Banned Book Week

Introduction

Banned Book Week is a time set aside for us to think about the censorship or banning of books and about our intellectual freedom to choose what we want to read.  When books are censored or banned, our intellectual freedom is being violated.

Intellectual Freedom – the right of an individual to both seek and receive information from all points of view without restriction.  

Censorship – the suppression of ideas and information that certain persons find objectionable or dangerous. 

Anyone could be a potential censor: a student, a parent, a teacher, a principal, the governor of the state…anyone who decides that something is objectionable and tries to force that information to be withheld from others.

The important point here is that a censor is not only making that choice for themselves, but is often trying to make it for large groups of other people as well.  The problem is who gets to define what is moral or acceptable?   It’s different for everyone.

Three types of censorship in schools:

1. A parent who doesn’t want their child to read a particular book

a. Until you are 18, you are still considered minors under the law, which means that your parents make and enforce decisions about what you can do.  If they choose, this can include what you read.  

2. A parent or other person who argues that no one in the class or school should read the book (beyond one parent and their own children - trying to control other people’s children).

3. Someone who belongs to an organized group who wants to make a point by having a fight about the book

Challenging vs. Banning 

Challenging – when a censor complains that a book should not be on the shelves or read by certain people.  If it has been challenged, the book is still available to you.  

Banning – when a censor causes the book to be physically removed from the shelf or from a class reading list.  Book no longer available to you as a choice.

A challenge sometimes ends in a ban, but often does not.

People often have one of two reactions to attempts at banning.  Some people will hear about it and spread the challenge to their own library or school.  Others will hear about it and want to read the book.  

Usually, when a book is challenged or banned, it only affects that specific school, library, or district.  If a book is banned in one library or school, you can most likely go to another library or school nearby and find the same book on the shelves.  

National Banning

Rarely is a book banned from a whole state or country.  In the Middle Eastern country of Lebanon, copies of Dan Brown’s bestselling book DaVinci Code were removed from shelves because its contents were seen as insulting to Christianity.

Banning doesn’t only happen in foreign countries.  The U.S. banned Voltaire’s Candide in 1929 because it was considered obscene.  It was still officially banned in 1944 when the publisher tried to mail catalogs that listed the book.  The U.S. Post Office informed the publisher that mailing the catalog would violate the U.S. postal regulations on sending obscene materials through the mail.  

There are also two new restrictions on what materials can be distributed in the U.S. (1999)

1. One prohibits the distribution of certain information relating to explosives, destructive devices, and weapons of mass destruction – BOMB MAKING INSTRUCTIONS

2. One prohibits the distribution of certain information about the manufacture of controlled substances  - DRUG MAKING INSTRUCTIONS

Both can result in fines and prison terms.

Indiana’s Banned Books

Challenging and banning didn’t just happen in the past or in far away places.  It has happened right here in Indiana, even in Bloomington schools.  

Monroe County

Here are three examples of books that have been challenged in the Monroe County school district in the last several years.  

1. Angus, Thongs, and Full Frontal Snogging by Louise Rennison was challenged at an MCCSC middle school in 2002.

2. In 2001, The One-Hundredth Thing About Caroline by Lois Lowry was challenged in an MCCSC elementary school 

3. The Great Gilly Hopkins by Katherine Paterson was challenged in another MCCSC elementary school in 1999 

These books were only challenged and NOT banned.  So in MCCSC school libraries, you will find these books.  

The Most Common Reasons for Challenges
Sex

Sex is a big problem with teachers, parents, and administrators.  Lots of books are restricted, taken off the shelves, or even burned because of sexual content.

1. In Warsaw, IN in 1979, the book Values Clarification by Sidney Simon was burned for this reason.  Books continue to be burned in the 21st century.  In 2001 in Pittsburgh, PA, a religious leader and his congregation created a bon fire and burned objectionable books including the Harry Potter series.

2. Judy Blume

a. Almost every book written by Judy Blume has been challenged or banned in schools throughout the U.S., including Indiana.  

a. In Daleville, IN a parent asked that elementary students not be allowed to read the book Tiger Eyes because of alleged sexual innuendo.  The book has won several awards including the American Library Association’s Best Book for Young Adults and the NY Times Outstanding Children’s Book of the Year.  

b. In Muncie, IN (1995), only students with written permission from their parents could check out the book Forever because of sexual content.

c. Because of all the controversy surrounding her books, Judy Blume has become a voice against censorship.  

d. She says, “Censors don’t want children exposed to ideas different from their own.  If every individual with an agenda had his/her way, the shelves in the school library would be close to empty.”

e. “In this age of censorship, I mourn the loss of books that will never be written, I mourn the voices that will be silenced – writers’ voices, teachers’ voices, students’ voices – all because of fear.”

3. Lois Duncan

a. Like Judy Blume, Lois Duncan’s books have been challenged or banned because of sexual references in the story. In Charleston, IN (1993), her book Don’t Look Behind You was challenged because of “graphic passages, sexual references, and alleged immorality in the book.”  

Language

1. Complaints about language usually focus on either profanity (cursing), blasphemy (like using the name of a religious figure in an offensive way) or offensive words that refer to racial, religious, or other groups.  

2. Mark Twain

a. The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn and The Adventures of Tom Sawyer were both challenged at North High School in Columbus, IN (1997) because the language was “degrading, insensitive, and oppressive.” These books include the character of a runaway slave who is often referred to with a racial slur.  In order to keep the book in the library, a compromise was reached where middle school students used an edited version that deleted the controversial language = censorship

3. Harper Lee

a. To Kill a Mockingbird was challenged in Warren Township near Indianapolis in 1981 because it does “psychological damage to the positive integration process” and because it “represents institutionalized racism under the guise of ‘good literature.’”  This book is about an African American man who is accused and convicted of a crime he didn’t commit.  It contains racial slurs.  

4. J.D. Salinger

a. The Catcher in the Rye was challenged in the Linton/Stockton, IN high school in 1988 because it was “blasphemous and undermines morality.” This book is about a young man who gets expelled from school and runs away from home to New York City.  It tells of his adventures in the city and how he has to survive without money, a place to sleep, or anything to eat.  

Non-Fiction and Banning

Fiction books are not the only kinds of books that have been challenged or banned.  Non-fiction is also popular with censors.  

In Liberty, IN, the school removed The Upstairs Room by Johanna Reiss from the required fourth grade reading list because of profanity.  This book won a Newbury Honor Award and is the true story of the author’s own childhood in Holland during World War II, when she hid from the Nazis by living with a non-Jewish family.

Not even the dictionary is safe.  In Cedar Lake, IN (1976) the American Heritage Dictionary was banned and removed from the library for objectionable language.  

Even Shel Silverstein’s book of poems called A Light in the Attic was challenged in South Adams, IN because the book “is very vile” and “contains subliminal or underlying messages and anti-parental material.”  The poem called “Little Abigail and the Beautiful Pony” was found to be particularly offensive.

Conclusion

It is crucial that every person have the right to decide for him/herself what to read. Each of us should be allowed to say what is good and bad for ourselves.  Be aware that some people would like to make those decisions for all of us.  Don’t let yourself be censored.  Read banned books!

