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Censorship

At the height of his career, Dalton Trumbo was one of the highest paid screenwriter in Hollywood. (Nordheimer) Kurt Vonnegut, now in his eighty-fourth year, is arguably one of America’s finest novelists, one of its most colorful, and also one of the most censored. Both have left their unique stamp on the history of censorship in America.

Dalton Trumbo published Johnny Got His Gun in 1939, just days after the start of World War II. The title is taken from the opening line of a World War I song by George M. Cohan titled “Over There,” which is better known today for its chorus. (Answers.com) Johnny is the story of Joe Bonham, a soldier who gradually realizes that he is in a hospital bed, and that he has lost his legs, arms, sight, hearing, and most of his face. The horror of his present circumstances is relieved only by his flashbacks to his life before the war. Although not all his memories are happy ones, in retrospect he realizes that the life he had then was infinitely better than the living death that stretched out before him now. Trumbo never served in the armed forces, having been too young for World War I and too old for World War II. The inspiration for his novel came from a true story he had read about a World War I veteran who was similarly disabled. ()

Far from being controversial, the book was very well received in the year of its publication. The Cardinal Hayes Literature Committee listed it as one of their “100 Approved Titles for Holiday Reading,” (NYTimes 12/16/39) and the National Booksellers Association pronounced it the “Most Original Book of 1939” (NYTimes 2/14/40). 

After Pearl Harbor, Trumbo felt that the book’s subject matter was “inappropriate to the times.” (Trumbo Johnny 3). As far as he knew, writing in his 1959 introduction, the book was never censored during the war, but if it had been, he would not have “protested very loudly.” (Trumbo Johnny 4) “There are times,” he writes, “when it may be needful for certain private rights to give way to the requirements of a larger public good. I know that’s a dangerous thought, and I shouldn’t wish to carry it too far, but World War II was not a romantic war.” When the first print run ended, Trumbo began to receive sympathetic letters from the extreme American right, who wanted an immediate negotiated peace with Nazi Germany and used Trumbo’s novel to support their cause. Their actions only served to convince Dalton that the book should not be reprinted until after the war was over, and his publisher agreed. (Trumbo Johnny 5) 

In 1947, Dalton Trumbo was called before the House Committee on Un-American Activities in Washington, D.C., which was investigating allegations of Communist infiltration of the Hollywood motion picture industry. Trumbo had in fact been a member of the Communist Party, although not during the time he was writing Johnny Got His Gun. In fact, when it was being written, its anti-war sentiment was very much in opposition to the Communist Party line. It was the Party line that changed, and not Trumbo’s sympathies. (Cook 131)

Trumbo had come from a working class background. He started college in 1924, but left when his family moved from Colorado to California in hopes of a better life. He never returned to college. His father died not long after they arrived in California, and like Joe Bonham, Trumbo went to work in a bakery to support his mother and two younger sisters. In Trumbo’s obituary in the New York Times, writer Jon Nordheimer quotes him as saying, “I never considered the working class anything other than something to get out of.” Trumbo attributed his membership in the Party as nothing more than solidarity with most of the people he was working with in Hollywood. He was not an active participant, and pronounced the meetings that he did attend as being “dull beyond description.” (Manfull 435)

Trumbo was also a member of the Screen Writers’ Guild, another suspect organization. He never made any secret of his membership in either of these organizations, but when the Committee attempted to compel the revelation of these facts in clear violation of the First Amendment, he refused to comply. (Manfull 435) And so he came to be one of the Hollywood Ten, earning a contempt of Congress citation and ten months in a federal prison. He wanted to go to the Federal Correctional Institute in Danbury, Connecticut—now a women’s prison, but at that time a men’s prison—because of its proximity to New York City, but instead was placed in the federal prison at Ashland, Kentucky. (Cook 210)

After he was released from prison, Trumbo moved with his wife and two daughters to Mexico, where he continued to write screenplays under various pseudonyms during the blacklist period. (Trumbo “Blacklist=Blackmarket”) In 1957, one of his alter egos, Robert Rich, won the Academy Award for the screenplay of “The Brave One.” Finally in 1960, director Otto Preminger broke the blacklist when he announced that he would hire Dalton Trumbo to write the screenplay for the film “Exodus.” (Nordheimer)

Dalton Trumbo died in 1976. The only other time that Johnny Got His Gun was out of print in Trumbo’s lifetime was during the Korean War, but whether he withheld it voluntarily, or whether it was not published for political reasons, or simply for economic reasons, is not recorded. According to 100 Banned Books, Johnny Got His Gun has been challenged or removed from school libraries in Michigan, Texas, Colorado, California, and Wisconsin in 1977. Various reasons have been given, including “too much profanity,” “too gruesome details of a human being,” and “expressing unpatriotic and anti-American ideas.” Another round of challenges occurred in 1982 in Wisconsin, Vermont, and Illinois. (Karolides 267) Efforts to locate primary sources of documentation are ongoing, but have so far been unsuccessful. I would speculate that the 1977 challenges were spurred by renewed interest in the book following Trumbo’s death, and also following the withdrawal of American troops from Vietnam. In his 1970 addendum to his introduction to the book, Trumbo denounced the Vietnam War and despaired of the dead, wounded, and disabled that it had produced. It must have seemed to him that nothing had changed since his book was first published.

Dalton Trumbo did not live to see Johnny Got His Gun censored in the schools, and so never had the opportunity to choose to respond, or not, to his critics. If his 1970 introduction is any indication, it is very likely that his response in 1977 would have been much more vociferous than it had been during World War II. Kurt Vonnegut, on the other hand, has not only lived to see his books censored and even burned, he has positively relished the chance to denounce censorship, not merely of his own books, but censorship in general.

Kurt Vonnegut has the distinction of having had several of his novels challenged or banned from public school libraries. I selected Slaughterhouse-Five as the companion piece to Dalton Trumbo’s Johnny Got His Gun because, in addition to challenges for “obscenity,” “vulgar language,” “violence,” “un-Godliness,” and “cruelty,” it has also been cited for its “’unpatriotic’ portrayal of war.” (Karolides 417) (I had intended to compare Johnny to a novel that had been challenged on the grounds that it “glorified war,” or otherwise portrayed war in an unrealistically benign manner, but I was unable to locate any such examples.)

In 1945, Kurt Vonnegut was a prisoner of war in the German city of Dresden, working in an underground slaughterhouse. On February 13, 1945, the British firebombed Dresden, killing about 135,000 people in one night. Vonnegut and several other P.O.W.s survived and were forced to help dig the dead out of the rubble. It was not until twenty-three years later that he was able to write about his experience, framing it in a story about Billy Pilgrim, a soldier who becomes “unstuck” in time, so that the story is told not only in flashbacks, but also in “flash-forwards.” And unlike Johnny Got His Gun, which is unremittingly serious, the horrors depicted in Slaughterhouse-Five are punctuated by Vonnegut’s sharp and often funny observations about the follies of humanity. The subtitle, The Children’s Crusade, came out of a conversation with Vonnegut had with his friend Bernie O’Hare, who’d been a fellow P.O.W. As the two of them tried to recall amusing wartime incidents that would make a funny movie, O’Hare’s wife Mary interrupted with “You were nothing but babies then.” At that instant, Vonnegut felt that he was “finally free to tell the truth” about Dresden. (Vonnegut Man Without a Country 19)

Kurt Vonnegut was born and raised in Indianapolis, Indiana, and proudly claims poet Carl Sandburg and socialist Eugene V. Debs as compatriots. (Vonnegut A Man Without a Country 27) Vonnegut himself could never be said to be “working class.” His father was a successful architect, but the family fell on hard times during the Great Depression, when there was very little work for architects, or for anyone else. Vonnegut entered Cornell University in 1940 to study chemistry, but by the end of his sophomore year the United States was at war, and he enlisted in the Army. (Vonnegut Fates Worse Than Death 21) He completed his undergraduate degree and after the war studied anthropology at the University of Chicago, where he earned a master’s degree. (Vonnegut A Man Without a Country 27). Until he was able to support himself with only his writing, which he was able to do sometime soon after 1949, he worked as an engineer for General Electric in Schenectady, NY. (Vonnegut Fates Worse Than Death 26) Vonnegut delights in “shocking” audiences with a recitation of the First Amendment, preceded by appropriate warnings that the words you are about to hear may not be suitable for tender ears. (“Meese Commission Exposed” 8) It’s difficult to imagine Dalton Trumbo ever doing such a thing in public.

In 1973, teacher Bruce Severy assigned Slaughterhouse-Five as one of a number of “lively contemporary books” (Hentoff 23) to thirty-four high school sophomore English students in Drake, North Dakota. One student complained about “unnecessary language” in the book, setting off a literal firestorm that culminated in the school board’s decision to confiscate and burn all of the copies of Vonnegut’s novel that had been purchased. Thirty-two of the students petitioned the school board to spare the books, but to no avail. After the books were burned in the school furnace, it was discovered that no one on the school board had actually read any of the books that they condemned. Severy brought suit against the school board, and won a settlement, but not before he had moved on to Fargo, ND, where he had become an emergency room orderly. Nat Hentoff covers the Severy case, and several other public school censorship cases, in The First Freedom. Vonnegut, in typical Vonnegut fashion, had his own response. He wrote a letter to the chairman of the school board, taking him to task for condemning a book that he hadn’t even read. Publicly, Vonnegut proposed his own solution that would end the problem of school censorship once and for all. Any person who wants to run for a post on the local school board, says Vonnegut, must submit to a lie detector test in which the single question to be asked is, “Have you read a book from start to finish since high school? Or did you even read a book from start to finish in high school?” (Vonnegut Palm Sunday 8) A negative answer would, of course, disqualify that person from such a position.

I would take Vonnegut’s solution one step further, and require that anyone wishing to condemn a book would have to have at a minimum the stature and bona fides of a person like Dwight D. Eisenhower, President of the United States and General in the Army during World War II. In 1953, President Eisenhower wrote a letter to the President of the American Library Association on the occasion of the ALA’s annual conference. The Cold War with the Soviet Union, our former allies during World War II, was rapidly heating up. Senator Joseph McCarthy was still a very popular man. He was attacking the State Department’s Overseas Libraries program, and the fear was that he would next set his sights on American libraries and librarians. (Library Dust) Perhaps as many as 250 writers, directors, actors, and others in the entertainment industry had been blacklisted and were still prevented from working. (Nordheimer) This was back in the days when the Executive Branch was co-equal with the Legislative Branch of the federal government, and Eisenhower could do nothing to stop the HUAC hearings, but only look on in disapproval. (Vonnegut’s sarcasm can be contagious in large doses.) In his letter, Eisenhower places librarians at the forefront of the defense of the “precious liberties of our nation: freedom of inquiry, freedom of the spoken and the written word, freedom of exchange of ideas.” He writes that “knowledge is a free people’s surest strength,” and that freedom cannot be defended by censoring all information having to do with a particular subject, but instead by studying it and learning its weaknesses. He writes,

“But we know that freedom cannot be served by the devices of the tyrant. As it is an ancient truth that freedom cannot be legislated into existence, so it is no less obvious that freedom cannot be censored into existence. And any who act as if freedom’s defenses are to be found in suppression and suspicion and fear confess a doctrine that is alien to America." (Downs 341)

Eisenhower’s letter, and his similar remarks at the Dartmouth College commencement that same year (ALA “Book Burning”), came at a time when fear of Communism threatened to stifle free speech. Today the fear of global terrorism threatens to accomplish what McCarthy could not. If Eisenhower were alive today, he would surely be among those calling for an end to the stifling of dissent over the origins and continued prosecution of the Iraq War. 
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