

Reason: A concerned patron said the content of this television series is too violent and shows 

demons. 

Action Taken: The library recognized that many of the library’s patrons find Angel and its 

related show, Buffy the Vampire Slayer, as well as the graphic novel series that is based on the 

TV shows, entertaining. For this reason, as well as the positive reviews garnered by the series, 

the library decided to maintain the film in the Teen DVD collection. 

Blazing Saddles 

Challenged: March 2020 in British Columbia 

Reason: The complainant found the content of the movie (the coarse language, the depictions of 

prejudice and misogyny) offensive and derogatory to multiple groups of people. 
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Action Taken: The film was retained. A formal letter explaining why the item was being kept in 

the collection was sent to the complainant.  

Dallas Buyers Club 

Challenged: March 2020 in British Columbia 

Reason: The complainant objected to the movie’s explicit content and depictions of prostitution 

and drug use.  

Action Taken: The film was retained.  

Disney’s Beauty and the Beast 

Challenged: February 2020 in Ontario 

Reason: Two challenges were made to this film. The patrons both felt that the sexual/romantic 

content was inappropriate for children. They noted that the image of Beauty and the Beast 

dancing on the cover was “provocative.” 

Action Taken: The film was retained in the Children’s collection in both cases. 

Drag Kids  

Challenged: January 2020 in British Columbia  

Reason: A patron objected to the content of young people in drag in this Canadian documentary. 

Action Taken: The film was retained. 

Hillary’s America: The Secret History of the Democratic Party 

Challenged: November 2020 in British Columbia 

Reason: The complainant objected to the political views expressed in the documentary. 

Action Taken: The film was retained. 
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Thoroughbreds directed by Cory Finley 

Challenged: January 2020 in Ontario 

Reason: The complainant objected to “disturbing, violent and sexual content.” 

Action Taken: The film was retained. The complainant was notified by email and letter. 

 

Programs and Services 

Read Woke Campaign 

Challenged: November 2020 in Ontario 

Reason: A member of the public objected to what he perceived as the liberal nature of the 

library’s support of the Read Woke philosophy. As a black man, he wanted a better 

representation of conservative North American black voices within the campaign. 

Action Taken: The complainant was informed that the Read Woke campaign is just one aspect of 

service provision by a public library that seeks to represent all viewpoints. The library directed 

him to the collection of materials that express a conservative perspective from black North 

American voices or authors. 

Reading with Royalty 

Challenged: March 2020, March 2021 in Alberta 

Reason: For two years in a row, several members of the public objected to the library’s annual 

offering of a storytime that features drag performers. The library board received four written 

challenges and heard from a member of the public at a board meeting in 2020; the board also 

received a petition with many signatures objecting to the storytime in 2021. Complainants felt 

that the program was inappropriate for the library, that it was ill-suited for the community, that it 

would confuse young children, that it was not a good use of taxpayer funding and that the drag 
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king/queen hosts were not reputable individuals. Some comments equated homosexuality and 

pedophilia. 

Action Taken: The library board received all challenges as information. The event was held, and 

more than 40 members of the public attended the physically distanced, outdoors event. 

__________ 

 

Source of information: The above-listed challenges were reported in the CFLA-FCAB’s 

Intellectual Freedom Challenges Survey between September 2019 and September 2021. They are 

contained in a database of challenges administered by the CFLA-FCAB’s Intellectual Freedom 

Committee.  


