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The Censorship C~nmittee of the Mi nnesota Counci l of Teachers 
of Engli s h has taken the responsibil ity for as sembling thi s i ss ue 
of t he Jou rnal. We are espec iall y pleased to be ab)e to print 
Ervin GainEcs' speech which he delive red to our 1974 spring con-
ference at Moorhead. Mr. Gaines, former director . of the 
Minneapol is Public Library, is now th~ director of the Cleveland 
Public Libraries. We also are veiy grateful to Ken rionelson of 
Arizona State University, one of the leaders in NCTE on censor
ship matt e rs for g i v ing us his arti~le on such short noti ce . We 
hope you wi 11 find the articles and info rmation provocative and 
useful. 

The Committee will be holding a workshop at the spring 
conference at Wilmar on May 1 from 9:30-12:00. The format wili 
be relatively unstructured. We invite all teachers who wish 
to expre ss their v i ews , who i✓ant further information or who 
need help in particular censorship ma tters, to atten~. 

We need more members of MCTE to serve on the committee. 
~f you are concerned about the increasing censorship problems 
in our school s and want to help your state organization become 
m~re active in thi s field, please join. You can join at the 
Wilmar_conference or by writing Gene Fox, our president, at 
Northfield High School, Northfield, Minnesota. 

Censorship Committee: 

Ruth M. Stein, Chair, University of Minneso ta 
David Bane, Minneapolis South High Sch~ol 
R,1th Berg, Cedar Mann School, St. Louis Park 
Graham Frear, Se. Olaf Colle~e 
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The New Censorship - Social Responsibility 
and Moral Righteousness 

By ERVIN J. GAINES 
Director , Cleveland Public Schools 

Censors hip takes many forms, but the most popular involve
ment in the activity is inevitably related to sex. Nothing will 
stir local indignation faster than transgression of the perceived 
s exual mores . Hence sexua l censors hip appears to be most acute 
because the most popular turbulence is felt when conflict arises. 
However , I have been somethirig of a hobbyist about censorship 
and I have followed the rising and falling fortunes of the effort 
to free literature from sexual taboo s . I have come to the 
conclusion that the long war to establish freedom of expression 
about sex was essentially won in the 1960°s, following ' the Roth 
decision in 1957. What has happened more recentl y is the grad ual 
social adju s tment to the new freedom, with many local setbacks 
overridden by the larger social drift toward freedom. 

The crucial books that were brought into que stion as society 
attempted to make operative the Supreme Court decision were D. 
H. Lawrence " s Lad >• Chatterley's Lover and Henry Miller's Tropic 
of Cancer. There was a flurry of court cases across the country 
about 1960, and the final result was that opposition to the two 
books dissolved. What has been published since then makes these 
volumes seem pale by comparison. 

Therefore, I conclude that we s hould direct our attention 
to other matters even as we continue to strengthen the freedom 
already won by forestalling attempts to revert to older pattern s . 
Local epidemics will continue to occur, but the disease is under 
control. 

Pol itical censorship is a much more serious question . . It 
is perennial, and I doubt that it will ever totally disappear; 
Professor McCoy of Southern Illinoi s University published The · 
Freedom of the Press, a bibliography of books on censorshi~in 
1968. What I observed in trying to assess his volume was that 
censorship intensity is directly related to revolut;onary activity 
and threats to national security. Two or three examples will 
s uffice: the first great outburst of censorship in the Engli s h 
speaking world occurred during and after the Puritan revolt in 
England--and one of the great fallouts of that conflict was 
Milton's Areo pagitica which still s tand s as the most eloquent 
and complete·argument in favor of a free press. For about a 
hundred years--say from 1688 to the onset of the French Revolution, 
political censorship in Great Britain was a relatively insig
nificant quest ion, but it rose rapidly to prominence during the 
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Napoleoni c wars and continued with great intensity to about 1830 
when it again subsided. Similar patterns have been observed in' 
the United States, clustering around the American Revolution 
the Ci_vil War and Wo_rld War I. ' 

Since World War II, censorship in the United States has 
taken more subtle forms, reflecting the inordinate complexity 
of modern society both technologically and politically. Censorship 
has been particularly complicated by the motion picture, the 
electronic media and high speed communications, phenomena which 
were previously unknown to society. To deal with these tools 
society had no experience and no body of law to govern them. In 
our time governmental censorship has taken on odd and elu s ive 
shapes characterized by manipulation, propaganda, suppression of 
information, deliberately inaccuarate reporting, subsidized 
publishing and a host of related behavior patterns that are, 
historically speaking, quite new. As communications speeded up, 
so did the means to fr s utrate them. The censorious mind is 
inventive and is as re sourceful a s its opponents. 

If we define cens orship in it s broadest terms, it is the 
attempt to prevent the movement and the sharing of information. 
Vie~ed in that contex t then the techniques of wire-tapping, 
spying, surveilance, secret file s and documents are devices not 
only for gathering information for governmental purposes but 
inhibitive upon society at large because of the exercise of fear 
and anxiety among people everywhere. 

Many Americans have had the experience--and a chilling one 
it is--of being advised not_ to say certain things or act in 
certain ways not because they are illegal, but because it is not 
wise, or s afe that somehow, somewhere, punishment will befall the 
offender. 

Intimidation replaces discourse in such an environment but 
it is the environment in which we live and we must find a w~y to 
get a firmer grasp upon it, to slow down and curb this insidious 
development within our society. It not only infects government 
which, whether we like it or not, is a projection of ourselves ' 
but it is corrupting all our traditions of candor and freedom ~f 
discussion on social issues. 

When William Lloyd Garrison was dragged through the streets 
of Boston for his inces sant fiery attacks on slavery, he at least 
~aced ~he honest indignation of men who felt threatened--probably 
in their property--by what he was advocating. But even so, there 
was a bluff openness about the attempts to quell him. Garrison 
knew the risks and he was willing to face them. 

I think now it i s harder to assess the risks. The issues 
are not so clearly defined, and we have come only slowly to an 
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wareness of the power of communication. in shaping our social 
s tructure. 

Perhaps the Women's Lib Moveme~t will provide some examples 
of what I mean. The moverrient has spread far beyond the sphere 
of political action. The question that bothers the leaders · of 
the movement is much le s s the assertion of legal rights as it 
once w~s. _The right to vote was a good solid. unequivocal thing 
to define. You either could or could not vote, and the "right" 
was settled -by simple legislation. 

But now much' hinge s on the insinuating meanings of words so 
that we stumble and hesitate over whether we give offense when 
we use a masculine pronoun or a traditional masculine noun 
intended to be used to cover both se~es as in that poor belabored 
target of committe·es--"chairmen." 

Under the banner of freedom we _endanger communication when-
7ver we seek to alter language patterns that have their origins 
in ~h:' deep recesses o_f history and of; the human psyche (a . 
feminine word, by the way, which men should protest). In its 
more extreme manifestations the women's lib movement finds dark 
meanings in words and gestures, habits of speech and conduct. 
'l'hese are_ the guilty thing_s. and if we change them o·r obliterate 

hem we supposedly will create a riew way of looking at the world 
and hence we will free w.ome'rt from their bondange. 

I suggest that_ there are da~gers in this phil-osophy, and ·we 
may not see the outcome with sufficient clarity. We really do 
not know what will happen if we root around trying consciously 
to alter our language. It is r_a ther like the work -of graphologists 
who pretend to read character in handwriting. If handwriting 
reveals cha7acter, then by practicing handwriting we can simulate 
t~e. character we would like to possess. It is a dubious propo
sition. If we change our vocabulary will we in fact liberate 
wo~en from the bondage of the male~-assuming such bqndage really 
exis~s. I have serious doubts, Changes in vocabulary and the 
meanings of words have the effect of making the past unavailable 
to us. If current usages_ and meanings become obsolete, then , our 
past _language has to be translated if it is to remain accessible. 
Only scholar s can read Chaucer, so we make Chaucer available . by 
translating_him--or we teach people Chaucer's vocabulary and 
grammar. Either way we acknowledge a loss and we :seek to 
compensate for it. I am not arguing that we should not listen 
to the women who advocate vocabulary changes--I merely insist 
that the changes will not come without cost. I -leave it ·to 
others to decide whether th'e pri_ce i s _,;orth the i.ttempt. 

What ·I am ~leading to1s this--that one form of censorship 
i s the rewriting of history .to conform to present perceptions of 
so-cial justice; Restructuring the _language is one way of 
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rewriting history, When blacks decided that Ne_gro was a 
pejorative word and they succeeded in persuading society to drop 
it, they only made a substitution of vocabulary without altering 
prejudice. However unhappy the social habit of identify:i.ng_ 
people b-y skin color, race or nationality because of the pre
judicial implications, we still strive to find expression for 
perceived differencesby inventingsubstitutes to describe those 
differences. The prej u·dice lies not in the vocabulary but in 
our assessment of the-meaning of perceived differences between 
phenomena. The substitution of black for Negro is especially 
ironic since both words have the same meanings with different 
etymologies. Cori.notations are mo-re important than detonations 
in determining how people think. 

To return to censorship of sexual literature; the evidence 
is very' great that behavior was little, or not at all, affected 
by the vast conspiracy of silence. No matter how we juggled the 
vocabulary or intimidated open speech or writing, we cannot now 
discover significant differences in social behavior. When. 
Alfred Kinsey broke the social taboos by printing his reports 
on sexual behavior, the world was astonished at the discrepancy 
be tween p·rofessed mores and actual behavior, in spite of .the 
long suppression of printed information on sex. 

• 

Social control exercised through the· ·manipulation of infor
mation either through distortion or suppression is in my opinion 
disastrously immoral. But there is a more practical objection. 
It doesn't work very well, and _sometimes :it doesn't work at all. 
E·ren when it works, about the best that it achieves is. a kind of 
distortion of the true state of affairs and may lead to bad 
social decisions either because of inaccur·ate or contaminated 
information sources. The very nature of censorship is so 
fallaciously conceived that eventually it fails, but it may wreak 
a great deal of damage during the time it diminishes the flow of 
information. It is logically impossible to involve people in 
events and then blot out all information about those events. The 
Soviet Union is·making that discovery, and Solzhenitsyn has 
dramatized the folly of Soviet censorship as never before. 

I come now to my last concern, one th.at directly bears upon 
your daily work and mine. There is at the present time in the 
United States a powerful move to imbue librari'es and schools with 
a sense of.mission to uproot social injustice. The duty is 
pressed upon us to modify behavior 1y manipulation--by what you 
teach in· the classroom and what we have available for reading 
in the library. In the teaching profession and in the profession 
of librarianship there are eloquent spokesmen who are passionate 
advocates of social control through manipulation and censorship. 

They would have us suppress evil books~ and would also have 
u-s rewri.te our history to conform to the current scale of values. 
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The women libbers demand a whole range of literature about boys 

and girls that s'..m;:-·ly doesn't exist. There are blacks who don't 
want to see in print the sterotypical black the white society 
perceived in the past--the mammy, the minstrel, the servile 
comic. There are socially involved librarians who want libraries 
to advocate social causes by promoting certain kinds of liter
ature and by downgrading others. 

The fallacy of this attempt at advocacy should be apparent 
to intelligent and thoughtful people--but I am somewhat saddened 
that my exp~ctations about the free mind are not realized. Free 
thought and full information are seen by many as expendable if 
they do not immediately and directly lead to increased social 
justice. Little Black Sambo demeans the Negro, it must go, even 
though it accurately focuses upon the state of mind of white 
society 50 years ago. If juvenile literature encourages boys 
to achieve, but not girls, it must go because it undermines girls' 
self perception. But if that were so, how did the women's lib 
movement get started? Something other than the literature to 
which they were exposed as children must have tri~ered them. 
Why then do they lack confidence that others canno~draw their 
own conclusions? 

Juv~nile literature does not create society--it is a 
reflection of it as Professor McClelland of Harvard University 
made evident years ago. If extant children's literature does 
not reflect reality, it will die by itself. And if it does not 
grow obsolete, then society is not undergoing the alteration 
some people think is desirable. The issue cannot be forced, and 
thr:-se who would force it through censorship are no friends of 
democracy and freedom. 

It cannot be said often enough that the true test of a 
free man or uoman is the tolerance of opinion and thought .how
ever distasteful it may be. If we, collectively, are to expand 
the minds of young people, and strengthen the fabric of a true 
democratic society we must at all times be prepared to entertain 
and give free currency to all ideas, all social perceptions, 
all information--at every level of our political and social 
hierarchy--and that may even include the White House. 

Any suppression of ideas, however unselfish and nobly 
motivated the censorship.may be, and however obnoxious the 
opinion for which suppression is sought, ultimately diminishes 
us all. 

I never really thought that I would live to see the day 
when li·beral intellectuals would dare to advocate the techniques 
that have always been the chief stock in trade of the repressive 
right wing. But that time is here, and we must repair to the 
middle ground and oppose both wings until sanity returns to an 
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