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Judaica Library Collection Policies: 
Arab-American and Muslim-American Literature* 

Abstract: An overview of the inclusion 
and treatment of Arab-American 
literature in a special library primarily 
concerned with contemporary Ameri­
can Jewish issues, the Blaustein 
Library of the American Jewish Com­
mittee. Mainstream Arab-American 
literature is interfiled with the regular 
collection, using a modified Dewey 
Decimal classification scheme. Ex­
tremist material, although housed 
separately, is classified in the same 
manner as the regular collection, pre­
ceded by a designation signifying 
literature of an antisemitic nature. 

Institutional Context 

The American Jewish Committee (AJC) 
was established in 1906, and its Library in 
1939 (since 1959 it has been known as 
the Blaustein Library, after the Commit­
tee's seventh president). The Library's 
primary responsibility is to service the 
research needs of the AJC staff. It is also 
available for reference use to qualified 
outside individuals. The collection con­
tains approximately 35,000 books; 
combined periodical and newspaper titles 
number about 275; there are also 25 
cabinets of vertical file material, an arch­
ival collection for the years 1906 through 
1933, and a separate collection of his­
torical and contemporary extremist and 
antisemitic materials. Although the 
Blaustein Library has a very respectable 
collection of material dealing with the 
Jewish situation throughout the world, it is 
considered by many to be the finest non­
academic repository for material con­
cerned with contemporary American 
Jewish issues. 

*Presentation at the 28th Annual Conven­
tion of the Association of Jewish Libraries, 
June 22, 1993, at the New York Hilton 
Hotel, as part of the panel "Library Col­
lecting� Policies: The Social, Political and 
Historical Context." 

Cyma Horowitz 
American Jewish Committee 

New York, NY 

Arab- and Muslim-American 
Library Materials 

The subject of this paper is AJC's 
collection of Arab-American and Muslim,. 
American material. The Committee is a 
pioneering organization in the area of 
interreligious relations and was the first 
Jewish organization to recognize the 
emergence of ethnicity in America. Litera­
ture on various ethnic groups has always 
been in the Library, but as the groups 
have become more numerous, more visi­
ble as communities, and more vocal in 
ideology and organizational activities, the 
collection has grown to reflect this. 

The publications of mainstream organiza­
tions, such as the National Association of 
Arab Americans, the American-Arab 
Anti-Discrimination Committee, and the 
Islamic Society of North America, are in 
the open periodicals section. As these 
publications represent a standard point of 
view, very rarely is material from them 
incorporated into the Library's vertical 
files. In these files are articles and profiles 
of U.S. communities and groups that have 
been clipped from general periodicals and 
newspapers, as well as a growing number 
of articles on Islamic communities in 
America taken from the Jewish press. 

The fact that the material contained in 
these files is very current constitutes one 
of the main advantages for the AJC staff 
and outside users. The Committee's re­
cent publication Islam in America (see 
Meir & Firestone, 1992 in Appendix) illus­
trates the scope of the Library's re­
sources. Material used in the preparation 
of this publication was from the Library's 
holdings. The publication has been widely 
distributed within the Jewish, Islamic, and 
Christian communities. 

As one might expect, all the Library's 
holdings on Arab Americans are not from 
mainstream groups. The most obvious 
example of an extremist group is Louis 
Farrakhan's Nation of Islam. This 10,000-
member organization constitutes a true 

minority within the overall  Afr ican­
American Islamic community of 300,000. 
It has unfortunately attracted the greatest 
media attention. AJC's files on the Black 
Muslim movement and Louis Farrakhan 
are very extensive and available to the 
general public. The Nation of Islam's pub-
1 i cations are not, however. They are 
subscribed to under a fictitious name and 
received at a post office box. This process 
is handled by the AJC staff person directly 
responsible for tracking this material. The 
publications eventually are sent to the 
Library, where they are housed in a sepa­
rate room along with other current and 
historical extremist and antisemitic ma­
terial. This entire collection of books and 
periodicals is cataloged and arranged 
according to the same system used for 
the Library's regular collection-a refine­
ment and extension of the Dewey Dec­
mal system. 

The 290 numbers which we have chosen 
to use from Dewey's religion schedule 
have been adapted to stand overall for 
"The Jewish Question." In our scheme, 
the number 291 has been designated to 
mean antisemitism. The Dewey Decimal 
Classification has a geographic table; 73 
is for U. S. In our classification scheme, 
291.73 refers to material discussing anti­
semitism in the United States. A291.73 
represents actual antisemitic material 
referring to the United States. 

Louis Farrakhan material is classified as 
follows: 
326 Intergroup relations 

.6 Blacks 

.629(1) Black-Jewish relations 
A326.629 Antisemitic material discussing 

Black-Jewish relations 

Access to anti-Semitic material is limited 
in our Library. 

(Continued next page) 
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Selection and Access Issues 

In most subject areas, the purpose in 
selecting material for AJC's collection is to 
make available to the Library's users a 
broad range of views. The purpose is not 
to question the right of anyone to advo­
cate positions other than those that are 
popular in the Jewish community. In my 
opinion, this set of principles has been far 
easier to adhere to with regard to Arab­
American and Muslim-American material 
than other subject areas and publications. 
The widest diversity of publications of the 
"other point of view" makes our collection 
more valuable, and to a degree more pal­
atable, to the ideology of the librarian. In 
disseminating this material, however, dis­
cretion and common sense are two es-­
sential characteristics. 

The widest 

diversity of 

publications of the 

"other point of view" 

makes our 

collection more 

valuable, and to 

a degree more 

palatable, to the 

ideology of the 

librarian. 

This brief description of AJC's collection 
of Arab-American and Muslim-American 
material brings to mind an article by 
Adaire Klein, of the Simon Wiesenthal 
Center, that appeared in Judaica Librari­
anship (1986-87). The similarities in the 
methods and criteria used by both organi­
zations in decisions of inclusion, treat­
ment, and accessibil ity of extremist 
publications are striking. Klein's paper 
was more extensive than this one, as she 
was discussing the main holdings of her 
library -Holocaust and Holocaust denial 
literature-while this paper has described 
a relatively new and small, albeit impor-

tant, component of the collection of the 
American Jewish Committee's Blaustein 
Library. 
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