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THE WAY I SEE IT

Should libraries acquire revisionist materials?

by John A. Drobnicki

Histo rical rev is io n  is a  valid  p rac tice  
w h ereb y  historians re in terp re t th e  past 
from  different v iew points and  in the  lig

new  d o c u m e n ts  o r  re sea rch . T h o se  w h o  
d eny  th e  H olocaust, how ever, call th em ­
selves “revisionists” in an  a ttem pt to  gain 
scholarly  legitim acy, trying to  align them ­
selves w ith th e  historians o f the  1920s and  
1930s w h o  re in terp re ted  the  causes o f  the  
first W orld War.

But these  p resen t-day  “revisionists” are 
no t reexam in ing  causes, they  are  denying 
events  an d  tw isting the  tru th  to  suit their 
o w n  ideological purposes. Not only d o  they  
d eny  the  a ttem pted  ex term ination  o f Euro­
p e an  Jew ry , th ey  fu rth e r claim  th a t this 
“h o ax ” has b een  p e rp e tra ted  by  “Z ionists” 
to  d iscredit an d  blackm ail G erm any for repa­
rations, an d  to  gain  W estern sym pathy for 
the  State o f  Israel.

H o lo c a u s t  r e v is io n i s t s  ( k n o w n  a s  
“negation ists” in France), therefore, seek  to  
d isprove o n e  o f th e  m ost fully docu m en ted  
events in m o d ern  history, w hich  is testified 
to  by  survivors, perpetrato rs, collaborators, 
w itnesses, an d  bystanders— an d  this d o cu ­
m entation  will co n tinue  to  g row  w ith the  
o p en in g  u p  o f fo rm er Soviet archives.

In short, H olocaust-denial m aterials are 
based  on  deliberate  fabrications o f th e  h is­
torical record  and  are  offensive no t only to  
Jew ish  persons, bu t to  an y o n e  w h o  believes

ht

that history shou ld  be  an  accurate  record  of 
th e  past (o r as accurate  as possible).

 o f C ertainly these  p e o p le  have a right to 
say a n d  pub lish  w h a tev er th ey  w ant; bu t 
sh o u ld  w e  buy any o f it, o r accep t d o n a ted  
cop ies o f  any o f it, for o u r libraries? Should 
w e b lock  access to  it o n  th e  Web?

A lthough this m aterial is hate  literature, 
the  Library Bill o f Rights says that “libraries 
sh o u ld  p rov ide  m aterials an d  inform ation 
p resen ting  all poin ts o f view  o n  curren t and 
historical issues.”

I be liev e  th a t lib raries sh o u ld  acqu ire  
som e rev ision ist m ateria ls (a n d  n o t filter 
on line  access to  it), no t just becau se  o f in­
tellectual freedom , bu t b ecause  they, like 
the  earlier forged Protocols o f  the  Elders o f  
Zion , a re  ex am p les o f  anti-Sem itism  and  
prejud ice  that could , and  should , b e  utilized 
by studen ts and  teachers as prim ary source 
m aterials to  illustrate firsthand the  ugly face 
o f bigotry.

Rather th an  ignoring the  H olocaust d e ­
niers, o r deliberately b locking access to  their 
W eb sites (w hich  w ou ld  m ake them  forbid­
d en  fruit that w ou ld  be  m uch  m ore desir­
able), teachers an d  scholars shou ld  expose  
and  refute their lies. That is th e  goal o f sev­
eral W eb sites, including The N izkor Project 
(h ttp ://w w w .n izkor.o rg ) and  T he H olocaust 
H is to ry  P ro je c t ( h t tp : / /w w w .h o lo c a u s t-  
h istory .org).
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I believe that libraries should  ac­

q uire  som e re v is io n ist m ateria ls  

(and not filte r online access to  it) 

…  because they …  are exam ples 
o f anti-Sem itism  and prejudice that 

could, and should, be utilized by stu­
d e n ts  an d  te a c h e rs  as p r im a ry  

source m aterials to illustrate first­
han d  th e  u g ly  fa ce  o f b ig o try .

How to classify?
A s id e  fr o m  a c q u is i t io n , a c c e s s  is th e  o th e r  

p r o b le m  r e la t in g  to  t h e s e  m a te r ia ls . N e ith e r  

th e  L ib ra ry  o f  C o n g r e s s  n o r  D e w e y  h a v e  c r e ­

a te d  a  s e p a r a te  c la s s if ic a t io n  fo r  H o lo c a u s t  

r e v i s io n i s m , s o  l ib r a r ie s  t h a t  o w n  t h e s e  

b o o k s  g e n e r a l ly  h a v e  th e m  c la s s if ie d  in  th e  

H o lo c a u s t  h is to r y  s e c t io n , s h e lv e d  s id e -b y -  

s id e  w ith  th e  s ta n d a rd  w o r k s . H o w e v e r , l i­

b r a r ie s  th a t  d o  n o t  f in d  th is  s u i ta b le  c o u ld  

c la s s if y  H o lo c a u s t -d e n ia l  to  m o r e  a c c u r a te ly  

r e f le c t  its  c o n te n t— a n ti-S e m it is m  a n d  p r e ju ­

d ic e  a r e  b u t  tw o  o f  t h e  e x a m p le s  th a t  h a v e  

b e e n  o f f e r e d  a s  a lte r n a t iv e  c la s s if ic a t io n s  in  

t h e  lite r a tu r e , w h ic h  w o u ld  m o v e  th e m  fro m  

t h e  h is to r y  s e c t io n .

A d m itte d ly , th is  is  a  v e r y  s e n s it iv e  is s u e , 

b u t  it is  o n e  th a t  is  n o t  g o in g  to  ju s t  g o  

a w a y . A lth o u g h  w e  h a v e  t r ie d  to  ig n o r e  

th e m , r e v is io n is ts  c o n t in u e  to  p u b lis h  a n d  

d is tr ib u te  th is  m a te r ia l  ( w h ic h  n o w  in c lu d e s  

v id e o s )  a n d  th e  d e n ie r s  h a v e  b e c o m e  v e ry  

a c t iv e  o n  th e  In te r n e t , f r e q u e n t ly  ta rg e t in g  

y o u n g  p e o p le ,  w h o  a r e  b y  n a tu r e  s k e p t ic a l  

o f  “e s ta b lis h e d  h is to r y .” T h e  m a jo r  p u r v e y o r  

o f  th is  m a te r ia l  in  t h e  U n ite d  S ta te s  is  th e  

In s t itu te  f o r  H is to r ic a l  R e v ie w , w h ic h  ( a lo n g  

w ith  its  s is te r  o r g a n iz a t io n  T h e  N o o n tid e  

P r e s s )  is  a  s u b s id ia r y  o f  th e  L e g io n  f o r  th e  

S u rv iv a l o f  F r e e d o m .

W ith in  th e  n e x t  d e c a d e  o r  tw o , th e r e  m a y  

b e  n o  H o lo c a u s t  s u rv iv o r s  s till  l iv in g , le a v ­

in g  n o  o n e  a b le  to  p o in t  th e ir  f in g e r  a t  a  

r e v is io n is t  a n d  s a y , “Y o u ’r e  a  lia r ! I w a s  

t h e r e .” A s lib r a r ia n s , w e  b e l ie v e  in  in t e l le c ­

tu a l f r e e d o m  a n d  a b h o r  c e n s o r s h ip , n e v e r ­

th e le s s ,  d o e s n ’t f ig h t in g  to  in c lu d e  H o lo ­

c a u s t -d e n ia l  l ite r a tu r e  in  l ib ra r y  c o l le c t io n s  

le a v e  a  te r r ib le  ta s te  in  o n e ’s  m o u th ?  ■

( “C o lla b o r a t iv e  . . . ” c o n t . f r o m  p a g e  4 6 0 )  

m isrep resen ts th e  co m p lex ity  o f  th e  issu es. N o 

sin g le  library c a n  o r  sh o u ld  a cq u ire  a n d  retain  

ev eryth in g . T o  d o  s o  w o u ld  b e  to  d isregard  o u r 

h o m e  institu tion’s m issio n  a n d  to  sq u a n d er its 

reso u rces. H o w ev er, co llectiv ely  w e  sh o u ld  b e  

c o n c e r n e d  w ith  th e  survival o f  th e  prin t reco rd  

b ro a d ly  co n ce iv e d . T h e  P reserv atio n  o f  th e  Arti­

fa c t T a s k  F o r c e  is  rig h t to  u rg e  g re a te r  c o l ­

la b o ra t io n ; h o w e v e r , th e  c o lla b o r a t io n  th a t  is 

m o s t n e e d e d , I b e lie v e , is  c o lla b o ra t io n  a m o n g  

lib ra r ia n s  th e m s e lv e s . C o lle c tin g , p re se rv in g , 

re fo r m a tt in g , a n d  d e a c c e s s io n in g  d e c is io n s  

s h o u ld  a ll b e  m a d e  w ith  a  se n sitiv ity  to  th e  

ra n g e  o f  h is to r ic a l e v id e n c e  th e  b o o k  e m b o d ­

ie s  a n d  w ith  a tte n tio n  to  th e  c o lle c t in g  p ro ­

g ra m s o f  o u r  c o lle a g u e s  in  o th e r  lib ra r ie s .

A s I h o p e  w e  a ll r e c o g n iz e , th e  p ro b le m s  

fa c in g  re s e a r c h  lib ra r ie s  a re  b ig  o n e s . W h ile  

th e r e  a re  m a n y  g o o d  reaso n s to  e m b ra c e  e le c ­

tro n ic  texts, restrain ing  th e  g ro w th  o f  a  library 

c o lle c tio n  is n o t o n e  o f  th em . T h e  so lu tio n — o r 

so lu tio n s, I  sh o u ld  say— w ill co n tin u e  to  in clu d e 

b ig  library co llectio n s. T h e y  w ill in v o lv e  a  su b ­

stantial c o m m itm e n t  o f  re s o u r c e s  fo r  u n fa s h ­

io n a b le  th in g s  lik e  s h e lv in g  a n d  p re s e rv a tio n  

m e a s u r e s . In  o r d e r  to  s e r v e  o u r  in s titu tio n s  

w e ll a n d  s e r v e  th e  lo n g -te rm  in te re s ts  o f  s c h o l­

a rs , p a rt o f  th e  so lu tio n  m u st a ls o  b e  m e a n ­

in g fu l c o lla b o r a t io n  a m o n g  lib rarian s.

W e s h o u ld  a p p la u d  th e  e ffo rts  o f  th e  P re s ­

e rv a tio n  o f  th e  A rtifact T a s k  F o r c e  fo r  p u sh in g  

fo r  a  g re a te r  r e c o g n it io n  o f  th e  is s u e s  a n d  fo r  

its  a d v o c a c y  o n  b e h a lf  o f  libraries. E v e n  a s w e  

d o  so , h o w ev er, w e  m u st a lso  re c o g nize  th a t th e  

19th-centu ry print reco rd  w ill survive o r  n o t, b ased  

o n  d e c is io n s  librarian s a re  m ak in g  tod ay. W h at 

w e  n e e d  are  fo rm s o f  co lla b o ra tio n  th at ad v an ce  

th e  m is s io n  o f  o u r  re s e a r c h  lib ra r ie s , ra th e r  

th a n  s tra te g ie s  th a t re tre a t  fro m  th a t  m is s io n .
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