





yet more Madonna

The controversy over pop star Madonna’s book of erotic
photographs, Sex, continued to resonate as libraries across
the country struggled with conflicting demands to remove
the book and demands to acquire it. The following is a brief
survey of some of the activity not previously reported in these
pages (see Newsletter, January 1993, p. 1; March 1993, p.
37

e In Monroe, Michigan, the board of trustees of the
Monroe County Library System voted 4-0 January 19 to keep
Sex following a 3'4-hour meeting that at times degenerated
into a screaming match. Since the library’s decision last
October to purchase five copies of the book, the board had
been blasted by hundreds of irate residents.

Gordon Conable, director of the system and President of
the Freedom to Read Foundation, defended the decision.
‘‘Not purchasing this book, given the attention it was receiv-
ing and local demand, would fall short of the mission of the
library,”’ he said. By the time of the meeting, Conable told
the board, the library had received 97 requests for the book,
enough to keep it in circulation until 1994.

*“The First Amendment cannot be partitioned,”’ Conable
declared. ‘‘It applies to all or it applies to no one.”’

The decision did not end the turmoil, however. Having
failed to sway the library board, opponents of the book sought
support from the County Board of Commissioners. But,
although the library board is appointed by the commissioners,
the commissioners have no governing authority over the
library. Still, almost all the commissioners voiced their
opposition to the book, at another raucous public meeting
February 2. ‘“We pledged to protect our Constitution, but
also pledged to protect our citizens,”” declared Commissioner
Dale Zorn.

The next day, the continuing controversy prompted Judith
See, chair of the library board, to announce her resignation.
She said the issue was affecting her work as a 4-H youth
agent. Some 4-H families and affiliated clubs were threaten-
ing to pull out of the 4-H program because of her position
on keeping the book, she said.

“‘For the majority of my adult life, I have served two
causes: advancement of the Monroe County Library System
and youth development,’’ See stated in her resignation let-
ter. ‘I currently fear the continuing Madonna controversy
may jeopardize my ability to provide leadership to
Michigan’s largest and probably finest county 4-H program.
I will not allow that to happen.”” The commissioners,
however, refused to accept See’s resignation.

¢ The situation in Monroe was repeated in Ingham Coun-
ty, Michigan, where public outcry prompted the County
Board of Commissioners to ask the Ingham County Library
Board to review the procedure by which it purchased the
Madonna book. On February 2, the library board reviewed
a report that concluded the purchase was consistent with
selection policy.
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‘““All material will remain available with unlimited,
unrestricted access for all ages,”’ the report stated. ‘‘Should
a court determine that Madonna’s book or any other item
in the Ingham County Library collection is legally harmful
to minors or obscene, the Ingham County Library Board will
reconsider that item’s inclusion in the collection.’’

The library board submitted the report to the commis-
sioners. The next week, the commission’s Human Resources
Committee met and, before a packed room, urged the library
board to restrict access to the book. But, barring a court rul-
ing that the book is ‘‘harmful to minors,”’ the library board
refused.

® A similar situation developed in Omaha, Nebraska,
where despite two votes by library trustees to keep Sex in
circulation, the controversy refused to abate. Acting Library
Director Verda Bialac decided November 20 to place a
donated copy of Sex in circulation after City Council member
Steve Exon and others had voiced opposition. Faced with
criticism, the board agreed to review the decision and policy
toward sexually explicit materials in general.

On January 13, the board carried out its first review of
the issue and voted 8-1 to affirm its Collection Department
Policy. ‘A library’s hallmark is free access,”” said Anne
Rismiller, board vice president. ‘‘I am the person best able
to decide what I should read — not a well-meaning special
interest group or the government or a librarian.”’

By that time, the library had four donated copies of the
book, all of which were checked out, with a waiting list of
125. Those under 18 were not allowed to borrow the book.

Still, Exon and his supporters vowed to keep fighting to
remove the book. The board received more than five hun-
dred protest letters, prompting yet another board meeting
February 10. At that meeting, the board voted 8-0 to retain
the book. Still, critics made clear that they would continue
to fight for restriction. ‘‘This is not over,”’ vowed Pat
Loontjer, an organizer of a group called Citizens for Tradi-
tional Community Values.

e At the Downers Grove Public Library in Du Page
County, Illinois, a vaguely worded letter from the State’s
Attorney’s office advising the library about the provisions
of the state’s Harmful Material Act, prompted the library
to reconsider its original decision to make the book available
to all patrons.

On February 9, the board was told that the county was
investigating whether the book violated obscenity laws. The
announcement to the board followed library director
Christopher Bowen’s receipt, on January 21, of an advisory
letter from John J. Kinsella of the State Attorney’s office
that read in part: ‘It has come to our attention that your
library has purchased a copy of Madonna’s book entitled Sex
and that you are not restricting access to persons under the
age of 18. Please be advised that the Harmful Material Act
. . . prohibits the knowing distribution of harmful material
to persons under 18 years of age. . . . Although this office
has not rendered an opinion as to whether the above
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and Germany because of desire to preserve traditional class
barriers. It is also clear, however, that such influential
thinkers and American visitors as Tocqueville feared that ‘‘in-
dividualism” would make people withdraw from their
responsibility to larger public participation; and the word
itself was negatively coined in 1820 by Frenchman Joseph
deMaistre, who feared the Enlightenment as religiously
divisive.

Further chapters show how the idea of individualism
shaped a unique United States culture—from the Constitu-
tional Convention to the present, but focusing on the
nineteenth-century. Several authors touch upon a current
“‘hot topic’’ in historiography: that ‘‘republican virtue’’—
not Lockean liberalism—was the motivating philosophy of
the American Revolution. Classical republicanism, which
glorified the suppression of individual self-interest for the
greater good of a civic life with benefits shared by all, lost
out to the enlightened self-interest of English Enlightenment
liberalism at the Constitutional Convention. Some historians
believe that this first rejection of social responsibility in favor
of individualism is a source of today’s racism, sexism, and
economic inequality. American Chameleon is relatively well
balanced in the points of view presented on this controver-
sy. James Henretta’s contribution is one of the best, as he
documents the strength of classical republicanism in New
York State and asserts that while Lockean liberalism prevail-
ed, it was also transformed as citizens realized that it was
in their best interests as individuals to sacrifice some
autonomy to the interest of the state.

Those interested in the evolution of ‘‘right to privacy’” and
the status of “‘obscene’’ literature in regard to the First
Amendment will want to read Goodheart’s essay about the
1873 Comstock Law, one of the first to grant broad federal
enforcement and prohibition over mailing and selling
‘“‘obscene’ materials and birth control devices. Because
Comstock led this crusade in the name of fundamentalist
Christian principles, the National Liberal League became the
first national civic liberties organization to challenge the law

in the name of separation of church and state.

Well-known historian Linda Kerber asks, ‘‘Can a Woman
Be an Individual?’’ and concludes that ‘‘the language of in-
dividualism helped them very little’” (p. 166). While I believe
Kerber’s point of view currently dominates the field, I wish
the editors had included at least one other perspective on this
very important issue for women’s history.

The editor’s concluding essay looks at the decline of
nineteenth-century individualism during a twentieth century
concerned with reforming and limiting some of the ‘‘robber
baron’’ individualism prevalent in urbanization and in-
dustrialization. Goodheart and Curry believe that the New
Deal marked the shift away from ‘‘rugged individualism’’
(p. 192). Also, the authors correctly point out that while the
Reagan White House promoted economic rugged in-
dividualism, the secrecy and censorship policies on classifica-
tion of government documents were an unprecedented at-
tack on political individualism.

American Chameleon deals comprehensively with
nineteenth-century individualism, to be sure. The full title,
however, is misleading; there is very little ‘‘trans-national
context.”” With the exception of Tocqueville, the subject mat-
ter of most of the essays concentrate solely on the American
experience of individualism. There is thus a disappointing
lack of information in such potentially fruitful areas as com-
parative government policy towards dissemination of birth
control devices, and the problem of women and individualism
in the French, American, and Russian revolutions.

But for those interested in American individualism and First
Amendment issues, American Chameleon provides a critical
historical background for the issue at the heart of so many
battles over individualism versus social responsibility. While
these essays make no explicit links to current issues, the
authors have set out the issues so clearly that the reader will
have no trouble making those connections. — Reviewed by
Barbara M. Jones, Director, Schaffer Library, Union
College. O
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Dear Editor:

I am a sophomore in college. I am a pre-law student, ma-
joring in either history or political science. Your newsletter
is subscribed to by my college library, and this afternoon
I picked it up. The title grabbed me, as I am always in pur-
suit of intellectual perspectives. As I intently read your
newsletter, however, I began to wonder who you feel you
are liberating with this outlet. I am 100% in favor of the
freedom of speech in this fine country. Our county has thriv-
ed on it. I do, however, believe adults need to exhibit respon-
sibility in their authoring, recommendation, use, and pur-
chasing of children’s literature. We have the responsibility
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of nurturing the children of this county in ways which they
will carry on the capitalist, Protestant work ethic (not refer-
ring to religion) which made this nation great. Books which
dissent the majority’s firmly-held values should be limited.
Where do books advocating the ‘‘normalcy’” of homosex-
uality, for example, belong in the public-supported libraries,
when homosexuality is not normal in the animal kingdom,
to which humans belong? A library and a school are to
educate children, not to be advocates of minority social
causes. As I was reading each page, I became more and more
aware of the lack of concern you have for the education and
welfare of children, and the overwhelming concern you ex-
hibit for the irresponsible, adult authors of many of the books
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