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In lieu of an abstract, hereis a brief excerpt of the content:

Censors as Critics: To Killa Mockingbird as ACase Study by Jill P. May Censors inthe United States have
traditionally had problems whe n evaluating the merits ofrealistic fiction. Theirinabilityto deal with another
person's interpretationofreallife issues has caused themto bansuchdiverse authors as Judy Blume,

Robert Cormier,and Marie Twain. Oftentheiraccusations concentrate onlanguage, racial groups, sexual
scenes,anti-establshment attitudes whichtheydeemsomehow "un-American." These people do notdeny
anauthor's abilityto telastory. Instead, theywishto suppress culturalinterpretations whichtheyfeelare
harmful to "the moralfiberof America." The "critical" careerofTo Killa Mockingbird is a late twe ntieth century
case studyofhowsuchcensorship works inyoung adult literature. When HarperLee's novelaboutasmaR
Southerntown and its prejudices was published in1960 itreceived favorable criticismin professional
journals and the popularpress. Thus, though Booklist's reviewer called the book "melodramatic" and noted
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"traces ofsermonizing", Booklistrecommended it forlibrary purchase, commending its "rare blend of wit
and compassion" (September1960:23). The earlyreviews did notsuggestthatthe book was young adult
literature orthatitbelongedinadolescentcoRections.And so theirdiscussions neversuggested that the
book had strong language orunusualviolence whichwas beyond the scope ofayoung reader. Instead, they
praised To Kill a Mockingbird as a worthwhile Interpretation ofthe South's thenexisting social structures. In
196 1the book wonthe Pulitzer Prize Award, the Alabama Library Association Book Award, and the
Brotherhood Award ofthe National Conference of Christians and Jews. It seemed that HarperlLee's blend of
family history, local custom, and restrained sermonizing was important reading. Since the narratorwas an
adultremembering events thathappened whenshe was ayoung girlbetweenthe ages ofsixand nine, To Kill
a Mockingbird rapidly moved into Juniorand senior highschoollibraries and classrooms. By the mid-sixties
To Killa Mockingbird had asolid place injuniorand seniorhighschoolAmerican literature studies. However,
once its use was discovered by Southern parents, its soHd place inthe curriculum met with strong
disapproval. Sporadic lawsuits arose.Inmostearlycases, the complaintagainst To Kla Mockingbird was
voiced byconservatives. Probablytheywere objecting to the story's candid portrayal of Southe rn white
attitudes. This was notthe issue typicallyraised, however. Instead, censors criticized the book ingeneral
terms, objecting to the use of profanity, sexscenes, and immorality. In Hanover County, Virginia, forinstance,
the SchoolBoard declared the book "immoral" and soughtto have ht removed from county pubic schools.
When the ruckus surfaced with national news coverage, the SchoolBoard withdrew its criticism, claiming
that the incident "was all a mistake" (Newsletteronintellectual Freedom. March1966:16). To these early
censors the problemwith HarperLee's bookrested inits entire immorality. If one looks at their claims, the
censors seemto be accuratelyassessing the book.Indeed, everymajorcensor's objection-that the book
contained profanity, that the black/white relationships depicted implied that white bigotry was widespread
inthe south, thatreligious hypocrisywas suggested, thata rape case was explcitiydetailed, and that there
were severalviolentscenes throughout the story-canbe corroborated. The scenes which HarperlLee chose
to picture are notones ofcarefree childhood. Even the playful activities ofthe ChHdren are nottotally
innocent. Often Lee shows the chHdrenbusytrying to deceive ordefyadult authority. Inthe end, however,
these earlycensors were reluctantto deallegalywith the realissues whichconcerned them. To
conservative Southerners itseemed smarterto labelthe book and hope itwould disappear from the
schools thanto legalyconfront the issues raised in HarperLee's narrative. And so the book stood up
against this first onslaught of criticism, without facing a major fight in the U.S. court syste m. The second
round ofcriticismsurfaced inthe late seventies and early eighties. This time the censors came from...
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