The Handling of Holocaust Denial Literature in a Special Library

Introduction

It is a pleasure to share this podium with
such an illustrious panel. We have had an
introduction to what constitutes Holocaust
Denial literature. As librarians, we must now
come to grips with the question, what do
we do with it. As the only librarian on the
panel, | shall address this issue on the ba-
sis of my personal experience in our library.

Since its inception in 1977, the Wiesenthal
Center Library has had to cope with Holo-
caust Denial, Antisemitica, and other simi-
lar genres of literature. On my first day of
work, | was handed two cartons of books
and told to make a library. As | perused the
fifty books given to me, I suddenly realized
that it was not'going to be a simple task.
There was The War Against the Jews,
1933-1945 by Lucy Dawidowicz (NY: Holt,
Rinehart and Winston, 1975), and a num-
ber of other basic Holocaust texts; however,
there was also a copy of The Hoax of the
Twentieth Century by Arthur Butz (Torrance,
CA: Institute for Historical Review, 1976).
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of crackpot pseudo-scholars drawn primar-
ily, but not exclusively, from the libertarian
right wing. Most of its organizational activ-
ity and publishing is sponsored by the Lib-
erty Lobby, which is (among other things)
perhaps the best organized and financed
anti-Semitic organization in the United
States. It is Butz and his gang that are
controversial—not the foolish and malicious
views they propound, which have no con-
stituency among serious historical scholars.

Libraries must not shrink from reflecting this
fact in their classifications of such material.
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From that day on, we daily wrestle with the
questions: How do we handle it? What do
we do with it? What are our obligations to
the public?

The focus of my remarks is on the literature
which revises and denies the Holocaust;
however, PLO propaganda materials, “Zi-
onism is Racism,” and Antisemitica are only
a few of the additional subject areas which
would need similar decisions, and we have
applied some of the same parameters dis-
cussed below to our holdings on these
topics.

Also, denial of the Holocaust is not the only
Holocaust material treated this way. It may
surprise you to learn that there is Holocaust
pornography—anti-Nazi and extensively il-
lustrated. We handle these materials in a
similar way. Perhaps you will find other
areas where these ideas can be applied.

My remarks shall be as specific and as prac-
tical as possible. Throughout every deci-
sion, there is a primary concern for the pub-
lic we serve.

Assumptions

In order to best understand the topic given
to us, we must consider what is probably
the most important word in the title of to-
day’s session. The title reads: “Controver-
sial materials in a Jewish library” It is the
adjective ‘Jewish,” in this case, which sets
important guidelines for us. It is the word
‘Jewish” which entitles us to a bias—a bias
which constitutes a commitment to the in-
stitution we represent.

In the Wiesenthal Center, we accept as a
premise that the Holocaust did take place.
As do the courts, we firmly believe that the
Holocaust is an historical fact. This does not
mean, however, that we would attempt to
prevent the deniers of the Holocaust from
publishing their materials. That certainly is
not our intent. On the other hand, we do not
have to buy their materials. We do not have
to buy anything that contradicts the man-
date of our institutions, and we certainly
have no obligation to publicize it.

Legitimization

In this regard, | was dismayed to see that
the Jewish Public Library of Montreal pub-
lished a Holocaust bibliography (1979)
which included The Drama of European
Jews by Paul Rassinier (1975), listed under
the history and background of the Holocaust
(Item #16). | find it difficult to understand why
one would list Rassinier's book together with
those of Lucy Dawidowicz, Martin Gilbert,
Yisrael Gutman, and other recognized Hol-
ocaust historians.

If we are producing a bibliography, or a sec-
tion of a bibliography, dedicated to Holo-
caust Revisionism, there is obviously room
for the Rassinier book; however, we must
not legitimize such books and materials by
including them in a Holocaust bibliography
that does not distinguish fact from fiction.

Giving all sides of an issue is also not a con-
sideration here. We have absolutely no ob-
ligation to give a platform to Holocaust Revi-
sionism. The Holocaust is an accepted
historical fact, and we need not concern our-
selves with citing the sources of the Holo-
caust deniers.

Already heard here today is a plea to librar-
ians from the academic community to clas-
sify these materials and to provide subject
cataloging for them which honestly identi-
fies them for what they are. In public insti-
tutions, as well, there have been recent
efforts to distinguish between authentic Hol-
ocaust historiography and Holocaust Revi-
sionism and denial; e.g., The Library of Con-
gress has now drawn that distinction with
the designation of the subject heading HOL-
OCAUST, JEWISH, 1939-1945—ERRORS,
INVENTIONS, ETC. (This is discussed fur-
ther below.)

Acquisition of the Materials

It is essential when dealing with controver-
sial matters to know the other side’s views.
Knowing the enemy and/or the opposing
view is crucial to one's understanding of the
subject. In fact, it frequently strengthens
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groups of students who do not have the kind
of educational background that these girls
have. Experiences like this convince me that
we made the right decision to segregate
these materials.

Circulation

Special Collections at the Wiesenthal Cen-
ter are non-circulating; however, we will, un-
der special circumstances, circulate in per-
son and through inter-library loan. To
facilitate this type of decision-making, we
restrict access to our Special Collections
and Rare Books to those daytime hours
when the professional staff is available.

Photocopying is an aid in this area as well,

and we do permit photocopying of these
materials. There is a sign at the copy ma-
chine regarding copyright law and infringe-
ment. In addition we have a form, that is
signed by the patron, indicating that the li-
brary assumes no responsibility for copy-
right clearance. This form is particularly im-
portant when pictures are involved. Such
a signed document protects the library and
its parent institution from problems of copy-
right infringement.

Staff Awareness

How can library staff intelligently answer the
questions of patrons on Holocaust denial?
We all have an obligation to familiarize our-
selves with the subject— its philosophy, ma-
jor proponents or personalities, key publi-
cations, journals, and newspapers. Even
though a library does not have all these
materials, the staff must still assist the pub-
lic. Moreover, not having to catalog Holo-
caust revisionist books does not excuse one
from the obligation to be aware of appro-
priate classification and subject headings.

To summarize: as librarians, you do not have
to know all of the answers; you must be able
to intelligently assist your patrons in find-
ing the answers. With this kind of personal
assistance, with an understanding of the
material, with an attempt to catalog and pro-
cess materials so that they are retrievable
and used but not abused, we can prevent
intellectual freedom from becoming intellec-
tual license.

Notes

'Until now, the class number assigned has been
D810.J4, the general number for the Holocaust,
except for works that deal with a specific aspect
of the Holocaust. We are currently negotiating
with the Library of Congress to establish a spe-
cial class number for Holocaust denial literature.

2Both primary and secondary sources—i.e., Hol-
ocaust denial literature and works about it—are
assigned this subject heading. We hope that the

Library of Congress will eventually differentiate
these two categaries in its subject cataloging.
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