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M y  first nove l, Eleanor, Elizabeth, 1984, is a com ing-of- 
age nove l ab ou t a y o u n g  girl in rural A us tra lia  in the 
1960s. I learn t, th ro u g h  inCite, that the  b o o k  had  

been  rem oved  from  the shelves o f som e secon d ary  schoo ls. The  
reason? T h e  m a in  ch a ra c te r sw ears. B e c a u s e  o f the use o f the 
w o rd s  'sh it ' an d  'b lo o d y  bastard ', so m e  sch oo ls  d e e m e d  the 
b o o k  inap p ro p ria te  for the m inds o f schoo lg ir ls .

I w asn 't  outraged. T h e  book  had re ce ived  an aw ard  from  the 
pub lisher, A ng u s and  Robertson , and  from  the C h ild re n 's  B o o k  
C o u n c il so I w a s  co n fid en t that som e w e re  read ing  and  e n jo y ­
ing it. I felt con tem p tu o us  o f a n y o n e  w h o  sa w  the need  to p ro ­
tect the yo u n g  from  w o rd s  that c a m e  straight from  m y  m e m o ry  
o f m y  c h ild h o o d  thoughts. I w a s  upset that the use o f tw o  or 
th ree w o rd s  had  attracted  such  a response and  the v a lu e  o f the 
w o rk  —  the ideas, story, characte rs , structure, the ex p erim en t 
w ith  literary form , the literary m erit o f the w ork , w as  be ing  o ve r­
looked !

That w as  tw en ty  books ago  and  as far as I am  aw a re , n o th ­
ing I h ave  w ritten  s in ce  has been  re m o ve d  from  the she lves by 
the censor. Bu t o n e  result o f that e x p e r ie n ce  w as  a h arden in g  
o f m y  o w n  re so lv e  ag a in st c e n so rsh ip . I h a v e  sp o ken  m a n y  
tim es about m y position. A s a w riter, I w e ig h  up eve ry  w o rd  that 
I w rite . I p o nd e r the m ora lity , the  ideo log ies , the subtext o f m y 
w o rk . I ab ho r so m e o f w h a t I read that is w ritten  for yo u n g  p e o ­
p le  but I w o u ld  n eve r en d o rse  a ban  on  p u b lica tio n . T h e  ex ist­
e n c e  o f that w ith  w h ic h  w e  do  not ag ree  is the p r ice  o f a free 
and  dem ocra tic  com m u n ity . F reedom  o f expression —  freedom
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to w rite  and  to read is fun d am en ta l. A n d  that m eans for e v e ry ­
one, in c lu d in g  the young .

T h e  ce n so r v ie w s  c h ild re n  a n d  a d o le s ce n ts  as in n o ce n t, 
need ing  protection  from  anyth ing  that is d e e m e d  inappropriate. 
T h ere  is no trusting o f the yo u n g  reader, no  trusting that ex p e ­
rience , fam ily , peers, ed u ca tio n  an d  o ther read ing  w ill be  the 
filters through w h ic h  m ateria l is m easu red . A n d  the re  is the  as­
sum ption  that the cen so r kn o w s w h a t  is best for e ve ry  reader. 
B y  all m eans cho o se  not to read w h a t  yo u  find  abhorren t, but 
d o n 't  im p ose  yo u r v ie w s  on  e ve ry o n e  else.

W r ite rs  for yo u n g  p eo p le  fa ce  s ituations o f cen so rsh ip  u n ­
heard  o f am o n g  those w h o  w rite  for an ad u lt au d ien ce . A n d  not 
all cases are in the p red ictab le  area o f 'm o ra lity ', 'o bscen ity ' and 
'p ro fan ity ' —  the areas most often c ited  in the study b y  W ill ia m s  
and  D illo n , Brought to book (A L IA /T h o rp e  1993)

Liz  F lo n e y 's  poetry  co lle c tio n , Honey sandwich (A llen  and  
U n w in , 1994), w as  the sub ject o f c o n d e m n a t io n . T h e  'o ffe n d ­
ing' p oem , 'Lo o k in g  after G ra n n y ' w a s  fe lt to d en ig ra te  the e ld ­
erly . Liz, and  m an y  readers, felt it w a s  an  a ffectiona te , h u m o r­
ous and  iro n ic  e x c h a n g e  b e tw e e n  a y o u n g  c h ild  and  her 
g randm other.

Last yea r, the fo cu s  w a s  on  a su cce ssfu l p ic tu re  b o o k  
Mr Magee and the biting flea (Pam e la  A llen , Pengu in  1998). The  
sm all ch a ra c te r o f M r  M a g e e  d a n ce d  across the pages, tearing  
off his c lo thes to rid h im se lf o f the torm en tin g  flea. T o w a rd s  the 
end  o f the  book  he w a s  naked  and  a m in is cu le  pen is  w as  v is ­
ib le. C h ild re n  laughed  and  en jo ye d  the story. So  too  d id  m an y  
adults, teachers and  lib rarians am o n g  them . Bu t som e found the 
illustration  o ffensive  and  ch o se  to not p u rch ase  the  title, return 
the b o o k  to the shop, w h ite-out the o ffen d in g  square  m illim e ­
tre o f flesh o r d raw  on  a pa ir o f shorts! T h e re  is no m oral rights 
leg is la tion  in this co u n try  —  if there  w e re , the p eo p le  w h o  so 
d efaced  the im age o f M r  M a g e e  m a y  h ave  fo un d  them se lves in 
b reach  o f the law !

W h e n  o u r w o rk  is censo red , m a n y  o f us feel a ttacked  and  
unfa irly  judged . Perhaps that is the w ro n g  response. Perhaps w e  
shou ld  take heed  o f the  w o rd s  o f Jo h n  M o rtim er, c rea to r o f the 
fam ous H o ra c e  R u m p o le :

Writers should... feel complimented by the fact that so 
many people in and out of authority, regard all print with 
deep fear and suspicion. Words are seen as unexploded 
mines, lying on deserted beaches, which may be gingerly 
approached in the course of morning walks, cautiously ex­
amined, perhaps prodded with a stick, but ever likely to 
blow up in the face of passers by...
D e sp ite  the ex am p les I h ave  g iven , w rite rs  for yo u n g  p eo ­

p le  in this cou n try  do  not fa ce  as m u ch  co m m u n ity  group  pres­
sure to san itise the ir w o rk  as d o  the w rite rs  in the U n ite d  States 
o f A m e r ic a . Perhaps w e  a re  a m ore  re laxed , to le ran t and  op en  
society, o r perhaps w e  are m ere ly  apathetic . W h a te v e r  the cause 
it m eans our literature for ch ild ren  and  ad o lescents can  be m ore 
daring , in n o va tive  an d  irreverent than  that o f o u r co lle ag u es  in 
the U S A . Long  m ay  it rem a in  so.
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