The Freedom to Read

The freedom to read is essential to our democracy. It is continuously under attack. Private groups and
public authorities in various parts of the country are working to remove books from sale, to censor
textbooks, to label controversial books, to distribute lists of objectionable books or authors, and to
purge libraries. These actions apparently rise from a view that our national tradition of free
expression is no longer valid; that censorship and suppression are needed to avoid the subversion of
politics and the corruption of morals. We, as citizens devoted to the use of books and as librarians and
publishers responsible for disseminating them, wish to assert the public interest in the preservation of
the freedom to read.

We are deeply concerned about these attempts at suppression. Most such attempts rest on a denial
of the fundamental premise of democracy: that the ordinary citizen, by exercising critical judgment,
will accept the good and reject the bad. The censors, public and private, assume that they should
determine what is good and what is bad for their fellow-citizens.

We trust Americans to recognize propaganda, and to reject it. We do not believe they need the help
of censors to assist them in this task. We do not believe they are prepared to sacrifice their heritage
of a free press in order to be protected against what others think may be bad for them. We believe
they still favor free enterprise in ideas and expression.

We are aware, of course, that books are not alone in being subjected to efforts at suppression. We are
aware that these efforts are related to a larger pattern of pressures being brought against education,
the press, films, radio, and television. The problem is not only one of actual censorship. The shadow
of fear cast by these pressures leads, we suspect, to an even larger voluntary curtailment of
expression by those who seek to avoid controversy.

Such pressure toward conformity is perhaps natural in a time of uneasy change and pervading fear.
Especially when so many of our apprehensions are directed against an ideology, the expression of a
dissident idea becomes a thing feared, and we tend to move against it as against a hostile deed, with
suppression.

And yet suppression is never more dangerous than in a time of social tension. Freedom has given the
United States the elasticity to endure strain. Freedom keeps open the path of novel and creative
solutions, and enables change to come by choice. Every silencing of a heresy, every enforcement of an
orthodoxy, diminishes the toughness and resilience of our society and leaves it less able to deal with
stress.

The freedom to read is guaranteed by the Constitution. Those with faith in free people will stand firm
on these constitutional guarantees of essential rights and will exercise the responsibilities that
accompany these rights.



