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WELCOME, DEAR READERS  
and fellow free expression 
supporters, to the 2017 

Freedom to Read review. Twenty 
seventeen marks the 33rd year of 
the review and Freedom to Read 
Week, a cross-Canada event 
encouraging us to think about 
and reaffirm our commitment to 
intellectual freedom, guaranteed 
under the Charter of Rights and 
Freedoms. The review examines 
issues of censorship, challenges 
to reading materials, surveillance 
and access to information. Here 
are some of the highlights.

The 2017 champion of free 
expression is author and activ-
ist Charles Montpetit. Regular 
readers will know Charles by his 
reports about Quebec in earlier 
issues of this review. In an inter-
view with Mark Leiren-Young 
(page 10), Montpetit, whose 
books have been challenged, 
discusses his involvement in free 
expression issues, his activism 
in Quebec and the differences in 
censorship between Quebec and 
English Canada.

Robin Stevenson, award- 
winning author of 19 children’s 
books, including Pride: Celebrating 
Diversity and Community, writes 
about the obstacles she faced 
when visiting classrooms and 
libraries to talk to children about 
the LGBTQ rights movement 
(page 18).

In public libraries across Can-
ada, graphic novels are among 
the most circulated materials, 
yet they’re also among the most 
often challenged. In “Drawing 
Ire” (page 14), Helena Dong 

looks at why the genre is so often 
targeted.

This year’s Freedom to Read artist 
is Canadian illustrator and cartoon-
ist Jillian Tamaki. Her arresting 
work graces the review’s cover, the 
2017 Freedom to Read Week poster 
and the bookmark. Her graphic 
novel This One Summer, co-created 
with her cousin Mariko Tamaki, 
has been challenged in American 
libraries for its mature themes and 
alleged profanity.

Should Canadian colleges 
and universities put warning 
labels on course content? This 
hot-button debate is a growing 
concern. In “Words of Caution” 
(page 16), Canadian professor Jen 
Reid thoughtfully examines the 
issue from all sides: the students 
upon whom it can have the 
greatest impact—for better and 
for worse—and the universities 
whose responsibility it is to be 
open to ideas of all kinds in the 
pursuit of intellectual freedom.

You’ll also find our annual 
summary of challenged books 
and magazines and our “Get 
Involved” section filled with 
great ideas for activating your 
community and defending your 
right to choose what you read. 
For more information about 
freedom to read, please visit 
freedomtoread.ca.

Enjoy your freedom to read for 
another year!  

 Marg Anne Morrison  
Chair, Freedom of 

Expression Committee, 
Book and Periodical Council
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POSITION STATEMENT

FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION AND FREEDOM TO READ
A statement of the basic tenets of the Freedom of Expression Committee 
of the Book and Periodical Council

“Everyone has the fol lowing fundamental 
freedoms . . . thought, belief, opinion, and 
expression.”  —Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms

FREEDOM OF EXPRESSION IS A FUNDAMENTAL RIGHT OF ALL CANADIANS,  
and freedom to read is part of that precious heritage. Our Committee, repre-
senting member organizations and associations of the Book and Periodical 

Council, reaffirms its support of this vital principle and opposes all efforts to suppress 
writing and silence writers. Words and images in their myriad configurations are the 
substance of free expression.

The freedom to choose what we read does not, however, include the freedom to choose 
for others. We accept that courts alone have the authority to restrict reading material, a 
prerogative that cannot be delegated or appropriated. Prior restraint demeans individual 
responsibility; it is anathema to freedom and democracy.

As writers, editors, publishers, book manufacturers, distributors, retailers and 
librarians, we abhor arbitrary interpretations of the law and other attempts to limit 
freedom of expression.

We recognize court judgements; otherwise, we oppose the detention, seizure, 
destruction or banning of books and periodicals—indeed, any effort to deny, repress or 
sanitize. Censorship does not protect society; it smothers creativity and precludes open 
debate of controversial issues.

Endorsed by the Book and Periodical Council
February 5, 1997

thebpc
BOOK AND PERIODICAL     COUNCIL

The Book and Periodical Council (BPC) 
is the umbrella organization for Canadian 
associations that are or whose members 
are primarily involved with the writing, 
editing, translating, publishing, producing, 
distributing, lending, marketing, reading 
and selling of written words. 

MEMBERS 2016–17
› Access Copyright
› Alberta Magazine Publishers Association
› Association of Book Publishers of British 

Columbia
› Association of Canadian Publishers
› Association of Manitoba Book Publishers
› Atlantic Publishers Marketing Association
› BookNet Canada
› Book Publishers Association of Alberta
› Canadian Authors Association
› Canadian Children’s Book Centre
› Canadian Copyright Institute
› Canadian Publishers’ Council
› Canadian Society of Children’s Authors, 

Illustrators and Performers
› Editors Canada
› League of Canadian Poets
› Literary Press Group of Canada
› Magazines Canada
› National Reading Campaign
› Ontario Book Publishers Organization
› Ontario Library Association
› PEN Canada
› Periodical Marketers of Canada
› The Word on the Street Toronto
› The Writers’ Union of Canada
› Writers’ Trust of Canada

AFFILIATES 2016–17
› Accompass
› Calyx Ground Transportation Solutions
› Canpar Courier
› Fraser Direct Distribution Services
› Georgetown Terminal Warehouses
› Marquis Book Printing
› Universal Logistics
› Webcom

BPC EXECUTIVE
› Chair: Stephanie Fysh
› Vice-Chair: Marg Anne Morrison
› Past Chair: Anita Purcell
› Treasurer: Marg Anne Morrison

BPC STAFF
› Executive Director: Anne McClelland
› Program Coordinator: Lauren Matera

BIENVENUE AUX FRANCOPHONES!
Sur notre site Internet, vous trouverez plusieurs documents qui complètent la 
présente publication :

› une liste d’ouvrages en français traitant de la censure canadienne;

› une étude bilingue des saisies effectuées aux douanes et des interdictions 
décrétées par l’Unité des importations prohibées de 1985 à 2015;

› une chronologie, divers essais et une compilation de 643 victimes de 
censure, ainsi que des 1222 titres disponibles en français qui leur 
ont valu des attaques depuis 1625 au Canada — l’écrivain Charles 
Montpetit, lui-même frappé de maintes interdictions, relate les faits 
saillants entourant chacun de ces cas, et invite le public à lui signaler 
d’autres incidents en prévision d’éventuelles mises à jour.

Tous ces documents sont accessibles grâce aux liens fournis sur notre page 
d’accueil ( freedomtoread.ca ), et peuvent être téléchargés sans frais. Bonne 
lecture!

TO ORDER REVIEWS AND POSTERS 
The Freedom to Read kit (review plus folded poster) may be ordered from the Book 
and Periodical Council for $12.50 plus shipping, handling and HST. Orders for 10 kits 
or more, shipped to a single address, receive a 20% discount and may be accompanied 
by a purchase order. Flat, rolled, full-colour posters are available for $10.00 plus ship-
ping, handling and HST (GST/HST#R106801889). All orders are non-refundable.

Book and Periodical Council 
192 Spadina Avenue, Suite 107, Toronto, Ontario  M5T 2C2 
T 416.975.9366  |  F 416.975.1839
E-mail info@theBPC.ca   |  W freedomtoread.ca   |  theBPC.ca

http://www.freedomtoread.ca
http://www.freedomtoread.ca
https://www.facebook.com/FreedomToReadWeek/
https://twitter.com/Freedom_to_Read
http://www.thebpc.ca
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The number of recommended changes to 
Canada’s Access to Information Act made 
by a multi-party committee of the House 
of Commons.

On June 16, 2016, the Standing Com-
mittee on Access to Information, Privacy 
and Ethics tabled a report that recom-
mended greater public access to federal 
cabinet records and civil service advice. 
The committee also recommended that 
the federal government record more of its 
decisions and that federal agencies pub-
lish more information about themselves.

Although dominated by Liberal MPs, 
the committee is chaired by a Conserva-
tive, Blaine Calkins.

The Liberal government is considering 
reform of the act.

TWO
VITAL STATISTICS

True Facts About 
the Freedom to Speak, 

Read and Write in Canada

By  Franklin Carter

The number of public 
libraries in Newfoundland 
and Labrador that could 
close in 2017 and 2018. 
The number is greater 
than half of the province’s 
current total: 96.

After the government 
of Premier John Ball 
announced a $1-million 
cut in annual library 
funding in April 2016, 
Newfoundland and 
Labrador Public Libraries 
proposed to close 54 
libraries, many of them 
in rural communities, 
to reduce expenses. 
However, a public outcry 
prompted Dale Kirby, the 
education minister, to 
announce a review of 
the proposed closings in 
June 2016.

The number of titles officially stopped at the 
Canadian border by customs officers and sent 
for evaluation to the Prohibited Importations 
Unit (PIU) in the federal customs department 
in Ottawa from the beginning of 1985 to the 
end of 2015. The PIU determined whether the 
titles violated Criminal Code bans on hate 
propaganda or obscenity. The 
works included books, 
magazines, newspapers, 
videotapes, DVDs and CDs.

The number of titles officially listed as 
inadmissible in Canada throughout the same 
period because the PIU determined that they 
contained hateful or obscene expression.

58,349

19,185

Approximate number of 
Canadians who believed 
on August 17, 2016, that 
“the current climate of 
outrage over political 
correctness has just gone 
too far.” The Angus Reid 
Institute (ARI) calculated 
the number by interviewing 1,510 representative Canadians above the age of 18 
in an online opinion poll. The ARI also commissioned and paid for the poll.

The number of Canadian provinces that 
have anti-SLAPP laws. The provinces 
are Quebec and Ontario.

A SLAPP is strategic litigation against 
public participation. It is a meritless 
lawsuit—often a defamation lawsuit—
that is intended to intimidate and silence 
public-spirited people by forcing them to 
spend valuable time and money de-
fending themselves in court.

An anti-SLAPP law is designed to 
curb abusive litigation and protect free-
dom of expression.

CLOSED

THIRTY-TWO

The amount of money that a judge in Alberta awarded to Arthur Kent—
an ex-journalist and a former political candidate—in his dispute with 
Postmedia and Don Martin, one of Postmedia’s former journalists.

Justice Jo’Anne Strekaf ruled that Martin had defamed Kent in an opin-
ion column in 2008 while Kent was campaigning for a seat in Alberta’s 
legislature. “I find that the article, when read as a whole, would cause 
right-thinking members of society to think less of Mr. Kent,” wrote Strekaf. 
Postmedia also did not give Kent an opportunity to respond, she wrote.

http://www.freedomtoread.ca
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The 2015 Challenges Survey shows that objections to 
expressive content in publicly funded libraries across 
Canada came from both the left and the right on the 
traditional political and cultural spectrums. The results 
echo the catchphrase “There’s Something in My Library 
to Offend Everybody!” which appeared many years ago 
on a sweatshirt produced by the Intellectual Freedom 
Committee of the British Columbia Library Association.

For example, a challenge to the American documen-
tary Exposed, directed by Beth B., was motivated by 
concerns about depictions of violence, explicit sexuality 
and sexism over a scene that portrays “the soul of a sex-
ually tormented man who is willing to mutilate his own 
body and to demean women as well.” Another DVD, 
Fifty Shades of Grey, directed by Sam Taylor-Johnson, 
was challenged for depictions of explicit sexuality and 
violence. The complainant suggested it be given to a 
pornography shop. Other examples: 100 Questions About 
Islam, by Mohammed el Ghazali, was challenged for 
anti-Western views; Carsick: John Waters Hitchhikes 
Across America was challenged for explicit sexuality in 
a travel book; Close Range: Wyoming Stories, by Annie 
Proulx, which includes “Brokeback Mountain,” was 
challenged for depictions of violence and homosexu-
ality; the DVD Filth was challenged as offensive; and 
Sutton Place, by Louise Gayland, was challenged for 
depictions of explicit sexuality, graphic sex and violence.

Several challenges were reported about works 
originally published more than 50 years ago. If I Ran 
the Zoo (1950), by Dr. Seuss, was challenged on the 
grounds of insensitivity and ethnic stereotyping. 

Tintin in America, a children’s graphic novel pub-
lished serially in 1931–32 by Hergé (Georges Remi), 
was challenged for its anti-ethnicity, inaccuracy, 
insensitivity, offensive language and racism. In another 
library, halfway across the continent from the first, a 
complainant objected to the novel’s insensitivity and 
“blatant racism.” It portrays “Native Americans as 
extremely violent and incredibly stupid people without 
mercy, without compassion, without brains, and 
apparently without women.”

Altogether, 38 challenges to materials and policies 
were reported in the 2015 Challenges Survey by 13 librar-
ies in six provinces. Two-thirds of complainants wanted 
materials removed from the library—in a sense, banned. 
Others asked for relocations, re-ratings (of DVDs) or 
warning labels.

The reasons given included explicit sexuality, vio-
lence and age inappropriateness—accounting for half 
of all reasons mentioned—and insensitivity, inaccuracy, 
homosexuality, anti-ethnicity and stereotyping, racism, 
offensiveness, offensive language, religious viewpoint, 
political viewpoint, sexism, nudity and “inappropriate 
for any age.” On average, challenges involved two rea-
sons per title, though four or five reasons were given for 
a few, such as Mistress of the Game, by Tilly Bagshawe. 
It was targeted for inaccuracy, insensitivity, offensive 
language and explicit sexuality.

Individual titles were the most frequently targeted. 
They included two titles challenged twice each: Tintin 
in America, already mentioned, and The Magic of Facial 
Exercise, by Cynthia Rowland, which was targeted for 
inaccuracy.

There were also five challenges involving library col-
lection management policies and principles. Removing 
single titles from library collections denies easy public 
access for unknown thousands or tens of thousands of 
Canadians, but the potential harm is magnified when 
a whole collection grouping—a genre, a series or all 
works by an author—is targeted. Creators are also more 
severely injured, both creatively and financially, as in 
the case of Meljean Brook, whose works were claimed 
to be “inappropriate for any age” for their depictions of 
homosexuality and explicit sexuality.

Other policy challenges targeted children’s series 
and genres. One was to the Star Wars DK Readers 
series of easy-reader children’s graphic novels and “any 
other readers that contain graphics, written and other 
content that is not age appropriate for the targeted age.” 
The other challenge was to the children’s graphic novel 
series Legends from China: Three Kingdoms because of 
“suggestive sexual and visual scenes and the possibility 
of violence.”

Results from the 2015 
Annual Challenges Survey

By  Alvin M. SchraderEVERYBODY’S A CRITIC

THE ANNUAL CHALLENGES SURVEY, CONDUCTED FOR THE 10TH  
consecutive year and based on voluntary reporting by the Canadian 
Library Association (CLA), creates a national snapshot of complaints 

about expressive content in library materials and library policies related to 
intellectual freedom and collection management principles.

FRONT LINES

FIND MORE SURVEY RESULTS
Annual Challenges Survey results since 2006 are widely shared with 
the Canadian public. However, the Canadian Library Association has 
dissolved and a new organization, the Canadian Federation of Library 
Associations/Fédération canadienne des associations de bibliothèques, 
is being created. To get interim access to the databases or official reports, 
please contact Alvin M. Schrader at alvin.schrader@ualberta.ca.

https://www.facebook.com/FreedomToReadWeek/
https://twitter.com/Freedom_to_Read
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Another complainant targeted a library’s entire 
collection of physical and digital magazine subscrip-
tions (the latter through Zinio, a magazine distribution 
service) for reasons of insensitivity, inaccuracy, sexism 
and “the depiction of bodies that are being negatively 
objectified.” This broad sweep would ban, at min-
imum, 17 magazines that the complainant identified by 
name, including popular titles such as Cosmopolitan, 
Rolling Stone, Sports Illustrated, Teen Vogue, US Weekly 
and Women’s Health. The complainant also objected to 
face-out displays of these magazines on library shelves 
“where patrons and young people can see them.”

Adult titles were challenged as often as works for 
children and young adults. Overall, there were three times 
more objections to books than to DVDs. Among challenges 
to children’s materials, graphic novels predominated. 
Looking at all publication formats, we note that fiction 
was targeted twice as often as non-fiction; among materi-
als intended for adults, there were more objections to 
non-fiction than to fiction titles. The opposite was true for 
children’s materials: all of the challenges were to fiction.

Every time library staff are asked to remove, restrict, 
reclassify (re-rate), relocate or label materials, they confront 
anew the core values of librarianship. Are such actions ever 
justified, or are libraries professionally obligated to provide 
unfettered access to all constitutionally protected expres-
sive works, including those that some individuals or groups 
target as offensive or, in the words of the CLA’s 2015 
Statement on Intellectual Freedom and Libraries, deem to 
be “unconventional, unpopular or unacceptable”?

Only a handful of challenges in 2015 to resources and 
policies resulted in a change to their status. Five titles 
and collection groupings were reclassified. But conun-
drums arise: a children’s graphic novel version of the 
Old Testament was relocated from the school library to a 
teachers’ collection, although for all intents and purposes 
the graphic novel could be regarded as banned because it 
was no longer available to its intended student audience. 
At best, one could describe its status as restricted.

While only a few changes were ultimately made, 
library staff never dismiss lightly the concerns of com-
plainants and regularly find themselves in free speech 
discussions and debates. Every challenge is viewed within 
a framework of established mandates, professional values 
and policies related to intellectual freedom and access. 
Every decision requires a defensible balance between the 
consideration of a complainant’s views and the honour of 
free expression principles and the public’s right to know.

In the case of Tintin in America, for example, staff 
in both libraries reclassified it as an adult graphic novel. 
In one case, staff explained: “There are many books 
published in decades past that would not pass muster 

with 21st-century readers, were they to be presented for 
publication today. However, removing books from library 
shelves with which we may disagree makes it more diffi-
cult to discuss how our society’s beliefs and attitudes have 
changed, and how a word or an image can be hurtful. By 
providing access to controversial, even offensive books, 
libraries play a vital role in maintaining an open dialogue 
about historical stereotypes and changing perceptions.”

It may surprise some people to learn that library staff 
are among Canada’s front-line advocates and educators 
for freedom of expression, access and privacy. Sandra 
Singh, CLA president and chief librarian of the Van-
couver Public Library, notes: “Intellectual freedom is 
fundamental to a free and democratic society, innova-
tion, and human advancement. For well over 100 years, 
school, public, and academic libraries across Canada 
have worked tirelessly to ensure that every Canadian has 
access to the ideas and information they need to explore 
our world and enrich their lives. At times, this work has 
involved helping community members understand why 
libraries build broad collections that may contain materi-
als considered offensive to some, as well as taking a stand 
against censorship when the need arises.”

Every day, when titles in a library’s collection are 
challenged, staff explain the importance of protecting 
everyone’s right to have these materials available for the 
thoughts and the ideas they contain. Every day, library 
staff safeguard a wide diversity of viewpoints, especially 
those that are considered controversial and disagreeable, 
in their libraries. Every day, they promote a love for 
reading, imagination and questioning. They are word 
champions for democracy!  

At the time of writing, Alvin M. Schrader was convenor of 
the Canadian Library Association’s Intellectual Freedom 
Advisory Committee. He thanks the library staff who 
shared examples of how they grappled with pressures 
in 2015 to remove, reclassify, relocate, restrict or label 
materials deemed objectionable or to curtail library 
access policies involving intellectual freedom issues.
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Exposed, a documentary by director 
Beth B., was challenged at a library in 
2015 for depictions of violence, explicit 
sexuality and sexism. The burlesque 
artists in the film challenge notions of 
sexuality, gender identity and disability 
through comedy and satire.

http://www.freedomtoread.ca
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“WELCOME TO THE LIBRARY.  
You can read any book you like.”

“But, Miss, there isn’t 
anything here I want to read.”

When you don’t have access to material 
you want to read, the freedom to read is just 
an empty promise.

People in First Nation communities in 
Canada are underserved or not served at all 
when they search for the books, information 
and services that libraries provide in the 
rest of the country. Only 46 of Ontario’s 
133 First Nation communities have public 
libraries, and many of those are one- or 
two-person operations with limited hours. 
Schools have libraries, but they benefit 
students, not entire communities.

First Nation societies throughout North 
America have relied on the oral transmis-
sion of stories, histories, lessons and other 
knowledge to preserve traditions, cultures 
and identities; however, the oral tradition has 
been disappearing for years. Today, much 
of that information is available in books and 
digital content. Available does not mean 
accessible, however, and too many Indigenous 
people, especially in remote areas, are 
unlikely to have access to material that they 

would like to read. The result is that cultures, 
traditions and identities are slowly eroding.

First Nation communities have many 
needs and limited resources. Without 
dedicated funding, libraries exist only at the 
sufferance of local councils. When coun-
cils face so many other pressing needs, the 
provision of books and information is a low 
priority. There is also a growing desire for 
culturally relevant material by Indigenous 
writers and illustrators. What’s the solution?

Sustainable funding for libraries in under-
served areas is the obvious answer, but that 
isn’t likely in the foreseeable future. Moreover, 
sustainable funding doesn’t answer the need 
for material created by and for Indigenous 
people. As the oral tradition declines, literacy 
assumes an even more important role. One 
solution that provides the desired material and 
also promotes literacy is a program that began 
more than a decade ago.

First Nation Communities Read (FNCR), 
which is funded by the Canadian govern-
ment and was launched in 2003 by the First 
Nations public library community in Ontario 
with support from the Southern Ontario 
Library Service, promotes a community-based 
approach to reading. FNCR encourages 
family literacy, intergenerational storytelling 
and information sharing. By increasing aware-
ness of the relevance and importance of First 
Nation, Métis and Inuit writing, illustration 
and publishing, the program promotes under-
standing of the cultures, traditions, voices and 
experiences of those communities.

Each year, FNCR invites publishers to 
submit works to a volunteer jury of First 
Nation librarians, who read and evaluate 
the nominations. The shortlist is released in 
May, and the selected title is announced in 
June, National Aboriginal History Month.

FNCR buys copies of the five shortlisted 
titles for First Nation public libraries in 
Ontario. It also provides a poster featuring 
the nominated books. There are public 
readings, school visits, book signings and 

giveaways, and visits to Ontario’s First 
Nation communities. Danielle Big Canoe 
Snake, a Rama First Nation librarian, 
commented on the 2016 tour: “Yes, it was a 
fantastic day! We had about 40 in attend-
ance. So much fun, and educational!”

Although FNCR is based in Ontario, 
submissions of children’s and adult/young-
adult literature in alternate years come 
from all parts of the country. The 2016–17 
winning title is Spirit Bear, published by 
Eco Books 4 Kids in 2014. The lovely colour 
illustrations introduce children to 22 ani-
mals, many of them endangered, from the 
Great Bear Rainforest in British Colum-
bia. In June 2016, the illustrator Michael 
Arnott, a member of the Batchewana First 
Nation, received the Aboriginal Literature 
Award with a $5,000 prize. The Periodical 
Marketers of Canada, inspired by FNCR’s 
goals, sponsors the award.

FNCR doesn’t solve all the problems of 
providing Indigenous people with material 
that they want to read, but it does succeed in 
three ways. It encourages the production of 
culturally relevant literature and makes more 
material available to First Nation commun-
ities. Indigenous writers and illustrators 
are motivated to create culturally relevant 
material, which is promoted throughout the 
country. Finally, all of Canada can benefit 
from learning about stories and traditions 
of the country’s Indigenous people and can 
bridge the gap that divides too many of us. 
It’s definitely a case of win-win-win.

To learn more about FNCR, visit 
sols.org.  

Donald Lynch is chair of the Six Nations 
Public Library Board, a past president of 
the Ontario Library Boards’ Association 
and a member of the Indigenous Task 
Group of the Ontario Library Association. 
He has Indian status and resides on the 
Six Nations reserve in Ontario.

FRONT LINES

Promoting First Nations’ Access to 
Culturally Relevant Literature, One Book at a Time

By  Donald Lynch

BREAKING BARRIERS, 
BUILDING BRIDGES

E
C

O
 B

O
O

K
S

 4
 K

ID
S

, 
2

01
4

https://www.facebook.com/FreedomToReadWeek/
https://twitter.com/Freedom_to_Read
https://www.sols.org


freedomtoread.ca 9FREEDOM TO READ 2017

SUPERHEROES 
OF FREE EXPRESSION

The Free Speech 
Squad:  IFEX
ifex.org

Headquarters:  Toronto
Not-so-secret identity:  IFEX is 
a non-profit network of organiz-
ations committed to defending 
and promoting free expression 
as a fundamental human right. 
IFEX has 104 member organiz-
ations spanning 65 countries in 
North America, Europe, Africa 
and South America. Notable 
Canadian organizations include 
PEN Canada and Canadian 
Journalists for Free Expression.
Origin story:  In 1992, 12 non- 
governmental organizations 
convened in Montreal to create 
a global network of free expres-
sion groups.
Purpose:  These organizations 
needed a network to maximize 
their efforts and avoid duplica-
tion of work.
Superpowers:  IFEX defends 
access to information, battles 
censorship and promotes digital 
rights and freedom of assembly. 
It raises awareness of restrictions 
on free expression. One priority 
is ending impunity:  lack of justice 
for crimes against journalists, 
bloggers and artists who have 
been harassed, threatened or 
killed for expressing themselves.
Deeds:  This unique global net-
work is highly diverse. It allows 
members to talk openly, study 
challenges and collaborate on 
solutions. One notable achieve-
ment:  IFEX’s campaign for 

Three Canadian Organizations 
You Should Know About

By  Reanna 
Sartoretto

journalists’ safety in Paraguay. 
IFEX recommended creating a 
special commission in the Public 
Prosecutor’s Office to bring the 
people responsible for attacks 
on journalists to justice; this 
recommendation was one of nine 
free expression recommenda-
tions in the U.N. Human Rights 
Council’s January 2016 report 
that Paraguay agreed to.

The Digital Defenders: 
 MediaSmarts
mediasmarts.ca

Headquarters:  Ottawa
Not-so-secret identity:  This 
not-for-profit charitable organiz-
ation provides teacher resources 
for students from kindergarten 
to grade 12. MediaSmarts is 
affiliated with youth-focused 
groups such as the Girl Guides 
of Canada, Canadian Paediatric 
Society, YWCA Canada and the 
Canadian Teachers’ Federation.
Origin story:  In the early 
1990s, the Media Awareness 
Network was created to respond 
to concerns over violence on 
television. It was formally 
founded in 1994 under the 
National Film Board of Canada, 
and in 1996 it was incorporated 
into its own (super) identity. 
The organization rebranded as 
MediaSmarts in 2012.
Purpose:  MediaSmarts 
develops digital and media 
literacy programs and resources 
for Canadian homes, schools 
and communities. When 

Canada first included media 
literacy in school curricula, 
MediaSmarts created support 
materials for media topics. 
Now that digital tech growth 
has exploded, the organiza-
tion’s focus is media and digital 
literacy. MediaSmarts believes 
that children and youth have 
the critical thinking skills to 
engage with media as active and 
informed citizens.
Superpowers:  MediaSmarts 
educates students about topics 
such as gender representation, 
body image, violence and 
diversity in media as well as 
core online issues such as ethics, 
bullying and sexual exploitation.
Deeds:  Since 2000, MediaSmarts 
has run Young Canadians in a 
Wired World, Canada’s longest 
national comprehensive inves-
tigation of Internet use among 
kids and teens. It has surveyed 
over 17,000 students from grades 
4 to 11 in every province and 
territory. MediaSmarts also 
provides classroom resources in 
French and English that com-
plement the local curriculum for 
every province and territory.

The Cyber-Crusaders: 
 OpenMedia
openmedia.org

Headquarters:  Vancouver
Not-so-secret identity: 
 OpenMedia is a registered non-
profit, non-partisan organization 
that defends the autonomy of 
the Internet. OpenMedia serves 
over 700,000 supporters around 
the world and works with 
like-minded groups such as the 
Electronic Frontier Foundation, 

Creative Commons and Fight for 
the Future.
Origin story:  Founded in 2008, 
OpenMedia didn’t truly bust onto 
the Internet defence scene until 2011, 
when it launched Stop the Meter, 
an effort to combat usage-based 
billing. Stop the Meter became the 
largest online campaign in Canadian 
history.
Purpose:  OpenMedia seeks to 
bridge the gap between policy- 
makers and the public. OpenMedia 
wants Internet users to help create 
the guidelines and policies of the 
Internet. It believes the Internet 
should be open, affordable and 
surveillance-free and that an open 
Internet empowers people to build 
a more connected, collaborative 
world. OpenMedia emphasizes that 
the Internet’s true potential will be 
unlocked when unfettered access is a 
universal human right.
Superpowers:  OpenMedia protects 
three pillars of Internet freedom: 
 (1) free expression, which allows 
people to connect and collaborate; 
(2) access to universal, fast and 
affordable networks; (3) privacy, 
including freedom from mass gov-
ernment surveillance.
Deeds:  OpenMedia conducts 
several online campaigns. It is taking 
on the U.S. Federal Communica-
tions Commission to ensure stronger 
Net neutrality rules, trying to kill 
the new amendments to Canada’s 
Anti-terrorism Act and blasting 
Netflix for its ban on virtual 
private network (VPN) use.  

Reanna Sartoretto (@sartoretto_) 
is a freelance fact checker and a 
former program coordinator of the 
Book and Periodical Council.

FANTASTIC ORGANIZATIONS ARE PROTECTING AND   
promoting free expression in Canada and beyond. Here 
are three worth checking out.
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SPOTLIGHT

Talking Censorship and 
Sensibility with Charles Montpetit

By  Mark Leiren-Young

CHAMPION OF 
FREE EXPRESSION

WHEN I GOOGLED “CHARLES MONTPETIT” THREE DIFFERENT OPTIONS  
came up: a lawyer, an author and an inspector of explosives. The Montpetit I’m 
interested in isn’t a lawyer or a bomb expert, but considering his passion for 

crafting weighty arguments on censorship issues and his love of wading into explosive 
situations, I think he elegantly juggles all three roles.

Born in Montreal and still based there, 
Montpetit started creating cartoons at a 
young age. At age 15, he won a writing 
contest with a science fiction novella that 
earned him $500 and a trip for two to Paris. 
He took his brother and got his first taste of 
touring as an author.

In 1984, his debut novel Temps perdu, 
a time-travel adventure for young read-
ers, was a finalist for a Canada Council 
prize. Five years later, Montpetit received 
a Governor General’s Literary Award for 
the sequel, Temps mort. One of Montpetit’s 
earliest experiences of being personally cen-
sored occurred after a parent at a primary 
school took offence at Temps perdu’s opening 
line—“Tue-le!” (“Kill him!”)—and Mont-
petit was ordered not to discuss either of his 
suddenly controversial novels in that school.

In the late ’80s, Montpetit read several 
articles about sex education in Quebec 
schools. In the articles, students com-
plained that their course focused only on 
condoms, plumbing and infections. In 
response, Montpetit asked well-known 
authors to write true accounts of first sex-
ual encounters.

The two-volume anthology, La première 
fois, made the prestigious White Raven 
catalogue of the International Youth 
Library in 1992. This accolade prompted 
Montpetit to collect submissions for an 
English-language edition of the books, 
which were released as The First Time in 
1995. Both titles led the author down a 

rabbit hole: he found himself not only 
facing school censors again, but also 
potentially on the wrong side of a new 
federal law aimed at preventing child 
pornography. Most of the first times in the 
stories happened before the protagonists 
turned 18.

When he found out about Canada’s 
Freedom to Read Week, he contacted 
the Book and Periodical Council to help 
launch a French version in Quebec. The 
Semaine de la liberté de lire debuted in 
1996, and Montpetit repeated the event in 
2002 under the broadened name Semaine 
de la liberté d’expression, which covers 
more than just literature. He also served on 
the board of administrators for Quebec’s 
writers’ union, Union des écrivaines et des 
écrivains québécois (UNEQ ), from 1999 
to 2003, acting as its freedom of expression 
coordinator. He has since produced a bilin-
gual study of the material that’s censored 
at the border, and his Index of challenged 
books now covers 643 authors and 1,222 
works.

For his efforts in fighting censorship in 
Canada, Montpetit received the Freedom 
to Read Award from the Writers’ Union 
of Canada in 2006, and the Book and 
Periodical Council’s Freedom of Expression 
Committee selected him as its champion of 
free expression for 2017.

To kick off our interview, I asked 
Montpetit about his first time—of being 
censored.

Charles Montpetit’s most recent 
works about censorship are available 
at freedomtoread.ca. He can be 
reached at cmontpetit@hotmail.com.LI
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Q How did you get involved in 
the issue of censorship?

A My works tend to push the envel-
ope. I do a lot of conferences and 

workshops in classrooms, and I got to 
realize that some of my books had not 
been read by teachers prior to my visit, and 
they were unpleasantly surprised about the 
subjects that I broach and asked me not to 
speak about them. This trend spiked with 
my anthology, The First Time. Once, I was 
even told on the doorstep of the classroom 
that I couldn’t talk about this very title 
that they had invited me to talk about. 
And I started realizing that all of the anec-
dotes that I had heard about other authors 
being censored now applied to me.

Eventually I learned about the exist-
ence of Freedom to Read Week, and I 
decided, “Hey, this is a good thing that 
should happen in Quebec.” In 1995, I 
called the people at the Book and Peri-
odical Council and asked if they minded 
my trying to set up a francophone version 
of Freedom to Read Week that they 
wouldn’t have to be formally associated 
with but that could complement what 
they were doing. That’s when I did the 
first version of my document about free 
expression [the Index], a simple list of 
books that had been censored in various 
contexts. I later got grants that helped me 
expand it to 24 pages, then 40 pages.

Q Any thoughts on how school 
censorship works as opposed 

to other forms of censorship?

A Most people in schools are afraid 
of what I call “ghost parents.” 

They imagine that this or that activity 
that they organize, or this or that reading 
that they assign to kids, might stir up 
some problem. They can either do some-
thing else or plunge in and dare to cross 
that bridge when it will happen. But 
very few take the second option, so there’s 
a lot of tacit censorship in that context 
because fear is a major driving force in 
schools.

Q How 
has 

censorship 
changed in 
the schools 
since you 
started 
getting into 
this?

A I don’t 
think it’s 

changed much 
over the last 30 years—either for good or for 
bad. But before that, religious authorities 
used to have a real stranglehold on educa-
tion, entertainment and politics, so we’ve 
made a lot of progress on that front.

Q Are there any issues in Quebec 
that are different from issues in 

the rest of Canada?

A The first thing is, Freedom to Read 
has been going on for more than 30 

years on the English side, and it’s some-
thing that echoes similar movements in the 
United States, but French-Canadians don’t 
have that history. There is this sense that 
censorship is bad, but there’s no effort to 
really combat it head on.

Another difference pertains to language. 
We don’t have a problem with the same 
types of expressions that English people 
do. The F-bombs and the sexual profanity 
are less shocking in Quebec. The English 
curse words are actually uncensored on 
French-Canadian television. You might 
find it very weird to have a program at the 
children’s hour in the afternoon that actually 
uses them. Obviously, everybody knows 
that they’re curse words, but they don’t carry 
much weight in French. It’s as if they are just 
amusing, meaningless sounds. Then again we 
have our own curse words which are—sur-
prise, surprise—religiously oriented.

Q Is there one issue 
or fight you’re particularly 

passionate about?

A I’ve done a lot of issue-oriented 
writing in my career: a novel about 

tobacco use, a book about gun control and 
an ecological fairy tale, for instance. Those 
are all issues that are dear to my heart. But 
after expressing what I felt wasn’t being said 
in those specific fields, I discovered how 
voices were thoroughly stifled in broader 
contexts. That’s what I’m now tackling. And 
that manifests itself in many ways.

One of them is an audio-visual presenta-
tion that summarizes what I’ve found about 
book banning. This is another talk I get to 
give in secondary schools, and yet again 
some teachers are dismayed when I show 
stuff that has been censored for adolescents. 
I can’t seem to shed the “controversial” label 
that often gets affixed to me …

I’m not a researcher by nature, but when-
ever censorship is concerned, I just have to 
keep plugging at it, classify it and make my 
findings available so more people become 
aware of the issue. This is probably the reason 
I’m more interested in this issue than in any 
of the others I’ve tackled in my life, because 
not that many people are doing it. You can 
count them on one hand in Quebec. I sort 
of carved this niche for myself.  

Mark Leiren-Young (@leirenyoung) is an award-winning journalist, playwright, 
filmmaker and author. His latest book is The Killer Whale Who Changed the World 
(Greystone Books). For more information, visit leiren-young.com.
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10 CHALLENGED 
GRAPHIC NOVELS
No superpower on Earth 
could make graphic novels immune 
from the dreaded book challenge. 
This list highlights just 
10 of the works that have 
faced challenges in recent years. 
To see the full list, please visit 
freedomtoread.ca.

VAMPIRE CHEERLEADERS MUST DIE
by  Adam Arnold, Michael Shelfer  and  Shiei

SE V EN  SE A S ,  2013

This book was challenged in a public library 
in January 2014 in Alberta. Objections: age 
inappropriate and sexually explicit.

TALES FROM THE FARM by  Jeff Lemire

“TALES FROM THE FARM” APPEARS IN ESSEX 

COUNTY, TOP SHELF PRODUCTIONS, 2009

This story was originally published by Top 
Shelf Productions in 2007. It was challenged 
in Ontario in 2011. A library patron reported 
that she was shocked by the offensive lan-
guage in the book.

DEMON HUNTER
by  Steve Barlow  and  Steve Skidmore

In 2011, a library patron in Alberta 
objected to the cover image, claiming it was 
“inappropriate for children.” Demon Hunter 
is part of the iHorror series of books.

O RCH A RD  BO O KS ,  2011

PERSEPOLIS by  Marjane Satrapi

In 2013, Persepolis was removed from class-
rooms in Chicago Public Schools. Objections: 
scenes of torture and Islamic content. In 
2014, the book was challenged three more 
times: in Oregon, Illinois and Texas. Persepolis 
eventually landed at #2 on the American 
Library Association’s top 10 list of frequently 
challenged books in 2014.

PA NTHEO N,  20 0 4

By  Reanna Sartoretto

http://www.freedomtoread.ca
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THIS ONE SUMMER
by  Mariko Tamaki  and  Jillian Tamaki

G RO UNDWO O D  BO O KS ,  2014

In May 2016, after a parent had complained, 
this title was removed from a Minnesota 
school library. The superintendent, librarian 
and principal found the topics in the book 
“inappropriate for inclusion in the library” and 
thought the language was “inappropriate.”

THE BOYS: VOLUME FIVE: HEROGASM
by  Garth Ennis, John McCrea 
 and  Darick Robertson

DY N A MITE  ENTERTA INMENT,  20 0 9

This book was challenged in a public library 
in Surrey, B.C., in 2010. Objections: sexism 
and sexual explicitness. A staff member felt 
this book violated community standards. 
Fellow librarians agreed, and it was returned 
to the vendor.

MY MOST SECRET DESIRE by  Julie Doucet

First published in 1995, My Most Secret 
Desire was challenged at a Canadian public 
library in 2007. A patron objected to the 
book’s explicit sexual content.

D R AWN &  Q UA RTERLY,  20 0 6

MÉLODY by  Sylvie Rancourt

Self-published in 1985. After someone 
complained about Mélody in the early 1990s, 
Planet Earth, an independent comic book 
shop in Toronto, was charged with posses-
sion and sale of obscene material.

D R AWN &  Q UA RTERLY,  2015

LOVE & ROCKETS
by  Gilbert Hernandez  and  Jaime Hernandez

The Love & Rockets series was originally 
published by Fantagraphics Books in 1982. 
The series was challenged at a public library 
in Ontario in 2011. A library patron found 
Love & Rockets disturbing for its sexual 
explicitness and depictions of violence.

IS SUE  #31, 

FA NTAG R A PHIC S  BO O KS ,  1989

I DON’T LIKE YOU AT ALL BIG BROTHER!!
by  Kouichi Kusano

This book was challenged in a public library 
in January 2014 in Alberta. Objections: age 
inappropriate and sexually explicit.

SE V EN  SE A S ,  2012

http://www.freedomtoread.ca
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Canadian graphic novels are attracting their share 
of attention. When Drawn & Quarterly, the influen-
tial Montreal-based comics publisher, celebrated its 
25th anniversary in 2015 by publishing an anthology 
featuring contributions from some of the medium’s 
most respected artists, both the anniversary and book 
were widely covered. Everyone from The New Yorker to 
the A.V. Club to The Guardian published commenda-
tory stories. Step Aside, Pops, Nova Scotia native Kate 
Beaton’s playful exploration of historical and literary 
figures, spent 24 weeks on The New York Times best-
seller list last year. Marvel’s Unbeatable Squirrel Girl, 
Toronto writer Ryan North’s series about a computer 
science major who foils supervillains, was a hit with 
readers tired of the usual superhero tropes. In-Between 
Days, Toronto artist Teva Harrison’s heartbreaking 
but redemptive memoir about living with cancer, was 
named one of the most anticipated books of 2016 by The 
Globe and Mail. Angel Catbird, the first graphic novel by 
literary icon Margaret Atwood, was published last fall.

The graphic novel is a cultural heavyweight, and the 
reasons for its pre-eminence are many. The medium’s 
integration of images and text to advance cinematic 
storytelling is in step with the sophisticated visual lit-
eracy of today’s culture. Diverse creators are producing 
content so varied in subject matter and style that almost 
any reader can find a graphic novel to enjoy. When Art 
Spiegelman’s Maus II won a special Pulitzer in 1992, 
comics and graphic novels shifted in the public’s mind 
from cheaply produced entertainment, ephemeral in 
both content and format, to a narrative form worthy of 
the most ambitious literary work.

As innovation continued in the ’90s and as advo-
cates from the publishing, bookselling, academic and 

library worlds emerged, the medium’s popularity grew. 
Today, the graphic novel is firmly mainstream. It has 
booming sales, new readers and creators (especially kids 
and women) and widespread industry and institutional 
support.

Educators and librarians view graphic books as a 
key resource to support literacy because the medium is 
suitable for most reading levels and can uniquely engage 
students in challenging subjects. So the responsibility 
of libraries to collect these works is twofold: they not 
only provide a popular format, but also support literacy, 
especially in reluctant readers.

Given graphic novels’ expanding readership, their 
reputation for innovative storytelling and support from 
educators and librarians, we may wonder why they are 
frequently challenged in schools and libraries. Year after 
year, graphic novels show up on the American Library 
Association’s (ALA) top 10 list of most frequently 
challenged books and the Canadian Library Associ-
ation’s (CLA) lists of challenged books. Graphic novels 
are stigmatized so much that the ALA made them 
the theme of its annual Banned Books Week in 2014. 
“Despite their serious literary merit and popularity as a 
genre, they are often subject to censorship,” said Judith 
Platt, then chair of the Banned Books Week National 
Committee.

Depictions of explicit sexuality and offensive 
language—along with age inappropriateness and 
depictions of violence and occult/Satanism—are among 
the most frequently given reasons for challenges. Often, 
complainants are motivated by a desire to shield youth. 
“Books are usually challenged with the best inten-
tions—to protect others, frequently children, from 
difficult ideas and information,” explains the ALA. 
Combine this reason with the persistent misconception 
that the medium is for kids, and the conditions are ripe 
for challenges.

Recently, This One Summer by Canadians Jillian 
Tamaki and Mariko Tamaki was challenged in American  
libraries for its profanity and mature themes. The title 
had been added to collections throughout the United 
States after it was named both a Printz and Caldecott 
Honor book. Although the Caldecott Honor Award 
recognizes the “most distinguished American picture 
book for children” for readers up to age 14, many people 
mistakenly view it as an award that honours picture 
books for the very young. As such, some libraries 
added the title to their collections for younger children, 
although the intended audience is age 12 and up. The 
Comic Book Legal Defense Fund, a not-for-profit 
organization that defends the First Amendment rights 
of comics creators in the United States, helped monitor 

PERSPECTIVES

Graphic Novels Are Incredibly Popular 
and Frequently Challenged

By  Helena DongDRAWING IRE

GRAPHIC NOVELS ARE POSITIVELY THRIVING. AN INDUSTRY  
report issued in July 2016 shows that sales of graphic novels and comics 
in North America totalled US$1.03 billion in 2015—10% higher than 

in the previous year. BookNet Canada’s annual report on the Canadian book 
market highlights comics and graphic novels as one of 2015’s fastest-growing 
categories: in 2015, 1,045,000 volumes were sold (an increase of 7.6% from 
968,000 volumes sold in 2014). In libraries, graphic novels continue to be 
among the most circulated materials. Some libraries even report that graphic 
novels have higher circulation rates than bestseller fiction. Meanwhile, films 
and TV series based on graphic novels, such as Marvel action movies and The 
Walking Dead, make headlines and drive viewers to the original books.
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these challenges. It argued that instead of taking 
responsibility for “knowing the content of a book before 
purchasing it, some of these people have ... attacked the 
book, calling for its removal.” The challenges have been, 
to date, unsuccessful.

Censorship of comics and graphic novels is, of 
course, not new. In the 1950s, a time of heightened 
moral panic, the U.S. Senate held hearings on comic 
books and juvenile delinquency. These hearings were, 
in part, precipitated by the publication of psychiatrist 
Fredric Wertham’s book Seduction of the Innocent which 
linked youth aggression and pulpy comics. To head 
off a shutdown of the industry, publishers introduced 
a Comics Code, which tamped down on depictions of 
excessive gore, sexuality and violence.

One of the graphic novel’s strengths is its visual 
format but, as the ALA acknowledges in its document 
on handling challenges to graphic novels, “many people 
consider an image to be far more powerful in its impact 
than any written description of that image.” Even a 
classic story that has been adapted for children many 
times can alarm readers when it appears as a graphic 
novel. According to the CLA, at a library in Alberta 
in 2015, a parent challenged an adaptation of The Three 
Musketeers, part of the Classics Illustrated series, as 
being age inappropriate and sexually explicit. The book 
showed a shirtless man and a clothed woman kissing 
and talking in bed. The parent asked that the book be 
reclassified. It was retained in the children’s collection, 
however, when a review found not only that the rest of 
the series was housed there, but also that the majority of 
libraries that owned the book had it in their children’s 
collections as well.

Other challenged graphic novels have been 
reclassified. In its report about challenges for 2014, the 
CLA noted the highest amount of material relocated/
reclassified was “due mainly to graphic novel/manga 
challenges.” Perhaps the most dramatic challenge to 
graphic novels in Canada occurred in 2011, when a 
library’s decision to establish a graphic novel collection 
was met with objections about depictions of explicit 
sexuality and violence. The initiator of the challenge 
pointed to the critically acclaimed but often targeted 
Love & Rockets series by Gilbert and Jaime Hernan-
dez as an example.

Canadian challenges to Canadian graphic books 
have included works by some of the country’s best-
known and respected creators. In 2007, two works by 
Julie Doucet were challenged: the vivid dream journal 
My Most Secret Desire for its sexually explicit content 
and The Madame Paul Affair, which was called “sleazy 
and dirty” by the complainant. In 2011, Tales from the 

Farm, the first book of Jeff Lemire’s award-winning 
Essex County trilogy, was targeted for “offensive lan-
guage.” The highly personal storytelling in these titles 
and other Canadian works has the power to win hearts 
and minds, as evinced by the acclaim their creators 
enjoy, but it also has the power to discomfit some read-
ers, as evinced by the challenges. (In all of these cases, 
the libraries retained the titles.)

Intolerance has also prompted challenges. Persepolis, 
the acclaimed graphic memoir by Iranian-born writer 
Marjane Satrapi, was banned by Chicago Public 
Schools in 2013, and the ALA named it the second-
most challenged book of 2014 after three challenges 
in schools that year. The last of these occurred at 
a Texas high school. Students read excerpts of the 
book in a world geography class to complement a 
community-wide book discussion series intended to 
foster engagement with Muslims. After some com-
munity members and parents objected to the “newly 
introduced Islamic 
literature available 
to students” at 
a school board 
meeting, a parent 
submitted a formal 
challenge to have 
Persepolis removed 
from the curriculum. 
The book was 
retained with a vote 
of 5–1.

Continued 
institutional support 
for graphic novels 
is crucial not only 
because they’re in 
demand, but also 
because libraries 
and schools can 
help educate people 
about this exciting 
and fresh medium 
that, despite its 
popularity, is still 
misunderstood in 
some corners.  
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Helena Dong coordinates the teen and adult graphic 
novel collections at the Toronto Public Library. 
She is thrilled to work alongside Toronto’s talented, 
passionate and knowledgeable community of comics 
readers, creators and retailers.
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The furor began with Oberlin College’s policy on 
trigger warnings. It said that “anything could be a 
trigger” in a text and should be labelled by instructors. 
Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart was used as a pri-
mary example of “a triumph of literature that everyone 
in the world should read” but that could “trigger readers 
who have experienced racism, colonialism, religious 
persecution, violence, suicide, and more.”

At Columbia, four undergraduates wrote an article 
for the school’s newspaper in which they suggested that 
the faculty should be required to use trigger warnings 
to prevent students from being traumatized by course 
content—something the authors believed happens “all 
too often” in the post-secondary classroom. They cited 
a case at Columbia in which a survivor of sexual assault 
revealed that she felt “triggered while reading such 
detailed accounts of rape” in Ovid’s Metamorphoses and 
that her feelings were exacerbated by the professor’s 
presentation of the text. When she brought her experi-
ence to the professor’s attention, she felt her concerns 
were dismissed. The student stopped participating in 
class discussion “as a means of self-preservation.”

The idea of a trigger warning is thought to have 
had its genesis in online feminist forums and blogs. 
Borrowed from the language of post-traumatic stress 
disorder (PTSD), the trigger warning is a strategy to 
indicate images and texts that could cause an unwanted 
reaction based on past trauma, especially sexualized 
violence. Trigger warnings function much like film 
ratings, content warnings for TV shows and parental 
advisory labels for explicit song lyrics. The onus is on 
consumers to choose the right content for themselves, 
and creators and distributors are free from responsibility 
for people’s experiences with the content.

Trigger warnings have also been compared to sys-
tems of categorization for books, such as the Library of 
Congress Classification system or that of any com-
munity library. They distinguish, for example, between 
literature for children and adults, between genres such 

as biography or mystery, and between subjects such as 
slavery or forensic chemistry. These tags give readers 
some idea of the content and are generally considered 
useful. The trigger warning, in the context of higher- 
education classrooms, is envisioned as a similar tag that 
goes one step further to become a reasonable, com-
passionate, “fact-based” way of preparing students for 
exposure to material that may disturb them—or helping 
them avoid it altogether.

The debate among higher-education professionals 
and students, and across popular media, reveals that 
the trigger warning is viewed either as appropriate, 
cautionary shorthand or as unnecessary emotional “cod-
dling.” These contrasting views tend to emphasize the 
controversy’s emotional and psychological dimensions. 
In addition, the prospect of faculty being forced to 
use trigger warnings in institutions that have historic-
ally been environments for the critical exploration of 
challenging topics is seen as a potential infringement on 
academic freedom. There is further concern that trigger 
warnings will prejudice readers against content before 
they read it. The Canadian Association of University 
Teachers has declared that trigger warnings undermine 
freedom of expression and academic enterprise because 
they “encourage censorship, and the inappropriate 
surveillance of the classroom.”

We don’t yet know if there is a connection between 
student mental health and curriculum content. We also 
don’t know whether trigger warnings, where they have 
been applied, have mitigated negative student reactions 
and/or affected academic freedom. There is, however, 
enough anecdotal evidence to entrench each side of the 
controversy.

To understand this polarization, it’s helpful to look 
at how our identities as readers have evolved. If we drill 
down to the core concepts driving the debate on trigger 
warnings, we’re confronted with a few questions: How 
do we read today? Has reading changed? What happens 
to us when we read? It’s perhaps because these questions 
are so big and pressing, and the potential answers so 
varied and uncertain, that we feel passionately about 
how the trigger-warning debate may affect our freedom 
to read or teach texts—or our freedom to not read or 
teach texts that may cause harm.

Supporters of the trigger warning promote it as a 
way to give students more control over what they read. 
They espouse a new relationship between texts and 
readers, and they want to level the power imbalance 

Trigger Warnings, Academic Freedom and the Changing Nature of Reading

By  Jen ReidWORDS OF CAUTION

SHOULD CANADIAN COLLEGES AND UNIVERSITIES PUT WARNING  
labels on course content? Debate over such “trigger warnings” has been 
ongoing in American post-secondary schools since high-profile controver-

sies erupted at the University of California Santa Barbara, Oberlin College and 
Columbia University in 2014 and 2015. At each school, faculty members were told 
to issue warnings for course material that could trigger students who were sensi-
tive to topics ranging from sexual assault to class discrimination. The question of 
whether to implement trigger warnings is a growing concern in Canada.
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between teachers and students. In this changed rela-
tionship, students’ identities as readers are prioritized.

These ideas speak to an underlying conviction that 
any text can impact a reader’s life. They indicate a wide-
spread belief that the act and content of reading can 
produce emotional, psychological and/or psychosomatic 
effects in the reader. They suggest that these effects can 
disturb, even destroy, personal identity, social relation-
ships and people’s lives. They recognize reading and 
the text as symbols and agents of authority, and wish to 
ensure the individual rights of the reader against this 
authority.

It’s not surprising that so many people have come to 
these conclusions. Our ideas of reading come from long 
experience with the power of the book. These include 
the promotion of reading as essential to individualism, 
as a way to improve the self and as a necessary ingredi-
ent in becoming an educated and well-adjusted member 
of society. We endorse mass literacy and mass education 
because we believe in the power of reading to achieve 
these goals.

These ideas developed before reading entered the 
digital realm. Now, experience of digital environments 
is reshaping our relationship to reading and the text. 
As it turns out, “materiality matters.” Early, limited 
research on the effects of reading digital and printed 
formats suggests that readers’ emotional reaction to 
what they’re reading, especially levels of “empathy, 
transportation, and immersion,” will vary depending 
on the format: people seem to have stronger emotional 
reactions to print. It is entirely possible that today’s 
primarily digital readers are inadequately prepared for 
the emotional impact of reading in print that previous 
generations take for granted.

In the digital environment, especially on social 
media platforms, today’s readers are accustomed to 
having more control, influence and interaction with 
the texts they read and a more direct connection with 
and potential impact on content, authors and other 
readers. Online readers can use metadata descriptors 
such as hashtags and can create links to sort, classify 
and disseminate text and images across the Web, 
thereby exercising power over how others perceive 
and react to content. Readers establish supportive 
communities online with their own rules of reading 
and censorship, and can shape and influence other 
readerships. Readers on the Internet are at once 
producers and consumers of the texts they read. Social 

media posts and fan fiction are great examples of this 
phenomenon.

While theoretically anything can be posted and 
anything can be read online, social rules have developed 
in relation to readers’ personal identities so that people 
expect to be warned if something that might affect 
them negatively is just a click away. What we read, how 
we read and when we read it is also being affected by 
innovations in cognitive computing and by new-gen-
eration algorithms (or bots). These bots do more than 
track, store and predict our online reading behaviour 
and interests. They write the texts we read and, in com-
bination with cognitive computing, tailor our reading 
experience to our emotional states, beliefs and social 
lives.

When so much personal involvement affects how we 
read today, is it any wonder that today’s student readers 
want just as much control over and connection to the 
texts and images they are exposed to in institutions of 
higher learning? When the profound effects of cyber-
bullying can be felt in many young people’s lives, is it 
surprising that they are keenly sensitive to the power 
of words? Against this backdrop of readers having such 
direct involvement in what they read in the digital 
sphere, the idea of reading a prescribed classroom text 
with unknown contents arbitrarily selected by a figure 
of authority is perceived as a personal threat.

In the end, Oberlin College retracted its sweeping 
trigger warnings policy because of heavy faculty oppos-
ition. The debate, however, is unresolved and emotions 
are running high. How do we bridge the gap between 
sides while preserving academic freedom and respecting 
our changed identities as readers in the digital age? 
Through the study of text and media. Educators and 
students alike need to learn about the act of reading over 
time and increase their media literacy skills. This edu-
cation will help people understand the current trend to 
pathologize reading (and the reader) and to overempha-
size its effects on the person. Developing a more objective 
and skilled approach to reading will allow us to continue 
exercising the fullness of the human imagination to 
grapple with both the triumphs and challenges of human 
existence and to learn from them.  

Jen Reid is a professor in the Book and Media Studies 
Program at St. Michael’s College at the University of 
Toronto.

“Trigger 
warnings 
became a 
prerequisite 
that I dutifully 
fulfilled in 
much a similar 
manner as any 
bureaucratic 
undertaking. 
I found, and 
still find, that 
at best, trigger 
warnings are 
somewhat in- 
fantilizing and 
condescend-
ing, 
and at worst, 
they are an 
obstruction 
to freedom of  
expression.”
—Linda Roland 
Danil, “Trigger 
Warnings, 
Lacanian 
Psychoanalysis, 
and International 
Security”

“The point 
is not to 
enable—let 
alone encour- 
age—students 
to skip these 
readings or our 
subsequent 
class discus- 
sion … Rather, 
it is to allow 
those who are 
sensitive to 
these subjects 
to prepare 
themselves 
for reading 
about them, 
and better 
manage their 
reactions.”
—Kate Manne, 
“Why I Use 
Trigger Warnings”
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Last spring, I visited schools and libraries in B.C., 
Ontario and Quebec, talking about my newest book. 
Pride: Celebrating Diversity and Community is about 
the LGBTQ rights movement, the diverse com-
munity that celebrates pride and the challenges still 
faced by LGBTQ people today. It includes historical 
photographs, stories of contemporary kids and 
teens, and images of pride celebrations around the 
world, and it is aimed at readers age nine to 14.

My presentations were well received; the students 
were very enthusiastic, and teachers commented on the 
importance of this discussion in their schools. Many 
students shared personal stories, talking about family 
members who were gay, lesbian or trans, or asking for 
advice about how to come out to their parents. Some 
LGBTQ students were very emotional, saying that no 
one had ever talked about this subject in their schools 
before. Other young people spoke up as allies, wanting 
to help make their schools more inclusive and support-
ive. However, along with these positive experiences, 
I also encountered challenges unlike anything I’ve 
experienced in my 10 years as an author and presenter.

In one case, I was scheduled to present to elemen-
tary students at a public library. No one attended—and 
I learned from the librarian that the school’s principal 
had, on short notice, withdrawn permission for the 
teacher to bring her classes. The reason given was 
concerns about Pride’s content and possible parental 
objections, but because I had no direct contact with the 
school, I wasn’t able to address the principal’s concerns.

The following week, I was scheduled to present at an 
elementary school. A few days before my visit, I received 
an e-mail asking me not to discuss Pride. The teacher felt 
the subject wasn’t appropriate for the students (grades 5 
and 6), as they hadn’t yet discussed “the topic of sexuality.” 
She asked if I would instead talk about my other books. In 
particular, she wrote, could I discuss more relevant topics 
such as “bullying, friendship and family life”?

Oh, the irony. Concern about bullying was one of 
the reasons I wrote Pride, and the book is all about the 
importance of accepting and celebrating different iden-
tities, relationships and families. The teacher’s response 
revealed a common misconception: anything related 
to LGBTQ issues is about sexuality and therefore 
inappropriate for children.

This story has a happy ending. I explained that Pride 
was written specifically for this age group and pointed out 
that equal rights, acceptance and diversity were highly rel-
evant to bullying, friendship and family life. After getting 
some reassurance, the school agreed to let me talk about 
the book—and the presentation went very well indeed.

Many librarians and teachers who invited me to 
their schools admitted to concern about complaints 
from parents. “It’s an important topic,” one librarian 
told me, “so I’m prepared to deal with the fallout.”

How can educators and librarians prepare for author 
visits when they fear negative reactions from parents or 
administrators? It is crucial to have read the book and 
spoken to the author about the presentation to address any 
concerns based in lack of knowledge or misunderstanding. 
Having a clear rationale about why the visit is relevant to 
the students is also important. Policies supporting equity 
and inclusion exist at provincial and school-board levels as 
well as within individual schools. Educators and librarians 
can draw on these policies to support a challenged book or 
presentation. Read about Ontario’s Equity and Inclusive 
Education Strategy, for example, at edu.gov.on.ca/eng/
policyfunding/equity.html.

We’re also seeing more policies to support LGBTQ 
students. At press time, B.C. schools were required 
to include protection for LGBTQ students in their 
anti-bullying policies by the end of 2016, and Alberta 
required school boards to have LGBTQ policies in place 
by March 2016.

Finally, it helps to have allies within the school—
and when issues of equity and inclusion arise, 
progressive librarians and educators can play an import-
ant role in educating their colleagues and students.  

Robin Stevenson (robinstevenson.com) is an 
award-winning author of 19 novels for kids and teens. 
Pride: Celebrating Diversity and Community is her first 
work of non-fiction. She lives in Victoria, B.C.

How Schools Can Support Equity 
and Inclusion with Author Visits

By  Robin StevensonBRINGING PRIDE TO CLASSROOMS

EDUCATION IS KEY TO SOCIAL JUSTICE, EQUITY AND INCLUSION:  
people tend to fear what they do not understand. Schools can play a critical role 
in combatting prejudice, and they have a responsibility to support all their stu-

dents—but when LGBTQ issues arise, librarians and educators often face obstacles.
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Alligators All Around: An Alphabet 
M A U R IC E S E N D A K

Battle Bunny  JON SCIESZKA 
 and MAC BARNETT, 
 illustrator MATTHEW MYERS

Bone Dog  ER IC ROHMANN

Christmas Tapestry  PATR ICIA POLACCO

Donovan’s Big Day  LESLÉA NEWMAN, 
 illustrator MIKE DUTTON

The Dumb Bunnies Go to the Zoo  SUE DEN IM, 
 illustrator DAV PILKEY

Girls’ Life Head-to-Toe Guide 
to You  editors SARAH WASSNER FLYNN 
 and KAREN BOKRAM

Hop on Pop  DR. SEUSS

Lizzy’s Lion  DENN IS LEE

Miss Mousie’s Blind Date  T IM BEISER, 
 illustrator RACHEL BERMAN

My First Ramadan  KAREN KATZ

The Sissy Duckling  HARVEY F IERSTEIN, 
 illustrator HENRY COLE

Sleeping Dragons All Around  SHEREE F ITCH, 
 illustrator MICHELE N IDENOFF

Spooky ABC  EVE MERR IAM, 
 illustrator LANE SMITH

Two Dumb Ducks  MAXWELL EATON I I I

The Waiting Dog  CAROLYN BECK, 
 illustrator ANDREW BECK

Zeke Pippin  W ILL IAM STEIG

As She Grows  LESLEY ANNE COWAN

Boy O’Boy  BR IAN DOYLE

Daniel Half Human  DAV ID CHOTJEWITZ, 

 translator DOR IS ORGEL

Docteur Dog  BABETTE COLE

His Dark Materials series  PHIL IP PULLMAN

The Perks of Being 
a Wallflower  STEPHEN CHBOSKY

Summer Moon  JAN DEL IMA

Wherever Nina Lies  LYNN WEINGARTEN

Written in Blood  JOHN WILSON

CHALLENGED BOOKS AND MAGAZINES
This list features a few titles that have been challenged 
in Canada in the past few years. The Canadian 
Library Association (CLA) provided the titles; 
librarians in public libraries volunteered information 
about the challenges in annual surveys. To see 
the CLA’s complete lists of challenged titles from 
2006 to 2015, and to find out more about the challenges, 
visit freedomtoread.ca.

GET INVOLVED

CHILDREN’S BOOKS YOUNG-ADULT BOOKS

GRAPHIC NOVELS

ADULT FICTION

ADULT NON-FICTION

Allure
Cosmopolitan

Details
Esquire

Glamour
GQ

Health
Men’s Fitness

NOW

Rolling Stone
Self

Seventeen
Sports 

Illustrated
Teen Vogue
US Weekly
Women’s 
Health

MAGAZINES

Darth Maul: Sith Apprentice  JO CASEY 
 and CATHER INE SAUNDERS

The Graveyard Book 
vols. 1 & 2  NE IL GAIMAN, 
 illustrator P. CRAIG RUSSELL

Love & Rockets series  GILBERT HERNANDEZ 
 and JA IME HERNANDEZ

Tales from the Farm  JEFF LEMIRE

The Three Musketeers  ALEXANDRE DUMAS, 
 adapted by MORVAN, DUFRANNE, 
 RUBÉN and GALOPIN

Tintin in the Congo  HERGÉ

American Gods  NE IL GAIMAN

Claim Me (The Stark Trilogy, 
Book 2)  J. KENNER

Close Range: Wyoming Stories  ANN IE PROULX

Fire and Ice  ANNE STUART

Go the F**k to Sleep  ADAM MANSBACH, 
 illustrator R ICARDO CORTÉS

How Evan Broke His Head 
and Other Secrets  GARTH STEIN

Maria Monk  SYLV IE OUELLETTE

Murphy’s Law  COL IN BATEMAN

Warlord  TED BELL

Chicken Soup for the Unsinkable Soul  
 JACK CANFIELD, 
 MARK V ICTOR HANSEN 
 and HEATHER MCNAMARA

Deadly Sins  THOMAS PYNCHON and OTHERS

Earth (The Book): A Visitor’s 
Guide to the Human Race  JON STEWART

The Facts on Halloween  JOHN ANKERBERG, 
 JOHN WELDON 
 and DILLON BURROUGHS

Fifty Mighty Men  GRANT MACEWAN

A Practical Guide 
to Children’s Health  KATE T IETJE

The Way I Am  EMINEM

What I Meant to Say: 
The Private Lives of Men editor IAN BROWN

http://www.freedomtoread.ca
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Freedom of Expression Faces Threats. 
Learn What They Are and How to Counter Them

RESISTING CENSORSHIP 
IN CANADA By  Franklin Carter
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YOU WANT TO LEARN ABOUT FREE-
 dom of expression in Canada. What 
can you read to answer your questions?

Begin by reading Daniel J. Baum’s 
Freedom of Expression (Dundurn, 2014). This 
book, which is part of the Understanding 
Canadian Law series, briefly explains what 
freedom of expression is, what its limits are 
and how courts decide those limits.

Then read Klaus Petersen and Allan C. 
Hutchinson’s Interpreting Censorship in Can-
ada (University of Toronto Press, 1999). This 
book is a collection of 19 essays that identify 
and explore the different kinds of censorship 
in this country in the twentieth century and 
especially at the end of the century.

Because Interpreting Censorship in Canada 
doesn’t say anything about censorship in the 
twenty-first century, you’ll need to read more 
current sources of information to find out 
what’s happening now. Check out Freedom to 
Read magazine, which is published annually 
by the Book and Periodical Council, and the 

Review of Free Expression in Canada, which is 
published annually by Canadian Journalists 
for Free Expression. Recent issues of both 
magazines are available online.

If you want to deepen your knowledge 
of the main threats to Canadians’ expres-
sion rights today, you could read Normand 
Landry’s Threatening Democracy: SLAPPs 
and the Judicial Repression of Political Discourse 
(Fernwood Publishing, 2014) and Byron Shel-
drick’s Blocking Public Participation: The Use of 
Strategic Litigation to Silence Political Expression 
(Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 2014).

SLAPPs (strategic litigation against 
public participation) are meritless lawsuits 
that wealthy plaintiffs file against people, 
including writers and activists, who publish 
words that contribute to public debate but 
also annoy or inconvenience the plaintiffs. 
These lawsuits have no prospect of win-
ning a favourable judgment in court, but 
they force the defendants to spend valuable 
time and money in court. SLAPPs inflict 
financial damage on the defendants and 
intimidate other people into silence.

Read the expanded edition of Ron-
ald J. Deibert’s Black Code: Surveillance, 
Privacy, and the Dark Side of the Internet 
(Signal, 2013). Deibert, a professor at the 
University of Toronto, describes the main 
threats to the unfettered exchange of ideas, 
information and images on the Internet: 
censorship software, data theft, destructive 
computer viruses, government surveillance 
and corporate surveillance. The book shows 
that the privacy of Internet users and the 
security of their data are in jeopardy.

Read Mark Bourrie’s Kill the Messengers: 
Stephen Harper’s Assault on Your Right to 
Know (HarperCollins Publishers, 2015). 
The book describes how the former federal 
Conservative government delayed or denied 
the release of information that could have 
hurt the government’s reputation and 
authority but also could have benefitted the 
public. The book examines, for example, the 

delayed reform of the Access to Informa-
tion Act, the closing of federally funded 
research libraries, the denial of public 
access to federally employed scientists and 
the stonewalling of journalists who sought 
government information.

Even though Canadians elected a new 
federal Liberal government in 2015 and 
the Liberals have promised to make public 
access to government information cheaper 
and easier, Kill the Messengers remains 
relevant today because any Canadian 
government may resurrect and use the Con-
servatives’ strategies of information control 
if the government sees a need to deny the 
public information.

After you’ve educated yourself about the 
threats to freedom of expression, seek out 
the organizations that strive to protect and 
enhance Canadians’ expression rights and 
freedom to read. Many of these organiz-
ations are online: Ad IDEM (Advocates 
in Defence of Expression in Media), the 
Canadian Civil Liberties Association, the 
Canadian Federation of Library Asso-
ciations, Canadian Journalists for Free 
Expression, the Centre for Free Expression 
at Toronto’s Ryerson University, the Free-
dom of Expression Committee of the Book 
and Periodical Council, the Freedoms and 
Rights Committee of the Writers’ Union 
of Canada, OpenMedia and PEN Canada. 
Consider supporting or joining them.  

Franklin Carter is an editor in Toronto. He 
has served the BPC’s Freedom of Expression 
Committee for more than 20 years.S
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1526  Thousands of copies of 
William Tyndale’s English translation of 
the New Testament were printed in 
Germany and smuggled into England— 
and then burned on the orders of England’s 
Roman Catholic bishops. Only three 
copies survived. Church authorities in 
England were determined that the Bible 
would be available only in Latin. In 1536, 
Tyndale was executed near Brussels for 
heresy and treason.   

2006  During a summer 
solstice party in Germany, a man 
tossed a copy of The Diary of 
Anne Frank into a bonfire. He was 
later convicted of inciting racial 
hatred and disparaging the dead. 
In the Italian village of Ceccano, 
conservative councillors, citing 
blasphemy, burned a copy of The 
Da Vinci Code by Dan Brown in 
the main square.  

2011  In June, Canadian 
author Lawrence Hill received 
an e-mail from a Dutch man 
who stated that he and others 
intended to burn Hill’s novel 
The Book of Negroes because they 
objected to the word “Negroes” in 
its title. On June 22, they burned 
the book’s cover. Two years later, 
Hill published a book about free 
expression: Dear Sir, I Intend to Burn 
Your Book: An Anatomy of a Book 
Burning. 

2011  On March 20, Rev. Terry Jones 
burned a copy of the Koran in his church, 
the Dove World Outreach Center in 
Gainesville, Florida, after holding a mock 
trial of the sacred book. In Afghanistan, 
protesters who were angered by the burn-
ing killed 12 people at a U.N. compound 
in Mazar-i-Sharif. Later, Jones went on to 
burn hundreds of copies.  

2013  Islamist insurgents in Mali set 
fire to a library as they retreated from 
Timbuktu and incinerated 4,000 ancient 
manuscripts. The damage could have been 
worse, but a quick-thinking librarian had 
moved hundreds of thousands of manu-
scripts to safety.   

2016  The Vorkuta Mining and 
Economics College in northern Russia 
burned 53 books that had been published 
with money from the Soros Foundation, 
a charity considered a “security threat” 
by the Russian government. Another 427 
books were seized for shredding.   

GET INVOLVED

A Brief History of 
Book BurningsUNDER FIRE

FOR AS LONG AS INK HAS BEEN PUT TO  
paper, books have been set ablaze to censor them 
or protest cultural, religious and political stances 

and opinions. Book burning is an egregious act that 
deliberately aims to impede our freedom to express 
ourselves. Take a look at our list of historical book 
burnings. Flames indicate the seriousness of damage.

By  Reanna Sartoretto

212–213 B.C.  Chinese emperor Shih Huang Ti burned all 
the books about ancient China in his kingdom. Contemporary scholars 
believe that he intended history to begin with his reign.     

1973  The school board in 
Drake, North Dakota, ordered the 
burning of 32 copies of Slaughter-
house-Five by Kurt Vonnegut and 
60 copies of Deliverance by James 
Dickey for, respectively, the use of 
profanity and references to homo-
sexuality.  

1988  Salman Rushdie’s The 
Satanic Verses, which critics claimed 
blasphemed Islam, was burned many 
times in the United Kingdom (and 
twice in Toronto in 1989).   

1992  In August, during the 
Bosnian war, Serbian troops shelled 
the National Library in Sarajevo and 
destroyed between 1.5 million and 3 
million volumes. It was the largest 
book burning in history. Soldiers 
shot at anyone who tried to save the 
books.     

2004  In Montreal, a firebomb 
destroyed between 5,000 and 
15,000 books at the library of 
United Talmud Torah, a Jewish 
elementary school. Police labelled 
the act a hate crime.    

1933  In Germany, Nazis set massive bonfires and burned thousands 
of books written by Jews, communists and others. Included were the works 
of John Dos Passos, Albert Einstein, Sigmund Freud, Ernest Hemingway, 
Helen Keller, Lenin, Jack London, Thomas Mann, Karl Marx, Erich Maria 
Remarque, Upton Sinclair, Joseph Stalin and Leon Trotsky.     
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DISPLAY BOOKS:  
Organize a book 
display by genre 
or theme. You 
could have a 
display entirely of 
censored young-
adult fiction or 
books that have 
been challenged for 
“offensive language.”

FREEDOM 
TO READ WEEK 
PROCLAMATION:  
Get in touch 
with your city 
officials and 
have them 
declare Freedom 
to Read Week 
(February 26 to 
March 4, 2017) 
in your community.

INTERACTIVE 
MAP:  Create an 
interactive map that 
highlights where 
books and magazines 
have been censored. 
Check out our map 
of 30 challenged 
publications at 
freedomtoread.ca 
for inspiration!

SPREAD THE 
WORD:  Get in 
touch with other 
libraries, schools, 
bookstores and 
organizations to 
share their Free-
dom to Read Week 
events and activities 
with your friends 
and followers.

GET INVOLVED

To find more information about how censorship 
affects comic books and graphic novels, check out 
the Comic Book Legal Defense Fund at cbldf.org.

15 THINGS 
YOU CAN DO

FREEDOM TO READ WEEK 2017 RUNS FROM FEBRUARY 26 TO MARCH 4.  
How will you celebrate your freedom to read? Whether you’re a schoolteacher, 
librarian, student, bookseller or lover of the written word, try these ideas for 

activities in your classroom or community.

GET CAUGHT 
READING:  Create 
a mugshot back-
drop. Library 
patrons can have 
their picture taken 
with a banned or 
challenged book or 
magazine.

CAGED BOOKS:  
Create a cage with 
chicken wire and 
display challenged 
books inside.

CREATE A ZINE:  
Using your 
favourite magazine 
as a template, make 
your own digital 
or paper zine about 
a banned book or 
freedom of expres-
sion issue.

INTERVIEWS:  
Invite an author, a 
librarian, a publisher 
or a bookseller to 
speak about freedom 
of expression.

TWEET:  Tweet 
out one challenged 
book a day and 
include the hashtag 
#FTRWeek.

LIVESTREAM:  Set 
up a speaker box 
where people can 
read aloud from 
censored materials. 
Broadcast the event 
live using Periscope 
or Facebook Live to 
spread the word.

CREATE A STORY:  
Using Snapchat or 
Instagram Stories, 
create a story about 
freedom to read and 
share it with friends.

HIDDEN BOOKS:  
Wrap books in 
brown paper. Write 
a clue on the paper 
about the contents. 
This clue could be a 
trivia question or a 
quotation from the 
book.

BOOK BLOGGERS 
AND YOUTUBERS:  
Reach out to 
experts to cover 
your events for 
Freedom to Read 
Week, or invite 
them to give a talk 
about censorship.

CREATE A 
GRAPHIC NOVEL 
OR COMIC:  Write 
a story about your 
favourite challenged 
books. Take pictures 
of different panels 
and post them on 
social media.

TIMELINE:  Create a 
timeline documenting 
book challenges or 
burnings throughout 
history. Your timeline 
could be a poster, a 
banner or a chalk 
drawing on pavement. IC
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This event is part of Freedom to Read Week, an annual  
program of the Book and Periodical Council. Freedom to 
Read Week celebrates intellectual freedom, raises awareness 
of censorship and promotes access to books, magazines 
and information in Canada. To find more information, visit 
freedomtoread.ca or follow #Freedom_to_Read on Twitter.

GET INVOLVED

TWEET ABOUT US
Year round, the 
@Freedom_to_Read 
Twitter account is 
your best source for 
news about freedom 
of expression and 
censorship issues in 
Canada and abroad. 
Use #FTRWeek and 
#FreedomToRead to 
have your say!

LIKE US ON FACEBOOK
Our Facebook page 
includes new items 
about censorship and 
challenged books as 
well as ideas for the 
defence of the freedom 
to read. Like our page 
at facebook.com/
FreedomToReadWeek. 
Send us news stories 
and updates about 
what’s happening in 
your neighbourhood, 
and we’ll post them on 
our timeline.

VISIT OUR WEBSITE
Our website at 
freedomtoread.ca 
includes a list of 
challenged materials, 
news stories about 
censorship, clip art and 
banners, an interactive 
events page, resources 
for educators and even 
more ideas for partici-
pating in Freedom to 
Read Week.

SIGN UP FOR OUR 
NEWSLETTER
Once a month, we 
e-mail a newsletter that 
includes stories about 
censorship, ideas for 
getting involved with 
Freedom to Read Week, 
and a list of events and 
campaigns in your area. 
To subscribe, visit our 
website or Facebook 
page.

ASK US A QUESTION
If you have any 
questions about 
Freedom to Read Week 
or freedom of expres-
sion issues in Canada, 
please e-mail us at 
publicity@ 
freedomtoread.ca 
or info@ 
freedomtoread.ca.
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How to Reach Us During 
Freedom to Read WeekJOIN THE CONVERSATION

We keep the conversation going 
about Freedom to Read Week 
through our website, 
Facebook and Twitter.

HOLD AN EVENT  Anyone can host a Freedom to Read Week event! Visit our 
website at freedomtoread.ca/events for ideas and information about events across 
Canada. A great way to start your event is by reading this welcome message:

SUPPORT 
FREEDOM TO READ
Donate to the 
Book and Periodical 
Council through 
 freedomtoread.ca/  
 support-freedom-  
 to-read . Your donation 
makes it possible for the 
BPC to publicize free 
expression issues, 
promote Freedom to Read 
Week and publish its 
resource kit, campaign 
poster and bookmark. 

Please note: we thank 
all donors for their 
contributions, but we are 
unable to give charitable 
tax receipts.

http://www.freedomtoread.ca
http://www.freedomtoread.ca
http://www.freedomtoread.ca
https://www.facebook.com/FreedomToReadWeek/
https://twitter.com/Freedom_to_Read
https://twitter.com/hashtag/freedom_to_read
https://twitter.com/hashtag/FTRWeek
https://twitter.com/hashtag/FreedomToRead
mailto:publicity@freedomtoread.ca
mailto:info@freedomtoread.ca
mailto:info@freedomtoread.ca
http://www.freedomtoread.ca/events/
http://www.freedomtoread.ca/support-freedom-to-read
http://www.freedomtoread.ca/support-freedom-to-read
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GET INVOLVED

1 What is a trigger warning?
a A warning label for music albums 

with swear words in the lyrics

b A sticker on the side of a water 

gun that tells you where the 

trigger is

c A warning about images or text 

that could cause an unwanted 

emotional reaction based on past 

traumas

2 The American Library Association 
made which type of publication the 
theme of its annual Banned Books 
Week in 2014?
a Textbooks

b Graphic novels

c Romance novels

d Biographies

3 Who reports challenges to books 
and other materials for the 
Canadian Library Association’s 
Annual Challenges Survey?
a Teachers

b Students

c Librarians

d Robots

4 Who created the Index, a 
compilation of hundreds of works 
in French that have been censored?
a Justin Trudeau

b Marcel Marceau

c Jacques Cousteau

d Charles Montpetit

5 What does “SLAPP” stand for?
a Strategic litigation against 

public participation

b Security legislation against 

personal privacy

c Snowmobiling lightly across 

provincial parks

d Selected laws against profane 

publications

6 Which Canadian provinces have 
laws against SLAPPs?
a All of them

b British Columbia and New 

Brunswick

c Quebec and Ontario

d Alberta and Manitoba

7 Between 1985 and 2015, how many 
books, magazines, newspapers, 
videotapes, DVDs and CDs did 
Canada’s Prohibited Importations 
Unit list as inadmissible to the 
country because they contained 
hateful or obscene expression?
a 20

b 2,503

c 11,456

d 19,185

8 How many of Ontario’s 133 First 
Nation communities have public 
libraries?
a 46

b 120

c 88

d All of them

9 Which Canadian graphic novel was 
challenged in American libraries 
for profanity and mature themes, 
despite being named a Printz and 
Caldecott Honor book?
a Hark! A Vagrant 

by Kate Beaton
b This One Summer 

by Mariko Tamaki 
and Jillian Tamaki

c Shoplifter 
by Michael Cho

d Angel Catbird 
by Margaret Atwood

10 Which Canadian author received a 
message informing him that a group 
of people planned to burn his novel 
because they didn’t like its title?
a Michael Ondaatje
b Lawrence Hill
c Michael Redhill
d Chester Brown

HOW DID YOU DO?
1–3 correct: Ouch. Looks 
like someone needs to brush 
up on knowledge of censor-
ship and freedom to read.
4–6 correct: OK, but 
needs improvement. Check 
out freedomtoread.ca or 
attend a Freedom to Read 
Week event.
7–9 correct: Well done! 
Share your knowledge with 
friends during Freedom to 
Read Week.
10 correct: Superstar! We’re 
in awe. Keep following the 
issues and you’ll become a 
free expression expert in no 
time.

Answers

1. c
2. b
3. c
4. d
5. a
6. c
7. d
8. a
9. b
10. b

We’ve covered a lot of topics in this 
issue of the Freedom to Read review. 
How closely were you paying attention? 
Test your knowledge!

ARE YOU A FREE 
EXPRESSION SUPERSTAR? By  Jaclyn Law

http://www.freedomtoread.ca
https://www.facebook.com/FreedomToReadWeek/
https://twitter.com/Freedom_to_Read
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What does 
freedom to read 

mean to you? What 
challenged book  
would you take 

to a deserted island?

What is your 
favourite 

challenged 
book?

What is your 
favourite line from 

a challenged 
book?

How many 
challenged books  

have you read?

http://canadacouncil.ca
http://www.thebpc.ca
http://www.freedomtoread.ca
https://twitter.com/hashtag/FTRWeek
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