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Teachers usually see attempts .. at censorship as attacks from 
outside the profession against materials or methods of teaching 
they use, a battle between the good guys and the bad guys (them). 
This view is reflected in the response of one teacher to the 
censorship survey, the results of which are included in this 
journal• this teacher saw censors as "close-minded people inflicting 
their biases upon teachers who are attempting to 'tell it like 
it is' and presenting 'the other side.'" This statement implies 
that teachers are the ones who know the truth and try to tell 
it; censors are those outsiders who try to stop them. 

Sometimes it appears that the profession somehow has 
mistakenly certified one of the bad iuys; the teacher or adminis
trator is the close-minded person. Another respondent to the 
survey said, "The problem seems to be people. In some communitie 
there are a few self-righteous persons who must impose their 
view on everybody else. In other cases there is an odd teacher 
who has a lopsided idea about life and ignores propriety. 
Neither is right. Both of these idiots have tunnel vision." 

I am not sympa the.tic to the good gays vs. the bad _guys view 
of censorship, nor am I sympathetic to the notion that censorship 
can be avoided if we observe the rules of propriety, whatever 
those are. I wish to argue that we are all censors. The Random 
House Dictionary of the English Language defines a censor as 
"any person who supervises the manners or morality of others," 
or in Freudian theory, "the fQrce which represses ideas, impulses, 
and feelings, and prevents them from entering consciousness in 
their original, undisguised forms." Using either or both of these 
definitions, one can argue that all teachers, administrators, 
and the institution of school itself are censors. Schools do 
supervise manners and morality; at least they try to. Those who 
would argue that the business of the schools is to teach skills 
and the business of parents is to teach morality or values are 
naive. No such dichotomy can be made. Schools and parents do 
both. It is impossible to teach any skill without promoting 
certain values at the same time. Schools teach certain skills 
while not teaching others because they value certain skills over 
others. Parents do the same. Sometimes a culture will even 
define those skills it believes it values most highly as "basic 
skills." 
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One can even argue that there really is no dichotomy between 
a value and a skill; values are skills, skills are values. For 
example, a Native American (at least a pre-twentieth century 
one) migl'rt say to an Anglo-American, "Why do you value writing 
so much; we have done very well without it for hundreds of years." 
In this sense, writing is both a skill and a value. Perhaps we 
might gain some insight into the problems of teaching writing 
today if we recognized this dual nature of value-skill more 
consciously. Perhaps the Johnny of today can't write as well as 
the Johnny of yesteryear (although I'm not convinced this is true) 
because he (our culture) values writing less than he (it) used 
to? 

A person I s manners and mQrali ty are a combination of all 
the values-skills that person possesses. Schools will shape 
their students' manners and morality to the extent they are success
ful in inculcating in those students the values-skills they are 
promoting. While promoting certain values-skills, we necessarily 
screen out or repress others. In this process, we all become 
censors. Some parents don't want their children to read Catcher 
in the Rye because they fear they will begin s~earing if they 
do read it; I have known some teachers who don t use it for what 
I suspect are similar reasons. 

We as teachers continually discus.sand debate among ourselves 
the structure of the curriculum and the materials and methods 
we use. To maintain .that we as certified professionals have an 
edge on truth and the right to engage in this prQcess while 
parents do not is to be hypocritical. To defend the use of 
Catcher in the~ with the arguments that literary critics have 
labelled the book a good piece of literature or that a group of 
educators have put their stamp of approval on it is to .hide 
behind the mask of professionalism. The only honest defense of 
the use of a book in a course is to try to show why and how we 
are using the book, how it will help in achieving the values-skills 
we are promoting. Teachers may see value in using books with 
"obscene" languages and sex in them; certain parents may not. 
But this is the arena we should play in. Although neither. side 
may convince the other, at least both are playing the same game. 
The final score in such a censorship game will likely be determined 
by who has the most political clout or by who is the most skilled 
in maneuvering, but at least the game will be a little more 
rational. 

What frightens me is that I sense teachers and schools are 
not very conscious of the process of inculcating values-skills 

' ey are engaged in. For example, a good deal of rhetoric in 
our society advocates that the values-skills which our schools 
should be promoting are those which will enable our students to 
be democratic citizens. I assume these values-skills W<E'.ld 
include making choices among many alternatives, accepting responsi-



bility for those choices, believing in and exercising freedom of 
speech, questioning authority, communicating with many different 
kinds of people, and being compassionate. But how consciously 
do we structure our schools in light of these values-skills? In 
practice, I sense that our school s often promote authoritarian 
value-skills. How seriously do schools promote freedom of speech? 
How seriously do schools promote the questioning of authority? 
Students will neither value these skills very highly, nor will 
they be very skilled in these values, unless they are encouraged 
to practice them in our schools. 

Recently while on sabbatical at the University of Minnesota, 
I had the opportunity to sit on the other side of the desk. I 
quickly became disenchanted with one of the course s I was most 
looking forward to. The course was totally laid out in a very 
authoritarian manner. There was no freedom of choice, either 
among alternative learning styles or among materials. Questioning 
of authority was actively discouraged. Several students complained 
at the beginning of the course about the nature of the projects 
we had to do and a sked for alternatives or at least a reasonable 
explanation of the purpose of the projects. They received neither. 
Sensing that they would get nowhere without endangering their 
grades, they meekly sa t back and did what they had to do to pass. 
The irony was the course was Psychology of Women and the professor· 
pretended to be a liberationist. Students in this course had 
little chance to exercise or develop those skills I have suggested 
are vital to a democratic society. Yet I suspect that this 
professor believes in democratic values and skills; she likely 
is not very aware of how her methods of structuring a course 
promote values-skills which are antithetical to those beliefs. 

Her problem is similar to that of the "new" censors whom 
Gaines and Yesner have described in their articles in this 
journal, people who see themselves as liberals who are promoting 
authoritt•.rian values by · their demands that racist and sexist 
materials be deleted from our libraries and school systems. Now, 
certainly, in the sense that I have argued previously, both 
libraries and school systems do an enormous amount of censoring. 
They both have limited resources and in the process of selecting 
materials, they are promoting certain materials while ignoring 
others because they value certain materials or the use of them 
more than they do others. To merely scream "censor" at someone 
who attacks this selection of materials or to accuse this person 
of being against freedom of speech is to be hypocritical. We 
must get back into the rational arena. One may argue interminably 
whether a particular book or film is racist or sexist. The real 
questions are whether libraries should contain racist and sexist 
books and whether teachers should use racist or sexist materials 
in their classrooms for what purposes. 

A school system may well set as a top priority the promotion 
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of non-racist and non-,sexist attitudes iri. their students. One 
way to do this would be to prevenf st~dents from every having any 
encounters with a racist or sexist ·or with raci s t or sexist books, 
magazines, films, T.V. shows, etc. Censor their experience so 
th&t they never know what a racist or sexist is; then they will 
be so properly acculturated that when they do meet one, they 
will be so horrified that they will shoot the person on the spot . 

Besides being impractical (the attempt to preserve innocence 
seldom succeeds), this method would be in direct opposition to 
those methods we should be using to promote those democratic 
values-skills I hriFe described. If we are really serious about 
helping s tudents to develop these values-skills, then we should 
be arguing that they h,'.ve the chance to judge alternative modes 
of life, the chance to make real choices among those alternatives 
and the chance to bear the consequences of their choices. If 
students are to have real choices between sexi st and non-sexist 
ways of behaving, they must somehow come into contact with bo~h 
modes _ of behavior. Tea•: hers _ may have to use · sexi st materials 
in the clas s room to accomplish this. 

But let the teachers bear the burden of proof. There is 
evidence that the public has lost considerable faith. in its 
political, economic, and educational instituti~ns . ·schools a re 
likely to be under increasing attacks in the futur e . If we 
cannot reasonably show the public exactly what values- skills 
we are trying to help students learn and why certain learning 
materials are an important part of that process, then perhaps we 
should go out of business . At any rate, let's not be hypocritical; 
let's· not pretend we don'· t censor when we do; let's not pretend 
we have an edge on truth when we don't. Otherwi se , we will 
merely reinforce the cyncism of the growing number of those who 
can see through the hypocrisy. One such person is Alan Watts, 
who wrote, "The political and personal morality of the West, 
especially in the United States, is ••• utterly,schizophrenic. It 
is a monstrous combination of uncompromising idealism and unscrup
ulous gangsterism." 

Five and Fifty-Five 
When I was five 
I conquered .the world 
every day and _dreamt 
meadowlark music every night. 

At fifty-five in the fierce 
of a short day the world wins. 
Every night I toss in a haunted cave 
and fight back. 

Elmer F. Suderman 

37 




