
 1 

Power, Censorship and Validation 
 

Oscar G. Brockett 
 

[Dr. Oscar Brockett's Fellows Address was given at a joint session of the College of Fellows and faculty 
and students attending the Silver Anniversary Workshops of the American College Theatre Festival, held in 
the Atrium of the John F. Kennedy Center, Washington, D.C., April 19, 1993. It was published in Theatre 
Topics,   4, 1 (March 1994), 1-13. Reprinted by permission of The Johns Hopkins University Press. Ed.]  

 
 Several months ago when Jean Korf insisted that I give her a title for this address, I somewhat 
hastily and, in retrospect, rather foolishly, said that I would speak on "censorship and its perils," the title 
that has appeared in subsequent information about today's program. While I still intend to talk in part about 
censorship, I've decided that my remarks can more accurately be titled "Power, Censorship, and 
Validation." You may well wonder why I chose to speak about censorship - I might say that during the past 
couple of weeks I've wondered about that myself. But the answer is relatively simple. At the time when I 
accepted the invitation, I had been reading and thinking about reactions to the large amount of obscene 
language and explicit sexual reference in last year's Irene Ryan competitions here at the Kennedy Center. 
While I am not talking today specifically about that matter, what I have to say did begin with that concern. 
 Censorship is something that most of us hope we won't have to confront. Nevertheless, it is 
something that has been with us since the beginning of time and no doubt always will be. In the arts, we 
often see it as concerned merely with issues about what should be permitted or prohibited. But the arts are 
secondary; the primary issue always is one of power, a battle over which group's values and standards shall 
prevail.  
 Opinion polls indicate that most Americans are opposed to censorship. But this is not as cut and 
dried as it might sound. Pressed, almost everyone will admit that some things should not be allowed. So-
called "snuff" films, in which sexual activity culminates in one or more of the performers actually being 
mutilated or killed, is an example of what I presume most people would oppose. Whether or not the 
performers are actually killed, as rumor has it, the inflicting of real bodily harm seems a place where 
censorship would be an appropriate response. Even those who state an absolute opposition to censorship 
usually add a qualifier - so long as no one is physically harmed. Physical harm is, nevertheless, a qualifier 
which indicates that opposition to censorship is not absolute. Similarly, many of those belonging to what is 
characterized as "the religious right" also declare their opposition to censorship but add their own qualifier - 
so long as some group's moral beliefs or religious faith are not attacked. My own conclusion is that, when 
pressed, almost everyone will draw the line somewhere. The question, then, is not so much whether a line 
will be drawn but where it is to be drawn and who is to draw it? 
 One place where most people accede to drawing the line comes when children are the intended 
audience. But when does one reach an age when censored material is no longer to be considered harmful? 
Our legal definitions usually indicate 18 or 21 as the age of maturity. But many would-be censors do not 
stop there. They seek to keep everyone in a state of perpetual childhood by forbidding adults access to 
much of the material denied to children. Few of these would-be censors acknowledge that they personally 
could be harmed by the material they want to forbid others. Their implied, if not always stated, message is 
that weaker persons, apparently the rest of the population, must be shielded from influences they otherwise 
would be incapable of resisting. 
 This protectionist attitude has a very long history, going back at least to Plato, who argued that 
writers should not be allowed to disseminate their work to the public until it had been approved by the 
Guardians of the state. To win approval for dissemination, writing was to contain nothing contrary to the 
good  
of society as conceived by the Guardians, a small group presumably qualified to determine for all citizens 
what was best for them. Plato's ideas were passed down through the ages, and in almost every society there 
have been those who have championed them. Taken to their extreme, they have led to the kind of 
censorship found in totalitarian states such as Stalinist Russia and Nazi Germany. 
 In the United States, few people have advocated such extreme forms of censorship. But, if we 
have never had a nationwide system of government-operated censorship, our country has not escaped 
numerous examples of local censorship. Until well past World War II, Boston was notorious for its harsh 
policing of theatrical productions. And during the early twentieth century, the New York theatre was 
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subjected to scrutiny that makes recent attempts at censorship seem mild. 
 One of the most famous cases of censorship in the American theatre concerns Arnold Daly's 
production of George Bernard Shaw's Mrs. Warren's Profession in New York in 1905. Daly had already 
performed five of Shaw's plays to such high critical praise that he is usually credited with establishing the 
vogue for Shaw's plays in America. Shaw had even written one of the plays especially for Daly. But when 
Daly announced his intention of producing Mrs. Warren's Profession, Anthony Comstock, Secretary of the 
Society for the Suppression of Vice, warned him that, should he proceed, he would be subject to 
prosecution. The precedent cited by Comstock was a case involving a then-recent play, Orange Blossoms, 
the producer of which had been convicted and sentenced to jail on the basis of a scene involving a newly-
married couple in which the bride appeared lightly clothed in a bedroom scene with her husband. The 
verdict of the Appeals Court that upheld this conviction read in part: 
 

It is well settled that whatever outrages public decency and is injurious to public morals  is 
indictable.  ...The question in all these cases must be "What is the impression produced upon the 
mind by perusing or observing the writing or picture referred to in the indictment?"  It remains but 
to consider briefly two positions taken on behalf of the defendant. The first is that public decency 
was not offended because the actress who played the part of the bride exposed but little of her 
person; second, that the suggestiveness of the exhibition was connected with lawful marriage, not 
illicit relations. 

  
As to the first proposition ... such a performance as that under consideration is really more 
dangerous to public morals than any mere vulgar exhibition of nudity. ...The greater danger lies in 
an appeal to the imagination, and when the suggestion is immoral the more that is left to 
imagination the more subtle and seductive the influence suggest an advance into even grosser 
domains than that of suggestiveness. According to this view, no public display of any form of 
marital intimacy could be held to be indecent. ...The picture is none the less licentious because it is 
painted upon a clean canvas. The aim here is not to honor but to degrade marriage, and the 
defendant’s guilt is enhanced, not diminished, by his utilization of its sacred confidence to serve 
his criminal purpose.   
(NY Times. 26 Oct. 1905; 9:1).  

 
 I have cited this at some length to remind us how the specific grounds for censorship can change 
drastically in less than a century. Were these standards in effect today, most of the producers in Hollywood 
would be subject to prison sentences. An interesting proposition set forth here is that appeals to the 
imagination are more dangerous than explicit demonstrations. If accepted, it would suggest that the overt 
sexuality in much contemporary art is counterproductive. 
 The controversy over Mrs. Warren's Profession was played up in New York's newspapers and did 
what most controversies over censorship do - it created a demand to see the performance. The New York 
Times reported that 2,000 to 3,000 persons had been turned away on opening night and that tickets had sold 
for 15 times the regular price (which incidentally was $2). Among the audience on opening night was 
Police Commissioner McAdoo. On the following morning he reported to the Mayor of New York that the 
production was "revolting, indecent, and nauseating where it was not boring" (NY Times, Nov. 1, 1905; 
1:3). Arrest warrants were issued for Daly, the owner of the theatre, and all the actors, with the result that 
the production was closed. With one exception, the newspaper critics of New York condemned the play. 
The Herald's reviewer, for example, proclaimed: "The play is an insult to decency because - It defends 
immorality. It glorifies prostitution. It besmirches the sacredness of a clergyman's calling" (ibid.). 
 A court verdict on this case did not come until some eight months later, in July 1906. It showed far 
greater understanding of the play than had Comstock, McAdoo, or the critics. The court's ultimate 
conclusion was: "It appears that instead of exciting impure imagination in the mind of the spectator, that 
which is really excited is disgust; that the unlovely, the repellent, the disgusting in the play are merely 
accessories to the main purpose of the drama, which is an attack on certain social conditions relating to the 
employment of women which the dramatist believes, as do many others with him, should be reformed" 
(ibid.). Despite this vindication, Arnold Daly never regained the standing he had held when the attack on  
Mrs. Warren's Profession began and his career spiraled downward thereafter. 
 This case also points toward the conclusion, based upon the major cases of censorship in this 
century, that the topic which agitates Americans most is sexuality. It also serves as a point of comparison to 
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show how attitudes about sexuality have changed over the years by juxtaposing it with another case from 
New York, this one in 1969, involving the production of Lennox Raphael's Che!, which also resulted in 
prosecutions of the participants. 
 Produced in March 1969, Che! was considered a test of what the authorities would tolerate on the 
stage. The actors were nude throughout most of the play, which included, according to newspaper accounts, 
"graphic, though simulated, scenes of sexual intercourse" including " a frenzy of homosexual and other 
unorthodox sexual acts" (NY Times, March 24, 1969, p. 56). There was little dialogue. Characters 
"communicate in single sentences mixing philosophical banalities and Madison Avenue slogans" which are 
alternately shouted and declaimed. According to the author, the play "symbolizes the contest between the 
United States and worldwide revolutionary movements" as depicted symbolically in the last hours in the 
life of Ernesto Che Guevara, the Cuban revolutionary. According to the author, "Che is a love object, and 
seeing the play gives a sense of liberation to many people. I am sure the Establishment will feel threatened" 
(ibid.). Apparently it did feel threatened, for the author, entire cast and production personnel were arrested 
following the opening performance and were charged with "consentual sodomy, public lewdness and 
obscenity" (26 March 1969, p. 37:4). The Dramatists Guild denounced the closing of Che! as a threat to 
freedom of expression and as an act of censorship (28 Mar. 1969; 38:7), but the New York Times 
editorialized:  
 

The explicit portrayal on the stage of sexual intercourse is the final step in the erosion of taste and 
subtlety in the theater. It reduces actors to mere exhibitionists, turns the audiences into voyeurs, 
and debases sexual relationships almost to the level of prostitution. It is difficult to see any great 
principle of civil liberties involved when persons indulging themselves on stage in this kind of 
peep-show activity are arrested for public lewdness and obscenity. ...The fact that legally 
enforceable standards of public decency have been interpreted away by the courts almost to the 
point of no return does not absolve artists, producers or publishers from all responsibility or 
restraint in pandering to the lowest possible public taste in quest of the largest possible monetary 
reward. (l April 1969, 46:2). 

 
The final statement (about the largest possible monetary reward) seems somewhat absurd when one 
remembers that Che! was presented in a 120-seat theatre. When the case came to trial in January 1970, 
David Merrick, then one of New York's most successful producers, testified that the "performance was 
patently offensive," that the playwright had "no talent whatsoever and should seek vocational guidance," 
and that the play was without "any redeeming social value" (NYT, Jan. 20, 1970; 46:5). In February 1970 
all five members of the cast, as well as the director, playwright, and the light man were convicted of 
obscenity for what a three-judge  panel  called  "a nadir  of  smut  on  the  stage."  Three persons, the 
director, the playwright, and the leading actor, were given the choice of 60 days in jail or paying fines 
ranging from $500 to $1,000. The others were discharged. On the issue of whether "community standards" 
had been violated, the panel stated: "It cannot be said that standards of public acceptance and morality so 
sharply different and shocking can be established by a few commercially inspired producers who try to see 
how far then can go" (26 Feb. 1970; 31:6). 
 It is somewhat ironic that, before the verdict on Che! was rendered, Oh! Calcutta! opened in New 
York in June 1969 to much notoriety but without protest from authorities, although most of the actors were 
nude through much of the play and sex was the primary topic. At the time, some charged that the courts and 
officials used a double standard that allowed works by established authors to be ignored by prosecutors 
while those by unknowns were harassed. Ed Wode, the producer and director of Che! charged that "Oh! 
Calcutta! has an Establishment veneer," and added, "I'm convinced we were busted for the political content 
of the play" (NYT, 7 July 1969; 26:1). Although New York officials denied that they used dual standards, 
the New York Times quoted an anonymous official as saying: "Oh! Calcutta! has a roster of very important 
people - [Kenneth] Tynan, [Samuel] Beckett, [Jules] Feiffer - and the accoutrements of class are there. Che! 
involves a little theater, complete unknowns and a script written by a man no one ever heard of" (ibid.). 
 The difference in treatment of these two productions points up the confusion that existed in 1969 
(and still does) over the limits of permissibility. The changes that had occurred over the preceding 30 years 
were radical. In 1939, the mayor of New York, Fiorello LaGuardia, had summarily shut down burlesque 
theatres on charges of lewdness. And until 1957 it was illegal to sell many books now considered classics, 
among them D. H. Lawrence's Lady Chatterley's Lover. 
 These earlier autocratic and often arbitrary standards were shattered in 1957 in a Supreme Court 
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ruling in which Justice William J. Brennan wrote: "All ideas having even the slightest redeeming social 
importance - unorthodox ideas, controversial ideas, even ideas hateful to the prevailing climate of opinion - 
have the full protection" of the free speech provisions of the Constitution's First Amendment (NYT, 7 July 
1969; 26). In March 1966, the Supreme Court further ruled, in what was then a highly controversial 
decision concerning the book Fanny Hill, that no work could be suppressed "unless it is found to be utterly 
without social importance" (ibid.). The Supreme Court delineated a threefold test for obscenity: it must be 
judged "patently offensive;" it must be shown "predominantly [to] appeal to prurient interest;" and it must 
be judged "utterly without redeeming social importance" (ibid.). Police, prosecutors, juries, and lower 
courts were left with the problem of judging obscenity and lewdness according  to  an   undefined   notion  
of   "community   standards."   Because a community's social mores are so difficult to define, law 
enforcement authorities since that time have typically deferred to the courts to decide what is permissible. 
 This has left open many questions. Who decides what constitutes a community's standards? What 
is to be done about artistic products that circulate among many communities, each of which may have its 
own standards? Many charge that this dilemma has a chilling effect, since the fear of controversy and 
censorship works against innovation and encourages sticking with the status quo. Nevertheless, despite or 
because of the uncertainty, some artists are always testing and pushing the boundaries, and it is these cases 
that usually become the targets of would-be censors. Innovative or daring work is not always the target. 
Works long accepted as classics may be attacked because they seem to uphold values or to depict behavior 
thought immoral or despicable. Such cases occur throughout the United States, especially when public 
schools are involved. People for the American Way, an organization that tracks controversies over artistic 
expression, documented 74 cases in 51 communities of attempted censorship in 1991 (Artistic Freedom 
Under Attack, l, 1992). 
 The uncertainty over community standards has, in recent years, provoked various groups into 
depicting themselves as the representatives of the majority community standard. Through deluges of phone 
calls to legislators, events staged to attract wide media coverage, and other means, they seek to create a 
sense of outrage sufficient to warrant legal action or, more commonly, to intimidate their opponents into 
retreat or compromise. 
 Some of the most significant battles in recent times may more accurately be seen as raising issues 
not so much about artistic worth or even morality but rather about the validation that might be conferred on 
works supported by public funding. Such attacks, of course, have been directed most often against the 
National Endowment for the Arts. Created at the very time when the courts were enunciating the doctrine 
of "community standards" as the test of acceptable expression, the conceivers of the NEA sought to frame 
legislation that would insulate it from such controversy. In 1965 when he signed the legislation that 
authorized the NEA, President Johnson stated: " We fully recognize that no government can call artistic 
excellence into existence. It must flow from the quality of the society and the good fortune of the nation. 
Nor should any government seek to restrict the freedom of the artist to pursue his goals in his own way. 
Freedom is an essential condition for the artist ... if freedom is diminished so is the prospect of artistic 
achievement" (qtd in "NEA Under Siege," American Theatre, Sept. 1989, 20). The legislation itself forbids 
interference by the government and its agencies in artistic matters: "no department, agency, officer or 
employee of the United States shall exercise any direction, supervision or control over the policy 
determination, personnel or curriculum, or the operation or administration of any school or other non-
federal agency, institution, organization or association" (ibid.). This legislation sought to remove decisions 
about artistic merit from government control, and the perception that recent attacks are aimed to gut this 
provision is the one that arouses the greatest fears about the future of the NEA. One of the major sponsors 
of the 1989 Senate amendment that listed subject matter in art that the NEA should be forbidden to fund 
declared that he was "absolutely opposed to censorship, but we are talking about taxpayers' dollars," a 
somewhat problematic distinction when in one breath a number of things are forbidden while in the next 
opposition to censorship is voiced. 
 However much one may deplore attacks on the NEA, those making the attacks are raising a 
fundamental issue - that of validation. We all know, I assume, that the amount of money given to the NEA 
for the support of the arts is infinitesimal in comparison to that provided the arts in most other 
industrialized nations (France, for example, in 1993 is devoting $2.3 billion to the arts as compared to the 
$176 million appropriated for the NEA). The importance of government funding of the arts, however, is not 
to be measured entirely by monetary amount. Equally or more important is the validation that government 
support brings. A kind of legitimacy is conferred on an artist or project by an NEA grant. It serves as 
affirmation of worthiness. It also serves as a red flag for those who oppose the art, because it seems to carry 
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the imprimatur of the federal government. 
 This is one of the crucial points I would like to make: there is always an unstated, often 
unexamined, relationship among power, validation, and censorship. In every society institutions or groups 
have granted, or have sought to appropriate, the power to validate or invalidate art. To be permitted to 
validate art is the right to acclaim its legitimacy and worth, as well as the power to suppress or marginalize, 
either directly or indirectly. Some historical examples will, I hope, clarify this point. 
 When we look at the theatre of Ancient Athens, one of the things that most strikes us is the 
validation conferred on theatre in that society through the concurrence of two major sources of power - 
state and religion - in the presentation of theatrical productions. That the tragedies of Aeschylus, Sophocles, 
and Euripides were chosen by the chief civic magistrate of Athens for presentation at a state sponsored 
religious festival assures us of the importance theatre held in that society. 
 As we move forward through time, other sources of validation become evident. In the Middle 
Ages, it was usually the Church that had the power to validate or invalidate art. And while it sanctioned 
elaborate religious plays, it did so only if it could approve the scripts and if the actors and other persons 
involved were essentially amateurs, for it had decreed excommunication for professional actors. When 
during the 16th century the power of the Church was fragmented by the emergence of rival sects, the major 
center of power passed from the church to secular rulers. The theatre was secularized, professionalized, and 
commercialized. But what it could perform was controlled by the state. Though the details might differ 
from one country or century to another, from the seventeenth until well into the 20th century the pattern 
was much the same in almost every European nation - plays had to be approved by a government censor 
before they could be produced. As a result, almost every European play with which we are now familiar 
was originally subjected to censorship. The typical standard was that nothing should be presented that was 
contrary to public morality or the good of the state. On the other hand, any play that was passed by the 
censor had been legitimated - it had passed official inspection. 
 A variation on this pattern is one in which governments own theatres and support them financially 
with heavy subsidies, a pattern found especially in Germany which probably has the most extensive 
network of not-for-profit theatres in the world. Most German states and municipalities place theatre on the 
same level as public education. They take for granted that the state will support the arts and that that 
support will be represented in the government's annual budget. Support is not problematic from one year to 
the next, as it is in the United States. That the government has built and elaborately equipped its own 
theatre buildings is a strong statement in itself of ongoing validation. And the support is extensive. German 
state theatres are subsidized at more than 80% of their operating expenses. While people may grumble 
about the programming in these theatres, seldom is there a suggestion that support should be reduced 
because of what is presented. In Germany, the state validates theatre through a policy that views it as an 
essential cultural resource. 
 The United States differs from most of these European countries in that the primary validator of 
theatre has always been the marketplace. What will sell has usually been thought to determine what is 
valid. Around 1960, however, a concerted effort began to alter this, to establish that theatre is important to 
our society even when it cannot pay for itself fully and that it is important as a cultural expression and 
heritage in ways that extend beyond the scope of popular entertainment. The first major effort to implement 
this change came through the establishment and proliferation of not-for-profit theatres, originally owing to 
the financial encouragement of the Ford Foundation. The decision of a major foundation to invest money in 
not-for-profit theatres was enormously influential in validating and changing local attitudes about theatre. 
Other attempts to change attitudes have  come  primarily  from  arts  organizations. After 1965 the NEA 
encouraged states to form their own arts agencies, and subsequently the states encouraged communities to 
create arts commissions. Consequently, by around 1970 a vast number of organizations concerned with 
assisting the arts were in operation throughout the United States. Despite their efforts, however, we have 
never been able to dispel the belief that the arts should be left to survive or perish through competition in 
the marketplace. At the time of the crisis over NEA funding in 1989 only 35 percent of those responding to 
a survey thought that federal funds should be used to "encourage and support selected arts projects" 
(American Theatre, Sept. 1989, 20). It is such ambiguous feelings about the arts in America that makes 
NEA and other funding agencies vulnerable to attack from would-be censors. 
 Other than audiences, what are the major sources of support today for these not-for-profit theatres? 
The most important are the triad composed of corporations, foundations, and government, each of which 
has its own vulnerabilities. Direct support from corporations for a theatrical season or a particular 
production is a relatively recent but growing phenomenon. To receive support from this source seems a bit 
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ironic, since the corporation is the epitome of the free market philosophy, but not illogical once it is 
perceived to be good business to demonstrate its responsibility to improve the quality of life in its market 
community. It is probably our view of corporations as emblems of marketplace success that leads us to 
view corporate support for a theatrical season or particular production as a sign of worth. It reassures us 
that theatre is important, else why would a corporation provide financial support? At the same time, we are 
learning that corporate support is undependable, for if the funds it gives are used to support something 
disapproved of by a special interest group that wishes to demonstrate its power, it can all too often be 
intimidated into withdrawing its support through the threat of boycott. The statement of Donald E. 
Wildmon, executive director of the American Family Association, concerning a corporate sponsor of an 
exhibit he found objectionable, is typical: "Equitable Life Insurance owe[s] Christians a public apology and 
assurance that [it] will not be party to such anti-Christian bigotry in the future. If no apology is 
forthcoming, we hope people will cancel their Equitable Life insurance policies" (qtd. American Theatre, 
Sept. 1989, 21). Apparently it is true that many significant topics are taboo in television because the 
corporations who sponsor programs fear that the public will either boycott the programs or the products 
these programs advertise. 
 The support of foundations has also been important to the sense of validation, but it too has proven 
unreliable, since foundations have at times sought to stimulate the growth of arts through large grants for a 
period of time only to change the focus of their interests and redirect their giving to something altogether 
different. They have often reenforced the marketplace philosophy by supporting an arts organization until it 
can get on its feet and then withdrawing the support under the assumption that now it should be able to take 
care of itself within the free market. Foundations have also done much to influence the repertory by 
providing support only to those groups who have shaped their grant proposals to promise production of 
plays about subjects of current interest to the foundation. 
 Government grants can be especially important because the validation they confer makes it easier 
to get grants from other sources, especially foundations and corporations. But because support from this 
triad of sources is uncertain and may be withdrawn at any time, most not-for-profit theatres often expend 
more energy on fund raising than on production. Unlike European theatres, for which support is assured on 
an ongoing basis, American not-for-profit theatres find it difficult to do long-range planning or to make 
major commitments far in advance. In turn, the loss of financial support or the specter of losing it, 
especially in times of fiscal restraint, has tended to encourage theatres to return to the tried and true, to give 
up adventurous for safe programming. Some commentators seem to think this the correct course at all 
times, for they see cultural preservation as the only defensible use of government subsidy. Samuel Lipman, 
publisher of The New Criterion, has stated: "Acting on our behalf as citizens, our government agencies - in 
particular the National Endowment for the Arts - can redirect their energies away from being the validators 
of the latest fancies to hit the art market. Instead, public arts support might more fully concentrate on what 
it does so well: the championing of the great art of the past, its regeneration in the present and its 
transmission to the future" (NYT, June 23, 1989). Unfortunately, as Robert Brustein has eloquently argued 
in the pages of American Theatre and elsewhere, this tends to rule out support for innovative and 
controversial art, among the most vital sources of change and renewal. Were this to become the rule, we 
would probably be deprived of such plays as this year's Pulitzer Prize winning Angels in America, which 
was developed through the support of a sizable NEA grant. We find ourselves in the paradoxical situation 
that the art most needing support and validation is also the kind most apt to call subsidization and 
validation into question. 
 This brings me to the point toward which I have been circling. Regardless of the ultimate source 
of validation - marketplace, government subsidy, foundation and corporation grants, or still others - the 
greatest hurdle for beginning artists is gaining the initial recognition that can set them on the way toward 
increasing acceptance of their work. Until some person or institution of acknowledged status recognizes 
superior value in young artists' work, they, though they may be of superior talent, can progress little in their 
chosen profession. They are certainly unlikely to be considered for the kinds of grants that may come to 
artists of acknowledged standing.   It is in this phase of initial recognition  that  such organizations as the 
American College Theatre Festival can play an important role by offering the opportunity for artists in 
training to demonstrate their talents in regional and national forums. It is also young artists, whether 
students or not, who are most at risk where censorship is concerned. They are often trying on new ways  of 
working, pushing the boundaries of acceptable subject matter, sometimes deliberately seeking to shock or 
to burst the boundaries of accepted conventions. They must experiment in order to find their own voices. 
But in doing so they become vulnerable. All too often there is pressure not to deal with controversial 
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subjects, not to try untested modes of production, not to offend. But if they, and artists after they leave 
training, are not to risk offending, how are innovations to be made and tested? Artists of whatever age need 
to feel empowered to express themselves freely and to seek new ways of doing so. What this requires from 
us is tolerance of lots of things we may not understand, and some of which we would prefer had never been 
tried. Our tolerance can make us anxious because it makes us complicit in seeming to accept what we don't 
necessarily approve of but think we should support on the basis of principle. The limit of tolerance is the 
test of our stance on censorship. 
 I realize that I have not talked about the role of criticism in all this, and I do not wish to imply that 
one must accept uncritically everything done in the name of innovation. That is a topic for another 
discussion. Criticism and other forces beyond those I have discussed are involved in the struggle to validate 
or invalidate the arts in the United States. Trying to survey them would round out the picture I have drawn 
but ultimately would, I think, only strengthen the conclusions I would like to draw. Americans fantasize 
about harmony and agreement, about how wonderful it would be if we did not have to face the specter of 
censorship stemming from controversies over disparate values and the art that serves or shapes those 
values. I would suggest that seeking complete agreement not only is unrealistic but undesirable. Rather, we 
ought to recognize and welcome the fact that we live in a culturally diverse country in which adopting any 
single point of view would be to deny a multitude of others, each of which has its own need for validation 
and acceptance. If we believe in art as the vital expression of a culture, then we need to develop 
considerable tolerance for alternative forms of expression. Censorship problems arise when one group 
seeks to win authority for its views over those of others. To allow one view to suppress all others might 
indeed be one way to impose harmony but it would ultimately be far more perilous than the discord in 
which we now often find ourselves. 
 


