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Introduction: 

 

“Submitting to censorship is to enter the seductive world of 'The Giver': the world where there are no bad 

words and no bad deeds. But it is also the world where choice has been taken away and reality distorted. 

And that is the most dangerous world of all.” - Lois Lowry, American children fiction writer. (The Giver is 

a social science fiction by Lowry)  

Freedom of expression has been enshrined as one of the fundamental rights in constitutions of most 

of the democratic states of the world. This right is hallmark of an egalitarian democratic state. There cannot 

be an easy access to this right under a dictatorial regime or monarchy. But under democratic structure, it 

becomes an imperative feature and censorship or gagging of liberal ideas becomes questionable. C ensorship 

consists of any attempt to suppress information, points of view, or method of expression such as art or 

literature as antisocial or profane. A human being cannot consider his/her social environment free unless 

he/she is subject to limitations as far as freedom of expression of opinion is concerned. Such condition of 

existence is not even calmly borne by any rational man, what to talk of a person with creative potential, as 

a writer, painter, or other artist. The spirit of life of a person gets nu mbed when an artist’s thoughts are 

hindered from expression in form of an art as one sees in Salman Rushdie’s Haroun and the Sea of Stories. 

This statement underlines the writer’s qualms which he explicates through one of his characters in the novel: 

“‘But what is the point of giving persons Freedom of Speech,’ declaimed Butt the Hoopoe, ‘if you then say 

they must not utilize same? And is not the Power of Speech the greatest Power of all? Then surely it must 

be exercised to the full?”  

A gift of gab usually has to struggle against force of gag. A force of gag is like a big boulder that 

blocks the river of an artist’s expression of art or gab, which somehow makes its channels in form of small 

rivulets that over a period of time take shape of a strong wave which destroys the boulder and makes an 

eminent pathway. Therefore, one can notice that in spite of curbs on expression of radical or so-called 

blasphemous ideas since the ancient past, such notions only graduated to be heralded as progressive in 

history. This paper deals with the idea that progression of radicalism is inevitable and how censorship only 

aids in a pronounced effect of those curbed ideals. In the title of this paper, censorship has been compared 

to a glass prism; a radical idea is like a ray of light that is one its course to illuminate the world. Censorship 

does not form an opaque object that permanently blocks an idea, but it with holds the idea for some time and 

later disperses the idea with pronounced effect as a glass prism disperses white light in  seven different 

colors. This mechanism of censorial dispersion operates involuntarily in an unplanned manner. However, 

the paper shall not draw an analogy with the process of unification of light that happens when another prism 

is placed in an upside-down manner on the pathway of dispersed light, as the discussion shall then enter a 

metaphysical domain, which is not requisite over here.  In order to augment this idea, the paper discusses its 

argument in light of certain illustrations from history.  

The primary idea behind censorship is preservation of cultural ideals, namely, morals, religion, 

customs, etc. The so-called guardians of culture believe that radical ideas tend to destroy the moral fabric 

of society, which have been amassed by them over centuries of socio -cultural evolution. Therefore, they 

develop a conservative mindset and tend to thwart anything that disturbs status quo in so ciety. In the last 

century, there have been a number of censorship trials in the United Kingdom and the United States of 
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America, which highlights the cultural conflict over what constituted “objectionable” and what was 

acceptable to be read by the general  public. Early in the twentieth century, emigre publishing houses in 

France and Italy published English language works since they were banned in the native country, which 

were then smuggled into Britain and the United States. James Joyce's 1922 work, Ulysses, was confiscated 

and burned at New York customs offices in 1923 when Joyce's publisher, Shakespeare and Co., attempted 

to ship 500 first-edition copies from France into the United States. A long legal battle ensued, and in 1933, 

Justice John M. Woolsey decreed that Ulysses’ literary merit justified publication and distribution of the 

book. The United States v. One Book Called Ulysses was a watershed case against censorship of literature in the 

United States (Martyn 201). Some novels, now considered class ics, but were banned for a long period of 

time since the date of their publication. 

The novels by Thomas Hardy faced severe criticism that he gave up writing novels altogether, as he 

could not compromise with naturalistic passion in his writings for Victorian idealism. D. H. Lawrence's 

novels like Sons and Lovers, The Rainbow and Women in Love were banned as obscene and objectionable. These 

writers tend to produce an art which embodies course of human life in its natural form, where man lives as 

a natural being rather than a social being. They tried to posit in their novels the idea that a n individual is 

forced to conform to social norms, while the soul within tries to desist such obligations and longs for 

instinctual freedom, which puts an unbearable burden upon spirit of a being. So, most of such novels depict 

characters meeting a tragic end in struggle between what they intend to follow and what social values dictate 

upon them. 

The works of these writers reflect the social, religious and cultural issues of the period they are 

writing in, but they also try to resist certain conventional ideas of that age. Lawrence tries to subvert his 

society’s notions about sex by writing about the subject in a candid manner. In his essay “A Propos of Lady 

Chatterley’s Lover,” Lawrence urged, “I want men and women to think sex, fully, completely, honestly and 

cleanly, through a proper reverence for sex”. He endeavored to sanctify sex and to remove the opposition 

between the sacred and the profane that had been introduced by Christianity, as he states in the essay 

“Pornography and Obscenity”: “The Christian religion lost, in Protestantism finally, the togetherness with 

the universe, the togetherness of the body, the sex, the emotions, and the passions, with the earth and sun 

and stars”. 

Michel Foucault, in his History of Sexuality, suggests that the seventeenth century bourgeois revolution 

was responsible for the repression of sex, but simultaneously maintains that sex had always been a tabooed 

subject in western society. He considers that there was greater openness in the ancient cultures of India, 

Egypt and China. Foucault defines the two approaches to sexuality as “Ars erotica,” implying that sex is an 

art as found in ancient civilizations, while the other is the science of sexuality, which is a product of the 

modern era. By the end of the nineteenth-century, sex had been turned into a study of technical and scientific 

subjects with a number of treatises written on it. This was also Lawrence’s complaint feeling as he did that 

modern man had intellectualized sex and turned it into an abstract subject, undermining the concrete reality. 

These novels created sympathy for instinctual freedom among the readers. Moreover, they chose 

sexuality as the core theme of these novels because it symbolizes most universal instinctual trait and its 

honest exploration unveils a facade of norms and mores, which are taken as natural but conceal true nature 

of being. The targeting of these norms by these novelists was objected and censored by the contemporary 

power structures, in order to preserve the status quo. But such moral poli cing only dampened the free spirits 

of individuals. The two World Wars and the subsequent existential crisis affirmed the hollowness of such 

social ideals, which failed miserably during the hour of despair. From these circumstances, was born the 

existential notion of “absurdity”, which downplays and questions social and intellectual accomplishments 

of the western civilization. During a 15-year period beginning in 1957, a series of court decisions relaxed 

restrictions on so-called obscene materials. 

 Thereafter, an entire corpus of knowledge, say philosophical schools of deconstruction and 

posthumanism have only argued for deconstructing all social constructs and restoring everything to its 

natural form. It calls for individualism, whereby one structures one’ s life in one’s own style, it’s a journey 

from parochial regionalism to qualified (defined liberal) universalism to free individualism. It is merely 

theorization of the process of unlearning. Have these ideas been allowed their natural course, social agony  

born as a consequence of their repression could be allayed. So, censorship only accounted to a pronounced 

impact of such ideas in the society, as streams a jet of stored water when a reservoir is wrecked. Thus, a 

simple notion of sexual freedom acquires obscene and vulgar configurations. 

Although the most publicized American and British censorship of literature in the twentieth century 

has involved debates over obscenity and pornography, the United States government also has censored 

literature for political reasons. The 1917 Espionage Act and 1918 Sedition Amendment suppressed antiwar 
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periodicals and deported communists, labor activists and other radicals. During the Cold War, censoring 

films and “blacklisting” writers who were deemed as “Communist sympathizers” were prohibited from 

exhibition in public domain. Literary censorship has been thoroughly practiced by authoritarian and 

totalitarian states in the twentieth century. Strict censorship of all forms of public expression characterized 

the Soviet Union, the Communist satellite states of Eastern Europe and the apartheid regime of Sou th Africa. 

Many writers in the Communist block were sentenced to hard labor or sent into exile. The books of Nobel 

Prize winners such as Boris Pasternak, Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, and Joseph Brodsky were banned in the 

Soviet Union and Poland. Prevented from publishing works in their native countries, the Eastern European 

and Soviet writers relied either on self-publishing and dissemination of literary works or on emigre 

publishing houses in the Western Europe to evade censors. Many writers from authoritarian regimes went 

into exile in order to be able to write and publish freely. But lately their works were critically acclaimed in 

the literary canon. 

Michel Foucault is of the opinion that society has always dubbed a radical idea as abnormal and has 

thus hindered ideological progression of society through certain forms of censorship. But this gagging only 

amounts to devising of new methods to speak out the forbidden. Censorship in democratic nations continues 

to be fought around issues of prurience and obscenity ; under more repressive regimes, censorship revolves 

primarily around issues of dissent and political expression. But in the present age, nothing of social 

significance is eclipsed or escapes without analysis into thin air. One can also attribute liberatio n of censored 

ideas to rise in public criticism which comes into force with the development of what Jurgin Habermas calls 

“public sphere.” He says that with the advent of capitalism, there was decline of representational culture 

where opinion of nobility or the court had an overwhelming influence upon public at large.  

With capitalism, there came a public space outside the control of the state, where individuals 

exchanged views and knowledge, characterized by the growth in newspapers, journals, reading club s, and 

coffeehouses. Habermas argued that the essential characteristic of this culture was its “critical” nature. 

Anything that was decreed as censored by those in power got highlighted and severely reviewed by press 

and intelligentsia that every sensible commoner could understand ABC of politics behind censorship. 

Though, Habermas relents of the decay of public sphere in the late capitalism, which is characterized by the 

growth of a commercial mass media, which turned the critical public into passive consu mers. This idea 

cannot be completely agreed as commercialization has also been accompanied with increase in public 

awareness. None of us would agree to call ourselves as passive consumers by the very fact that we are aware 

of forces operating against us. Various intellectual groups hold discussions on politics of modernity, state, 

globalization, etc. that render people as unthinkable and unquestionable. One’s awareness about his/her 

victimization liquefies the allegation of passivity against one.  

Censorship can be seen in two forms, as an act of proscription and as a critiquing agency. It can be 

advantageous if these two functions are performed in synchronous manner. So, it can be speculated if there 

were such a censorial institution in the past in India, ce rtain books as Manu Smriti could be banned and such 

legitimized oppression avoided. In the past, the effect of censored ideas could be withheld for centuries but 

in present censorship can delay the dispersal of ideas only for years or a couple of decades. This can be 

ascribed to rigidity of the traditional societies, while the modern educated sections of society are 

comparatively more open to radical ideas. Though, there can be delay in publishing of radical thought due 

to opposition from the conservative sections. In popular culture, we can easily discern how censorship has 

become a common tool to propagate and market a film, so that at least some more folks flock to the cinemas 

under the incitement of exploring the censored. This implies people belonging t o the present generation are 

too keen to learn about a novel/radical concept. There is a temperament for experimentation in people; they 

are prepared to test things for themselves.  

Censorship provides for deeper analysis of ideas by the intellectuals. Ther efore, the role of 

intellectual becomes essential to openly comprehend an idea before it is discarded or assimilated by the 

society. If a progressive idea is blocked, it is immediate “future” that is deprived, not the idea as it is bound 

to be accepted by the future generations. For instance, when Copernicus was beheaded for his scientific 

views regarding revolution of the earth and years later when Galileo reproved those notions, it undermined 

the undisputed authority of the church which was completely sha ttered by Darwinian theory centuries later. 

Similarly, the acts of personalizing God by figures as Joan of Arc and Thomas Becket were treated heretic 

by the Catholic Church, such instances were instrumental in birth of other denominations in Christianity 

(Wells). There are other notions as these which were ruthlessly rejected but became ruling ideas in the 

future. The trend continues to this date.  

Censorship held somewhat relevance in the past when the intellectual faculties were not so much 

evolved and word of book was the ultimate gospel of wisdom. But, in the contemporary age, when people 
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not even shy from evaluating and denouncing the hitherto sacred tenets of their own religion, it is assured 

that people would not unquestionably embrace any idea, merely  for its radicalism. Modern man lives in a 

pluralistic milieu and has enough wisdom to evaluate an idea as bane or boon. Freedom of expression should 

not be curbed unless it treads upon fundamental order of life, which is legally and secularly determined. 

Censorship should be avoided unless a book contains something which spurs disharmony or violence in 

society, which is even unwarranted. So, it should be at preliminary levels that censorship organizations 

should operate, while the ultimate authority in thi s regard should rest with the readers.  
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