Book Buzz

With Carolyn Larson

Head Librarian at Lihue Public Library

Bringing you the buzz on new, popular and good books available at your neighborhood library. 

Book annotations are culled from online publishers’ descriptions and published reviews.

Celebrate Your Freedom to Read – September 29th Column
This week is National Banned Books Week. Libraries, schools and bookstores around the nation will celebrate the freedom to read and the importance of the First Amendment.  Banned Books Week highlights the benefits of free and open access to information while drawing attention to the harms of censorship by spotlighting actual or attempted bannings of books.
“Even though not every book will be right for every reader, the rights to read, speak, think and express ourselves freely are core American values,” said Barbara Jones, director of the American Library Association’s Office for Intellectual Freedom. “Protecting one of our most fundamental rights – the freedom to read – means respecting each other’s differences and the right of all people to choose for themselves what they and their families read.” 
For nearly 20 years, Jones’s office has collected reports on national book challenges, defined as a formal, written complaint, filed with a library or school, requesting that materials be removed or restricted because of content or appropriateness. In 2009, the OIF received 460 reports on efforts to remove or restrict materials from school curricula and library bookshelves in America. 
This week’s Book Buzz looks at the most common reasons for wanting to censor books available in public libraries and mentions book titles that are often found on the American Library Association’s annual list of top most frequently banned or challenged books.
Exercise your freedom to read this week with a banned book.

Happy Reading!
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Alternative Religious Viewpoint or Dangerous Ideas
While the Harry Potter series by J.K. Rowling has been welcomed by many parents and teachers for getting children interested in reading, others feel that the series presents dangerous ideas and attitudes that are bad for readers, particularly certain age groups. Books from this series are the most frequently challenged titles in the past decade. The Twilight series by Stephenie Meyer and the His Dark Materials series by Philip Pullman have likewise been frequently challenged citing the same reasons. Americans are certainly not the only ones challenging books.  The Da Vinci Code by Dan Brown was banned in Lebanon after Catholic leader deemed it offensive to Christianity. Lebanon also banned The Diary of Anne Frank for portraying Jews, Israel or Zionism favorably. Doctor Zhivago by Boris Pasternak was banned in the U.S.S.R. until 1988 for its criticism of the Bolshevik Party.
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Racism
The Toronto School Board banned from all its schools Lord of the Flies by Nobel Prize in Literature awardee William Golding, claiming it was racist for using the word "niggers."  To Kill a Mocking Bird by Harper Lee is another English Class read that has been repeatedly challenged because of it’s depiction of African Americans and derogatory language. Also banned and challenged because of its themes of racism, poverty and sexuality is The House on Mango Street by Sandra Cisneros about Esperanza Cordero, a teen growing up amidst the harsh beauty and poverty in the Latino section of Chicago.  The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn by Mark Twain and I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings by Maya Angelou have also been censored for racial depictions.
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Sexual Content or Unsuitable for the Age Group
Phyllis Reynolds Naylor’s Alice series follows Alice McKinley each school year as she grows up in Silver Spring, Maryland. The books broach many topics, including relationships, dating, sex, friendship, life problems, families, God, and understanding. They have been repeatedly challenged for their frank treatment of adolescent sexuality as has Judy Blume’s wildly popular teen novel Forever. Others banned on the basis of sexual content or “reflecting moral disintegration” include Lauren Miracle’s series beginning with TTYL written in text messaging format, Vladimir Nabokov’s literary masterpiece Lolita and Alice Walker’s highly acclaimed The Color Purple. Lexington police in 1978 confiscated the sex instruction books The Joy of Sex and More Joy of Sex by Alex Comfort in accordance with a new county ordinance prohibiting the display of sexually-oriented publications in places frequented by minors. These materials are often cited as unsuitable for the age group. All Hawaii State Public Libraries support parents in monitoring and guiding their children’s reading.
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Homosexuality
And Tango Makes Three, a children’s book by Peter Parnell and Justin Richardson about a family with two daddies is consistently banned or challenged for portraying homosexuality, often by parents who complain about references to homosexuality in materials for children. In another example, Families by Meredith Tax, which creatively describes different family structures, has both been under attack from censors and has seen many individuals and organizations come to its defense. The Olathe, Kansas school system ordered all copies of Alice on My Mind by Nancy Garden removed from high school library shelves. It is a story of two women who meet and fall in love and struggle with declaring their homosexuality to family and friends. Another young adult book, The Perks of Being a Wallflower by Stephen Chbosky, has been challenged for all of the following reasons: Homosexuality, Sexually Explicit, Anti-Family, Offensive Language, Religious Viewpoint, Unsuited to Age Group, Drugs, and Suicide.
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Strong or Profane Language
The science fiction classic Fahrenheit 451 by Ray Bradbury is about censorship and those who ban books for fear of creating too much individualism and independent thought. In late 1998, this book was removed from the required reading list of the West Marion High School in Foxworth, Mississippi because a parent complained of the use of the words "God damn" in the book. Strong language, or unsuitability for the age group is cited as grounds for banning other literary classics such as Of Mice and Men by John Steinbeck or The Chocolate War by Robert Cormier.  Catcher in the Rye by J. D. Salinger is a perennial favorite of censors and has been banned in the U.S. and Australia. In 1960, a Tulsa, OK teacher was fired for putting the book on the 11th grade reading list. The teacher was reinstated, but the book was permanently removed from teaching programs. 
[image: image18.jpg]





Alternative Political Views or Dangerous Ideas
Hariett Beecher Stowe’s novel Uncle Tom’s Cabin brought the evils of slavery to the consciences and hearts of the American people by its moving portrayal of slave experience. The author shows us in scenes of great dramatic power the human effects of an economic system in which slaves were property. She brings into fiction the different voices of the emerging American nation, as well the language of political debate and religious zeal. The novel was, and is, controversial, abrasive in its demand for change, yet also brilliant in the deployment of dialogue, with great comic skill and a power of pathos that made it a runaway bestseller in its time that continues to move us today. So why have so many sought to ban it? Those on the conservative side have objected to some of the vulgar language in the book. Those on the left, on the other side, protested the use of the word “nigger” to refer to African-Americans, as well as stereotyping the language and attitudes of blacks.  Burger’s Daughter and other titles by Nadine Gortimer, another Nobel Prize in Literature awardee, were banned for going against the government’s racial policies in her native South Africa. Today her novel July’s People is part of South Africa’s school curriculum. More dramatically, the Ayatollah Khomeini of Iran put a price on the head of author Salman Rushdie for writing Satanic Verses which he alleged is critical of the Islam religion. 
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