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A TOUCH OF THE CENSOR 

Films, Morals, ~d Civil Liberties 

The Temple 
December 6, 1959 

Rabbi Daniel Jeremy Silver 

Three weeks ag~ the Cleveland Heights Police Department interrupted a fi 

exM,.bi tion and confiscated the film. A week later a grand jucy- recorrimell;ded that 

legal procedings be begun against the owners and managers of that theater on 

our local newspapers there can be no doubt that in intent, if not in, content, 
.,...'ii r-

this movie was nothing more than Jl platent sexual exhibition. The advertising 

copy appeal ed not to one ' s artistic sensitivities, but to one ' s libidinous 

desires to see "the most daring love story ever told", and the photograph which 

preceded this copy showed two hands clutched on a bed in a position which l eft 

no doubt as to the action indicated. Whatever may have been the artistic self­

delusions of its French producers , certainly its American exhibitors had no suc)1 

illusions. It was presented to the American public as a l ibidinous displ ay and 

nothing more . Those who went to see th~ fil m went, not to be ennobled by its 

artistic sensitivity, but to be excited by its scandalous notoriety. Writing in 

our Cleveland Plain Dealer the movie critic w. Ward Marsh ·had this to says 

"When I began this business of looking seriousl y at motion pictures , 
I never honestly dreamed that I would have to review a •stag' movie. 
This, then, is my fitst review of such pictures and the first of its 
kind I have ever seen. I ley no claim to purity. At the same time, 
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add it to the MDU that vill be saned in their communities. One sometimes 

vi■bl• that we baricana .. re ot another character, that we ware at least as 

aYid in our purauit ot IUb■tantial entertainment - theater and novel and drama -

u w ate in the ~•uit, the avid pur1uit, ot the scandalous and the notorious. 

SamehOlf ve vill rearrange our ce111plicated schedules, we will get together large 

part!•• to go to Ne same particular bit of trash which is on everybody's 

tongue, but w v1l.l dig our heel■ in, it will take the combined nagging ot our 

wivea and the preeeure■ ot our social groupings to get us to see a tine piece of 

the~ en the legitimate stage. 

The question ot public censorship raises some difficult, dangerous issues. 

' ' I. I 

Thaft 1• first of all the question at its wisdom, the wisdom of censorship in a 

atate · which operate• on the basis ot local option. Or perhaps Cleveland Heights 

. , ' . l 

oan aq .tha\ attar all thia was all that it could do, that it hoped that other 
' ' 

oaauimitlea ~ follow nit, but lacking thie at least the citizens of ~leve­

land. •1pt• 111>Uld be spared this plirtiwlar cheap, tawdry bit of trash. But 

, '', ··'t. : 

unt~l.1', other ocammitiea did· not Ne fit to follow suit, and unfortunately 
.• I . • 
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t~,. J~· • be· that the oourta will retuN to label thia tilm as ebscene, for our 

court• ha,--taken a nr;r strict detiilitian ot oscenit7, quite rightly so, ~uxl 
' ' ' 

they have. attellpted to exclude troa ~l~ anything which can make any claim to 
• • • ~ 'I ' • • 
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bei~·'·:a't. ror atter all, the tel'II ;'11 u tar al•, the term II obscene", can be 
' . • ''i ' 

twisted .alil ·oantlated to include itaui and ideas which wa would none of WI have 

inclUded_ in it. • And so the court■, u our guardians ot our civil llbertie1 have 

been_. conc~d to restrict to it■ 9.,. Dll'row, understandable, surface IINDing 
~ . !: 1~ ~. 

f .. •, • ~ I ' • 

the lena ot. ,•.ab■oen1ty4'. And alrea4, ~here haw bee~ some sob~r ren.eva, such 
:; . 

u the • ~• ~-~ ap1>9ared in the Saturd,: Ren~, which have que.at:loned whether 
' 

' 

thia tilil ia obacene and whether it ·1• not a aerioua art torm. It may be that 
•. ' ,,;rl I rJ· 

the oearte vill return thia tila f~it!fting and l11a11t reopening, One wonders 

bw •~ bwadred• upon hundred• ot citisena will flock to view it, seeking a 

\brlll, ••Jd~I to be excited, but deluding theuelvea that they only want to we 
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what all this fuss has been about. One wonders it it is wise to throw the spot­

light of nation-wide attention on a tilm which might otherwise have played for a 

week to poor attendances, been non-profitable, and then have disappeared again 

into the limbo of forgottenness from which it should never have been discovered. 

And there are more serious issues here that underlie this issue. There is 

the question of whether police censorship should be easily undertaken, whether 

we should unleash the powers of our community to regulate entertainment or 

whether we should be very vigilant and restrictive in our permission. The city 

of Chicago has been the major community in our nation which has most often 

al.lowed its police to ban and confiscate films, and I recall that it was only 

two years ago that the city of Chdtoago•s Police Department banned a film which 

was entitled "Letters to~ Windmill". Now "Letters to my Windmill" as a film 

is a highly sensitive, beautifully artistic creation. It is of an entirely 

different cut of cloth .:frcm the miserable piece of tra&h which is under dis­

cussion here in Cleveland. It is the screened re-creation fl£ a Fr~nch classic 

by Alphonse Daudet, beloved to young and old alike. It is a series of sketches 

of life in niaeteenth and eighteenth century Provence southe~n France. It is 

done without a single passionate scene, without a single displ!J.Y of violence, 

without a single displa;y of an exposed bosom or limb, without a single piece-bit 

or conversation which is capable of being interpreted in several ways. It is a 

genteel and gentle production. On what groW1ds, then could this :tila be with­

drawn from public circulation on the grounds that it was immoral, a danger to 

public ta8'e1 and on what basis did the Police Department of the city of Chicago 

withdraw this film? Well, the basis was never made public and we can only guess 

at it, but 11\V suspicic.u is th1s1 one of the episodes or this film deals with a 

group or White Friars, of Catholic monks in the Provence, monks whose monastery 

has fallen on difficult financial times, and it treats these men not only as 

dedicated spiritual leaders but as human beings sharing the same failings and 



• 

foibles that you and I share. It seems that this monastery was situated in rich 

wine-producing land, and the monks discovered that among their brotherhood they 

had one whoee palate was so tine and so keen that with his taate they could 

control the production or some of the most delicious wines which France could 

produce. Their wine became i nternationally famous. The exchequer of the 

monastery became solvent. There was only one problem, and the problem was that, 

despite his spiritual convictions, this wine-tasting monk had a very low 

alcoholic capacity, and occasionally the grape got the better of him. And the 

struggle between his spiritual needs and spiritual loyalties and his loyalty to 

his monastery and to his brotherhood is gently and humorously drawn. Now this 

book and this movie ware never intended to be attacks on the Catholic church, 

and they were never viewed by the church to be attacks. But some zealous police 

officer in the city or Chicago felt his faith somehow had been challenged. The 

confiscation was ordered, and as tar as I lmow the .film has not yet been seen by 

the citizens or Chicago. 

How, this confiscation or the film "Letters to my Windmill" points to the 

basic problem which we are raced with here. Under these broad cover words -­

obscenity, inmorality, indecen07 -- wiltul men can include minority political 

views, mihority economic views, minority religious views, minority concepts of 

the art and of artistic r~-. which they consider to be unacceptable in the tenor 

ot their communit7•s lite. There is not a single strict definition, strict 

legal definition of obscenity which can be written for the guidance ot police 

officers, which will avoid the possibility ot misuse. For where does art end 

and ollacenity begin? In the undraped form or Venus de Milo? In the beauty or 

Goya's Maias, in the tenderness or Auguste Rodin's statue of The Lovers? And 

where does the irreverent end and the immoral begin? The great novels of the 

nineteenth centl.117 Flaubert's Madame Bovary and Thomas Hardy's Tess ot the 

d'Urbervilles vhi.ch were censored here in America within the last seventy-five 



, 

-6-

years, or in the writings of such serious American authors as John Steinbeck, . 

Ernest Hemingwq, who have been censored and banned within our century-. It is 

simply impossible to draw any simple, single, self-evident definition of 

inmorality, of obscenity which does not permit its abuse by wilful, selfish, 

seeking-minded, self-minded men determined to enforce their views upon the 

conmuni ty, to ooerce the community to accept what thel consider to be sacred, 

even though many in the community might not. 

Let me restate, then, my position. I feel that there is no excuse for the 

presentation of this film. I te~~ ~:~u .... h~• public letter, individually t0 the 

owners and managers of the theater, individually to our newspapers, and by 

avoidance of attendance at such theaters when they display such films, we ought 

to make Jmown our collective moral indignation at those who would make a 

bu.siness of feeding the flames or frustration which the unbalanced fr_inge of our 

cc.,nmu.t11i·&y requires. I f-3el ~-hat our llAWR"!'apars ought to be called· to task r or 

having printed these advertisements ~owing full well that this vas ·t~e adver-
, . 

tisement, not for an entertainment which was wholesome to the family, but one 

which was designed . to be suggestive and sexual and nothing more.. But beyond 

that, I do not feel that we ought to embark upon attet,pts at public censorship, 

because I feel that public censorship is the last resort of a weak society, a 

society t<>O indifferent to be selective in .its entertainment, too weak to 

discipline itself from attending such entertainment, and too lax to wax morally 

indignant and to create a new climate of opinion which would prevent any further 

exhibition of films of this type. 

If this public withdrawal and confiscation has done any one service to our 

city it is thiss it has forced many of us who have been inarticulately and 

inaudibly · concerned with some or the movie fare· to take a second hard, severe 

look at what is being shown on the movie screens in our city. As I reread Mr. 

Ward Marsh's review in the Plain Dealer, my eye went down and across and around 
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the rest of the entertainment page on which it was featured. And as it did, I 

wondered that any man could choose among all these roses the one thorn that 

needed to be plucked. For inmediately below his editorial was a large picture­

and-type advertisement of a tramp who daily undresses herself in public in a 

downtown theater. And there were seven advertisements on this page tor a movie 

which by its own admission and nothing more to recommend it than that it was 

brutal, savage, shocking, a story of human beings rllll amok.- that was the extent 

of the appeal of its advertisem•ut. And to whom but to the prurient were such 

titles as these designeds Party Gir~ Pillow TalkJ Never Steal Anything SmallJ 

That Kind of Woman. And, finally, as if to thumb its nose at all that we 

consider. to be sacrosant and sacred, there was what claimed to be a biblical 
. . 

epic from our own h()ly Scripture, which turned this holy Scripture 

into a "savage spectacle of strength and seduction" - its own words. One wonders 

why this puritanicll:1 moral outrago. Are these films in any one respect less 

violent, less brutal, less sexually suggestive than The · Lovers? I doubt it. 

What ie it then? I suspect that it is simply thisa . that the European film 

fiaunted one sacrosant American convention, and that is that you can put anything 

you wish, anything that is sadistic, that is brutal, that ia tiolent, that is 
. in 

lustful in the first two hours of the tilm provi that :.. last five minutes 

crime is made not to pq and the sexually illicit relationship is condemned. 

The prostitujse is made to w~ar a beautiful ribbon in her hair. This empty moral 

posing by the American films I find utterly contemptible, and it has been used 

now tor tventy-tive or thirty years to excuse the worst type of trash, ot 

vulgarit7, ot coarseness, ot brutality, all llllder the aegis that after all a 

moral lesson is being taught. Our young are being convinced that crime does not 

pay and that the heme is the bulwark of modem society. 

Our film industry needs a house-cleaning, at least some elements of it. I 

know that it may be good "box-office" to portray violence, but I also know tl rt 



-8-

that the psychological carnage wreaked among our young people and our mature is 

great, that perhaps we pay a greater coat for these films than our society 

itself can bear. Dino said it -- the yowig hoodlum in New Yorki "Every time I 

see a picture, I must have a gun in my hand," and the g'\lll went off and 1 t 

ki°lled his mother. Do you know who analysed this? The marriage counselor, 

explaining why there were so many- young divorcee. "Our young people" he said, 

have been conditioned to believe that love is lust, and that when there is no 

lust there can be no love." There can be no doubt, no doubt at all, that many 

who walk that narrow balance between stability md instability, between sanity 

and anti-social behavior are triggered to such behavior by what they see, by 

the frustrations and by the tensions which are built up when they go to such 

films. And you and I bear responsibility in this respect, for we have been 

silent, and we ought to have publicly voiced our opinion. We have said that it 

doesn't reach into our families, no concern of ours, and further, we· have added 

our dollars to the hundreds ot millions of dollars which teed this great 

industry. For make no mistake or it -- not all nor the largest part nor even 

the majority of those who attend these films are ot the demented, pe~erted 

tringes of our society. You ~nd I attend -- decent people. .For ts ,it not true 
' ' 

that we flock when something is· scandalous, when Brigitte Bardot appears on the 

scene? ·It is our dollars who make this industry profitable, an.d if: we would 

. learn to discipline ourselves .not to attend such pictures we ~oul.d find that the 

pr~uoers are presenting many -;fewer_ pr them and are turning the:'-r attentions to 

worthier material. . . 
... 

For after all, we in America, like human beings everywhere, have the 

·common human desire to search out a scapegoat. We do not like doing ·business by 

Christmas presents, so we get morally indignant at those who receive payola. We 

do not like business by deals which are not evident to nll, and we become 

morally indignant at those who entered the isolation booths and played a part. 



We do not like the coarsening and the cheapening of our society, the fact that 

so much of our conversation includes the raucous, risque joke, that so mJ.ICh of 

our reading is involved with the "mmoral novel, that so much of our movie-going 

and of our theater entertainment is to tho ribald and to the scandalous, and so 

we blame the industries that produce these films, produce these books, rather 

than ourselves. Our society -- your society and mine -- has been a society 

which has been scandalously morally lax. We have allowed business to be con­

ducted through the appeal of sex. We have allowed the advertising world to be 

dominated by the appeal of sex. W0 hLve • in our 11 vea, when we have ··chosen 

between self-regimen and laxity, e11 too often given in. Professor .Sorokin of 

Harvard University calls ours a ."sex-obsessed society". Pr_ofessor Max ~rner 

~-n .his ~assive volume "America As a Civilization" had th1 .. s to· say about our 

American moresa 

i •• 

. The great change that hes occurred is in the availability 0£ 
' men and women alike tor ,se~al ~venture. The files .or ~arriage 
c.ounselors and of psychiat~ist~ and psychologists are cramred 
with material about se~al episodes hidden in the shadow-11-ves 
of outwardly conventional people of every class and ethnic a'id , 
religious group. By comparison with the Restoration period of' 

, sexual license in Englan:l ana -the eighteenth-century sexual · 
revolution in France, th.e:· new knerican sexual orientation is ·1 

tar more pervasive. In the .. Br-1.tish and French instances the 
se'nae or sexual release :was l~lt chiefly among the upper nr+.· __ 

•• il_ty. and often took the 'term or perversions and libertin.ism. I.a 
the American case there is considerable spread throughout ·all • 
cl·aases, although Arthur Hirsch is probably right i ·n calling , ·: 
attention to its concen~ation among the "upper-cultured" ..:... • • 
~hat 1s to say, the col+ege-t~ained groups. 

The important fact he~e is that a shift has ts.ken place from 
the canmercial to the private _sexual releases outside or marriage. 
With· the failure ot religious sanction, with the nev geogr_aphic. 
and social mobility and the gospel of personal fulfillment and 
happiness, a new sexual orientation has taken place. -The carrier 
of the revolution has been the American wanan rather than -the • , 
.American man. Recent novels present her as expecting sexual . 
tultillment and confronting the male with the challenge ot 
developing a "psychological potency" which will equal her own. 

On a different level Americans have had to contend with dis­
• turbing developments in the sexual behavior of adolescents. It 
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is here that the gap betw en the codes on the one hand and t he 
biological impulses and social stimulants on the other has shown 
itself most dramatically. The adolescent boy at seventeen finds 
himself in high school, probably in a classroom with an unmarried 
middle-aged f'emale teacher, nnd watched over by censorious parents 
and neighbors. He lmows that he is old enough soon to be subject 
to the military draft -- to be given a gun and sent to the tar 
corners of the world, perhaps even not to return. The adolescent 
girl, having newly discovered lipstick and grown-up clothes, 
living in a culture where marriage comes earlier in each genera­
tion, is equally impatient of the taboes and restraints that 
encircle her. In both cases the adolescent is surrounded by 
clamorous sensual stimuli•- the movies and television, juke boxes, 
nevapapers, and magazines. The resulting confiict between the 
codes and the biological n~d social stimuli has resulted in a 
considerable breakdown of conmunity moral standards among our 
adolescents. 

Is this the tone of home life and community life which we W3D.'t? Obviously 

it is not. Is there anything that we can do about it? Yes, we, can do a great 

deal. But to do it, we must not seek to embark on crusades against a particular 

book or a particular picture, but in a crusades which will reform ourselves and 

our families and our neighborhoods and our communities. For the fault is 

ultimately ours. It is we who forgot certain old-fashioned basic virtues -­

modesty, continence, self-disci.pline, self-regimen. Nobody forced us to forget 

them. to be lax. Our age was the one that accepted that psychological claptrap 

which told us that man we.s unhappy because he was frustrated and man would be 

happy once he cast aside all of his frustrations and engaged in free sexual 

adventure. Well, I ask you -- is our age any more happy than previoun · ages for 

having broken so maJtV of the social and sexual conventions? Alcoholism has 

increased by fifty percent in two_ decades among our woman. Is that a sign or 

happiness? By 1965 one out of every two marriages in the United States will 

end in divorce. Is that a sign of happi.ness, of maturity? By 1975 one out of 

every three children in the United States under the age or fourteen will be 

living in a home vi.th other than both or his natural parents. Is that a sign 

ot happiness, of adulthood, of maturity. Mental disease io, in the United 

States, increasing at a rate twelve times faster, more rapidly than our popula-
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tion. Is this a sign of our new-found hnppj_noss? Quito the contr~r.r. I would 

suggest to you that having broken t own these barriers ve destroyed all t rat was 

meaningful in laws, all that was ne ningful sexually as the bases of marriage 

itself. We coarsened something which should have been sanctified. We transposed 

luot for love. We forgot that that which we value is that which we sacritice 

tor, and not that which we so easily indulge ourselves with. 

This, than, is our challenge -- your challenge and mine . In so maey ways 

our moral values are being challenged. The texture of our society is being 

coarsened and cheapened. This film ·1.: but one example. There are two ways 

which we can take -- two answers to tlrl.s problem. One ts t o seek si:,maone 

outside ourselves -- the government -- to do our ma.ral uplifting r,r us, and 

this is the way of danger, and this is the way of dictatorship. And the other 

is to look inside -- "3: ~u11t, ~ guilt" -- to avoid in our conversati.on the 

dirty word and the dirty story, t o avoid in our reading the dirty book, to 

avoid in our entertainment the dirty play, t o avoid in our livas the dirty 

action. One is to reestablish certain basic moral values, old-fashi ,,ned, yes, 

values which were once read out of school, old-fashioned in that they come out 

of our Bible, old-f ashion.ed in that they are basic to any successful living 

scheme. The crying need today, !l\f friends, is to look in ctt ourselves, to be 

honest with ourselves, to admit our own faults, our mm culpability for the 

vulgarity of the life which a.11 too often surrounds us. And having taken this 

new look at ourselves, to undertake a new disc:lplino for ourselves, to exam--
plify in our lives the respect w:tth which we hold ourselves, the respect with 

which we hold basio virtues, the r espect with which we know love must be 

treated. That is the WS"J' of happiness, and that is the way of democracy, and 

that is the challenge which I would place before you this morning. 
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Cleveland Plain Dealer 
November 13, 1959 

W. Ward ~arsh 

When I began this business of looking seriously at motion pictures, I 

honestly never dreamed that I would have to review a "stag" movie. 

This, then, is my first review of such pictures and the first of its kind I 

have ever seen. I lay no claim to purity. At the same time, I want no part of 

filth ... least of all on the motion picture screen. 

Without its shockingly nasty climax, "The Lovers" would be shunned by all 

moviegoers. With it, the prurient-minded will have a ball. 

e read out-of-town reviews by the so-called cognoscenti and the intel-

ligentsia who have declared "The o en poetry. The verdict here: 

a dull picture until it turns to screened pornography, and then it becom s 

nauseous. 

Suppose for the moment I condone its pornographic sequen:es -- which I do 

notl-- other entirely destructive mor al i ssues which are almost as 

unacceptable, 

folk. 

will be unacceptable to people who consider themselves as decent 

This other phase 

story of "The Lovers". 

most easily exposed by relating quite briefly the 

A married woman, living in 

estimate of the size of her city 

husband owns and operates. 

city, regularly visits Paris. I base my 

large newspaper plant which her 

He apparently doesn't care much for her. 

long-time friend, and to have a mild flirtation with 

compared with what happens later in the film. 

When her husbanci insists that she invite these friends 

Paris to see a 

It is mild 

chateau, she does this but is late arriving home because her car breaks down. 

is given a lift by a sour-faced archaeologist. Husband insists that the new guest 

... 



The erea change that has occurred is in the availability of men and women 

alike for sexual a venture. The files of marriage counselors and of psychiatrists 

and psychologists are crammed with material about sexual episodes hidden in the 

shadowl cf the lives of outwardly conventional people of every class and ethnic 

and religious group. By comparison with the Restoration period of sexual license 

in England and the eighteenth-century sexual revolution in France, the new 

American sexuQl orientation is far more pervasive. In the British and French 

instances the sense of sexual release was felt chiefly among the upper nobility 

and often took the form of perversions and libertinism. In the American case 
/ 

there is considerable spread througtt~ll ~classes, although Arthur Hirsch is 

probably right in calling attention to its concentration among the "upper-cultured" 

-- that is to say, the college-trained groups. {rt is part of the~ore of 

America that the greatest release from restraints is to be found in the Hollywood 

colony -- as witness a novel like Norman Mailer's The Deer Park. Yet there are 

other segments of Americ~~there sexuality i s mor e privately conducted and is 

lives of hard-working executives and professional groups, 

glare of publicity that focuses on Hollywood., 

The important fact here is that a shift has taken place from the commercial 

to the private sexual releases outside of marriage. With the failure of~ 

religious sanction, with the new geographic and social mobility and the gospel of 
:u,,ev 

personal fulfillment and happiness, a new sexual orientation has taken~. The 
(;,wJi.v-c~ 

carrier of t he revolution has been the American woman rather than the man. Recent 
/\ 

novels present her as expecting sexual fulf j llment and confronting the male with 
I 

the challenge of developing a "psychological potency" which will equal her$ • ., ,;JN ,, 

On a different level Americans have had to contend with disturbing develop­

ments in the sexual behavior of adolescents. It is here that the gap between the 

codes on the one hand and +he biological impulses and social stimulants on the other 

/. 



has shown itself most dramatically. The adolescent boy at seventeen finds himself 

in hi h school, probably in a classroom with an unmarried middle-aged female 

teacher, and watched over &~ home by cens rious parents and neighbors. He knows 

that he is old enough soon to be subject to the military- draft -- to be given a gun 

and sent to the far corners of the world, perhaps even not to return. The adolescent 

girl, havin? newly discovered lipstick and grovm-up clothes, living in a culture 

where marriage~ comesearlier in each generation, is equally impatient of the taboos 

and restraints that encircle her. In both cases the adolescent is surrounded by 
. } 

:;:(l~t,,-<4Ul~v 
clamorous sensual stimuli -- the movies and 'F-V', juke boxes, newspapers, and 

magazines. The resulting conflict between the codes and the biological and social 

stimuli has resulted in a considerable breakdown of comrnilllity moral standards among 

Oi- 1 ad oles cents. 

The fact is, as Herbert Blumer has noted, that adult practices and attitudes 

in the area of sex have been pushed down increasingly to early age levels. Dating, 

formal dances, and petting may be found at the age of twelve or thirteen, and 

sometimes even earlier in the pre-adolescent age. There is constant pressure on 

the parents for permission to act t he role of precocious adults. The power of 

decision about sexual behavior seems to have largely shifted from adults to 

adolescents and preadolescents. This has meant a strikingly earlier sexual 

sophistication than in the past -- another instance (along with advertising, 

consumption, and TV) of how .America is basing its society on the triumph of 

adolescence. 

Th~ question of how to deal with this phase of "the mutiny of the young" 

still 

among high-school stude 

community has tried to deal 

Exposes of "non-virgin clubs" and sexual "orgies" 

splashed in headlines across the nation. The 

roblem by periodic "cleanups" which soon 

subside and are foreotten. The courts have by reform schools 

and correctional institutions, and often by severe jail penalties in the case of 




