





World War I, ALA, and censorship

By ARTHUR P. YOUNG, Assistant Dean for Public
Services, The University of Alabama Library.

When the ‘“‘guns of August” shattered the fragile
European balance of power in 1914, most Americans
confidently expected that they would not be drawn into
the conflict. For three years President Wilson pursued a
frustrating policy of neutrality toward Germany and the
Central Powers. Following American intervention in April
1917, the nation embraced Wilson’s challenge to “make the
world safe for democracy.” How did librarians react to the
war? What role did the American Library Association play?
And, most germane to this essay, to what extent did
censorship intrude?

As social agencies, libraries have historically reflected
contemporary values, and World War I was no exception.
For the majority of Americans, World War I became a
morally charged, even spiritualized struggle. Librarians
readily absorbed the symbolism and patriotic emotionalism.
The sacrificial ideal and the tarnished heritage of the library
as a moral arbiter of reading tastes were strong undercur-
rents in the library profession, and these attributes blended
easily with the wartime emphasis on national solidarity and
altruistic service. Allied propaganda before America’s entry,
government surveillance of the media during the war, and
the cultural affinity of America and France also
contributed to librarians’ pro-Ally stance. Along with
embracing the national war spirit, librarians were
exhilarated by the prospects for spreading the gospel of the
library’s value to society.

The World War represented a unique opportunity for the
American Library Association. Established in 1876, ALA
had expended much energy in defining the parameters of
librarianship and convincing the public of the library’s
educational value. By 1917, the Association did not seem
strong enough, either in terms of resources or professional
maturity, to assume the task of supplying reading matter to
an American army of several million men. Membership in
ALA had reached 3,300 and the Association conducted its
affairs with an annual budget of just over $24,000. Defying
the odds, ALA made a contribution of surpassing
importance.

Shortly after the American declaration of war in 1917,
ALA established a War Service Committee. This Committee
accepted an invitation from the War Department’s Com-
mission on Training Camp Activities to furnish library
materials and service to U.S. soldiers in America, Europe,
and other points. The Association was one of seven welfare
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groups affiliated with the Commission. ALA’s wartime
program, known as the Library War Service, was directed
by Herbert Putnam, Librarian of Congress, and later by Carl
H. Milam. Between 1917 and 1920, ALA mounted two
financial campaigns and raised $5 million from public
donations; erected thirty-six camp libraries with Carnegie
Corporation funds; distributed approximately 10,000,000
books and magazines, and provided library collections to
5,000 locations. Nearly 1,200 library workers served in
libraries sponsored by the Association. The provision of this
service transformed ALA from a sedate professional body
into a public service organization.

Delimiting the boundaries of book selection in wartime
was a difficult task for librarians. Contemporary discussions
of censorship document librarians’ cautious approach and
discomfiture over the need to debate the issue at all. During
neutrality (1914-1917), most librarians proclaimed imparti-
ality toward the warring parties. But librarians’ acquisition
practices belied their conscience-salving rhetoric. Pro-Allied
titles from Wellington House, England’s secret propaganda
agency, poured into American libraries. Relatively few pro-
German books were acquired, and if obtained, were not
usually available for circulation. After the American
declaration of war, the Library War Service cooperated with
the military authorities in a program to monitor the books
distributed to the camp libraries administered by the
Association.

Beginning in July 1918, officials in the War Department
ordered certain titles banned from the camps. The Associa-
tion, ironically, had been practicing self-censorship from
the outset of the war, and willingly collaborated with the
War Department in the removal of books. Although the War
Department’s censorship program was intended as a covert
operation, the names of the proscribed books were released
in September. The Association was called upon to defend
its selection practices, a further embarrassing irony, after
several newspapers printed the lists.

The first episode of censorship involving camp libraries
was reported in the Albany, New York Knickerbocker-Press
on February 18, 1918. Three war books by Paul Koenig,
Count Ernst von Reventlow, and Hrolf von Dewitz were
barred from circulating at the Camp Upton (New York)
Library. The books in question had been received from the
New York State Library. Apparently the books had been
banned by local military authorities since James Wyer,
Chairman of the War Service Committee, said he did not
know why the books had been withdrawn. Wyer defended
the Koenig book, denying the allegation that it was
propaganda work favorable to Germany.!

Within a week the War Department asked Putnam why
Herbert Bayard Swope’s Inside the German Empire was
available at the camp libraries. The book would not be
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The trial judge who overruled the jury held that the
teacher had failed to exhaust his administrative remedies
and that the evidence did not prove that he had been
terminated for exercising First Amendment rights. The
appellate court, which disagreed, cited a minimal state
interest in requiring exhaustion of administrative remedies
and slight default by the teacher in requesting a remedy.
The appellate court also denied the school board’s request
for a new trial. Reported in: DuShane Fund Reports, March
1977.

Boston, Massachusetts

In an advisory opinion issued to Governor Michael
Dukakis, the Massachusetts Supreme Judicial Court ruled in
May that public school teachers cannot be compelled to
lead their pupils in the Pledge of Allegiance to the Flag.

The court’s advisory opinion was given on pending
legislation that would have fined teachers five dollars for
every two weeks they failed to lead the pledge.

Five justices found that the bill (H.B. 5627) would
violate teachers’ First Amendment rights. “The U.S.
Supreme Court has said that teachers do not shed their
constitutional rights to freedom of speech or expression at
the schoolhouse gate,” the majority justices said.

In a dissenting opinion, two justices argued that a
general requirement for teachers to “lead” their classes in
the pledge would be constitutional if provisions on fines
were removed and if exceptions were allowed for
individuals who found the pledge morally objectionable.
Reported in: Boston Globe, May 17.

church and state

Indianapolis, Indiana

The Indiana Commission on Textbook Adoption in May
agreed to comply with a court order that it remove a con-
troversial biology book, Bivlogy: A Search for Order in
Complexity, from its state-approved list of textbooks. The
commission’s decision followed Marion County Superior
Court Judge Michael Dugan’s ruling of April 14 that the
book should be removed from the approved list because it
promotes a fundamentalist Christian doctrine. Dugan ruled
on a lawsuit filed by two parents, E. Thomas Marsh and
Robert Hendren, both of whom have children in West
Clark, Indiana schools (see Newsletter, May 1977, p. 83).

In his opinion, Dugan said: ““...We face a textbook
which, on its face, appears to present a balanced view of
evolution and biblical creation. The record and the text
itself do not support this assertion. . . .

“The court takes no position as the the validity of either
evolution or biblical creationism. That is not the issue. The
question is whether a text obviously designed to present
only the view of biblical creationism in a favorable light is
constitutionally acceptable in the public schools of Indiana.
Two hundred years of constitutional government demand
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that the answer be no.

“The asserted object of the text to present a balanced or
neutral argument is a sham that breaches that ‘wall of
separation” between church and state voiced by Thomas
Jefferson.”

Dugan explained that any doubts of the book’s fairness
were dispelled by the teacher’s guide, which calls for
students to respond with ““correct” Christian answers. “The
prospect of biology teachers and students alike, forced to
answer and respond to continued demand for ‘correct’
fundamentalist Christian doctrines has no place in the
public schools. . . .”

The Indiana Commission on Textbook Adoption’s
decision to comply with the court order followed tentative
discussions of an appeal. In a statement released after its
May meeting, the commission said that while it did not
agree with the court’s decision, it would accept it and
would not file an appeal. Reported in: Louisville Courier
Journal, April 15, May 7.

commercial speech

Augusta, Maine

The Maine Attorney General issued an opinion in April
arguing that a state law prohibiting advertisements by
dentists is unconstitutional because it restricts freedom of
speech. Joseph E. Brennan, the state official, said the ban
was similar to ones already overturned by the U.S. Supreme
Court.

“Our opinion says there is no problem as far as regu-
lating false, misleading or deceptive advertising,” Brennan
added. “At the same time it should be clear that it doesn’t
require anybody to advertise. If they want to, they can, and
if they don’t, they don’t have to.”

Dentist Stephen G. Knowlton, whose advertisements of
his services in a Portland newspaper led to the request for
the opinion, said Brennan’s ruling “is fantastic,” adding,
“We are all relieved.” Reported in: New York Times, April
3.

obscenity law

Belleville, Illinois

Despite repeated arrests of employees and confiscations
of materials at his Belleville bookstore, news dealer Larry
Kimmel was unable to convince a court that his business
was unconstitutionally harassed by police.

St. Clair County Associate Court Judge Kenneth Juen in
April denied Kimmel an injunction prohibiting the city
from enforcing its obscenity ordinance against him. Juen
said that in a conflict between a person’s right to engage in
free enterprise and the duty of a police officer, “the duty
of the police officer is paramount.”

(Continued on page 112)
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