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Banned Books


It was May 10, 1933.  Nazi students gathered around an open fire to burn all books that did not suit their ideas or philosophy.  They believed that by destroying people’s thoughts on paper they would be burning the thoughts in their minds as well.  This was part of a movement to eliminate a human race within their society and abolish others’ beliefs that did not match their own.  Do we really want to allow people to be involved with this sort of destruction today?  Every single human being has something inspirational to say, but unfortunately there will always be someone to try to prevent them.  If we tolerate banning books, the knowledge of others will not be shared to educate the world. 


While the Nazis attempted to ban books that did not capture their own views, books throughout the ages have been banned for many reasons.  Some of these reasons include belief in a certain religion, fear of witchcraft, profanity, and sexuality.  It is not hard to understand why people would protest against strong views, but how far are we willing to take this?  As I read through the banned book list and why many are objectionable, I couldn’t even believe what I was seeing.  I saw books like In the Night Kitchen, which was challenged for nudity because Mickey loses his pajamas while falling in the kitchen, and A Light in the Attic because it contained a picture that might influence children to break dishes instead of drying them off.  From the philosophical to the absurd, we must find our limits. 


I recently read the book The Chocolate War, which was an outstanding book.  This specific book has been challenged for foul language, but, despite this, there was a great lesson to be learned.  To be insightful you must look between the lines and find the message behind the words.  In The Chocolate War, a kid named Jerry Renault is being pressured by the school gang to sell chocolates for their own selfish reasons.  Jerry follows his instincts and refuses.  On the other hand, his friend “The Goober” gets an assignment from the gang as well and accepts it, which he later regrets.  This taught me about speaking up and how to follow your heart.  This message is more important than the fact that there was foul language involved.  I feel the foul language actually improved the book by enhancing its reality. 


America is so fortunate to have the First Amendment’s Constitutional guarantees of freedom of speech and press.  This means that authors and citizens have the right as human beings to take their own experiences and teachings and pass it on from generation to generation.  If these people did not write books with strong ideas that lean one way or another, we would not be taking advantage of the First Amendment.  Taking advantage of the First Amendment does not mean that everybody needs to read books that are personally offensive to them, but that these books need to be available to others.  Our society must preserve the free exchange of ideas. 


To promote an open and free world, we must defend the First Amendment.  In The Chocolate War, Jerry must learn about speaking up for his own views, which is exactly the message of those who write and read banned books.  Remembering the lessons of history, like the book burnings in Nazi Germany, should influence us to cherish the books we have, instead of continuously making an effort to banish them.
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Unshackling the Stolen Knowledge and Obliterating Ignorance:  The First Amendment


Every day a copious assortment of readers of every shape and size stroll in and out of my grandmother’s bookstore.  Each individual selects material that suits his or her own personality, mood, or interest.  The vast majority of people purchase what they like, give a friendly wave, and move on with their daily lives.  Every so often, however, someone asks my grandma, “Why are you carrying this vulgar, inappropriate book?”  When people ask her this, she always answers: “It isn’t up to me what books are sold.  Just because I don’t like a book doesn’t mean everyone should be forbidden to read it.”  


Our American right, given to us by the First Amendment, is to read what we choose, regardless of who disagrees.  When people try to eradicate a piece of literature because in their personal opinion, it is “vulgar and inappropriate” our rights are being violated; we should be worried.  We should also be worried because suppressing ideas and holding back knowledge causes unawareness.  The First Amendment protects our right to have access to any book and in doing so, saves us from the dangers of ignorance. 


Books, in all their diversity, provoke thought and generate ideas in an infinite amount of ways.  For every idea ever proposed at least one person has disagreed, and for every conclusion ever drawn someone has challenged it.  Similarly, with the content of every book ever written has come at least one antagonist.  It doesn’t matter whether one person or a million people hate the book; a book cannot be hated or loved by every single person.  Therefore, banning books is always violating somebody’s rights.  For example, the book Lord of the Flies by William Golding was challenged in Nebraska because it was “demoralizing inasmuch that it implies that man is little more than an animal” (Amazon).  While many people would disagree that man is little more than an animal, there are those that agree.  Should they be banned from reading this just because there are people that do not like it?  Books should not be obscured from everyone just because a group, whether it be small or large, find it unorthodox.  The First Amendment gives us the freedom to pick up a book and read it despite a thousand people saying it is disgusting. 


Books are an important means of communicating ideas freely; when they are challenged or banned, we are being stripped of our freedom to know.  People need to understand that although they may have good intentions by banning a book, they are doing an unthinkable disservice.  They are digging a path for censorship’s closest friend: ignorance.  Ignorance is a danger that deprives us of knowledge that influences our everyday lives.  This can be seen dated as far back as Galileo Galilei.  His book, Dialogue Concerning the Two Chief World Systems, was banned by the Church.  Would modern science be the same if everybody had been forbidden to read this book?  Most likely, we would still think the solar system revolves around us.  It’s imperative that we have access to information and ideas from books, and the right to this access is secured by the First Amendment. 


The most sacred and valuable possession of every person is knowledge.  Banning books is knowledge-theft; it conceals knowledge that we may rightfully obtain.  That knowledge is necessary to be aware and enlightened.  The right to know the content of any book, and the protection from benightedness in our society is offered by the First Amendment.  So long as the Constitution stands as it is, banning books is dangerous and a violation of American rights.
