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Introduction


In this monograph, I will explain why John Dos Passos’s books were burned and later on forbidden during the Third Reich. The Nazis accused Dos Passos’s writings of being modernist, immoral, anti-militarist, and either anarchist or communist and therefore added Dos Passos’s name to the “Schwarze Liste,”1 the Nazis’ infamous ‘black list’ of unwanted writers and banned book titles.


The circumstances of other authors, whose works had also been prohibited, such as Erich Kästner and Oskar Maria Graf, will be referred to, as well, as to better illustrate the dimension of censorship and the real damage caused to canonical literature in the Third Reich, while referring, of course, to Paul Baudisch, Julian Gumperz, and Klaus Lambrecht too, John Dos Passos’s German translators, who had to flee the country because of their own political consciousness.


Whereas the Nazis prohibited all Asphaltliteratur (“asphalt literature”), like John Dos Passos’s novel Manhattan Transfer, they now sought after a new form of writing that they named: Blut und Boden Literatur (blood and soil literature), Heimatliteratur (homeland literature), and Weihedichtung (literature of consecration), on which this book also provides some brief comments, to contrast and clarify why John Dos Passos did not fit into these categories.


Moreover, I will focus on what time in the post-war era John Dos Passos was republished in East and West Germany.


Officially no censorship existed in the German Democratic Republic, yet the truth is that editors eventually had to ask for printing permission. I shall refer to and comment on the so far unnoted printing permits concerning John Dos Passos’s novels and explain how they interrelate with censorship.





1 All translations in this monograph are the author’s own, unless otherwise noted.









Contextualization


“Das war der Anfang nur, dort wo man Bücher verbrennt, verbrennt man am Ende gar Menschen.”


“This was only the beginning; wherever you burn books, you also burn people in the end.”


Heinrich Heine


The epigraph above might be one of the most cited to introduce monographs and articles on censorship. Its author, the German writer Heinrich Heine (1797-1856), had been a victim of censorship himself. During his lifetime, his works had been, at first, prohibited in the kingdom of Prussia and, later on, in almost all of the German small states. His writings were considered blasphemous and obscene.


Yet there was another reason for his prohibition. In his writings, Heine attacked institutions of the reign, as well as the Prussian king Friedrich Wilhelm III, whom Heine accused of having promised to his people a constitution, but to have purposefully failed to implement such a constitutional monarchy in his kingdom throughout his lifetime. Heine’s works were thus severely censored and their circulation outlawed in Prussia.


Fearing for his own safety, Heine moved to Paris in 1832. Sometime earlier, in the 1820’s, Heine had published his play Almansor, in which he commented on censorship and the suppression of ‘heresy’ by the church. He put the famous words, “this was only the beginning, wherever you burn books, you also burn people in the end” (2006: 137), in the mouth of a Moslem, who herewith acts in response to the burning of the holy Quran by a Catholic Cardinal in Granada.


Today one might claim that Heine’s cautioning against the intertwining of censorship and murder became reality, not only under the Spanish Inquisition, but as well under Adolf Hitler.


Within this context, Censorship in the Third Reich essentially aims at explaining why the books by the American writer of Portuguese ancestry, John Dos Passos, had been burned and banned in Hitler’s Germany.


In point of fact, the famous writer had been censored in many countries of different political regimes, which feared the power that Dos Passos’s influencing novels could have upon its readership.


Even though the majority of people nowadays think that censorship only occurs in dictatorships, the truth is, as denoted by Konrad Becker in Die Politik der Infosphäre (The Politics of the Infosphere), that


No society—neither in the past nor in the present—is entirely without censorship. Not only authoritarian regimes, but also democratic societies are not free from attempts to prevent the publication and dissemination of certain information. (2002: 87)


Even John Dos Passos’s writings, as we will see hereinafter, had been forbidden in several dictatorships and monarchies as well as in democratic countries, where, contrary to the widespread belief in the prevalence of non-censorship, freedom of speech may also be restricted.


Nineteen Nineteen, for instance, had been banned in 1932 as “indecent and obscene” in Australia (“Australian Book Censorship” 1935: 10), but also in Ireland, where the Publications Act, ratified in 1929, prohibited for the same reasons John Dos Passos’s Manhattan Transfer, The 42nd Parallel, and Nineteen Nineteen. (See Cooney 2000: 242) Even though Dos Passos’s novels were published under Stalin in the Soviet Union, they only appeared “in abridged form.” (Sherry 2015: 67)


Moreover, Dos Passos had been forbidden in his own country. Having contacted through e-mail correspondence Charles Townsend Ludington, the authority and authorized biographer of John Dos Passos, I was made aware that Dos Passos’s trilogy U.S.A. had been “banned from public schools in Texas in the 1940’s,” even though “that did not last very long.”


Yet, also in Boston, Massachusetts, several pressure groups like the “Clean Books League,” the “Women’s Christian Temperance Union,” and the “Watch and Ward Society” barred Dos Passos’s Manhattan Transfer from public libraries. (Petersen 1995: 293)


So-called “bookleggers” sold the indexed novels on the black market since the majority of bookshops got rid of the blacklisted titles. Those that did not were boycotted and menaced with bankruptcy. (Boyer 2002: 177)


Another severe pressure group was the “National Organization for Decent Literature” (known as NODL), which “was officially sponsored and supervised by the US Catholic bishops.” (Jones 2015: 1683) According to NODL’s “code,” they, too, recommended Dos Passos’s The 42nd Parallel for prohibition (Lockhardt 1954: 318) for using “blasphemous, profane [and] obscene speech.” (Jones 2015: 1684)


Furthermore, Manhattan Transfer had been generally banned “from the U.S. mails under the Comstock Act,” a “federal bill,” which proscribed “every obscene, lewd, lascivious or filthy book […] of an indecent character” to circulate through the countries’ post offices. (Green 2005: 122-123)


Even though these foolish accusations cry out for a rectifying commentary, they have to be left out of the scope of this work.


As stated afore, my work will limit itself to the barring of Dos Passos in the Third Reich, even though I might briefly refer further ahead to Dos Passos’s suffering of censorship in Italy, Poland, Portugal, and Spain, but only to better distinguish censorship practices with those in force in Nazi Germany.


My study supports the more recent views by scholars on the 1933 book burnings, which claim that the Bücherverbrennung (auto-de-fé) was organized by university students to curry favor with the Führer and thus to maintain and expand their power at the universities.


With the same end in view, the scholar Hans-Wolfgang Strätz had access to the students’ league correspondence, which evidences the fact that the idea of burning books was brought up by the students and not, as it has been claimed in the past, by Nazi government officials, and that it was the students who were behind the entire organization, not the censorship office, which, as a matter of fact, was only created some months after the book burning took place.


Expressing this conviction is in no way to be interpreted as revisionist, aiming at excusing or whitewashing in any form the Nazi terror, but it strives for explaining that Hitler’s dictatorship depended from its very beginning on the collaboration and the further reaching voluntary self-initiative of the German people (in this case the upcoming generation of intellectuals), who created synergies for the Nazi movement.


Eventually, the Nazi regime thanked the students’ league, granting it favors and giving the students the arbitral power to select unpopular professors that they charged with being Un-German, so that these could be fired from their teaching positions or be sent to the concentration camps, where they eventually found death.









Censorship in the Third Reich


With the so-called Machtergreifung (Hitler’s rise to power), intellectuals, among them a few librarians, professors of German Studies, and, in particular, students—all of them adherent to the Nazi Weltanschauung (worldview)—called out for censorship. They were against liberty and freedom since they had been educated according to the maxim “Gehorsam und Pflichterfüllung,” which meant to be obedient and to honor their duty fulfillment towards their fatherland. (Schmidt 2008: 21)


These beliefs were propagandized in school, where pupils were expected to learn materials by rote, repeating them until they could recite them by heart.


The education system aimed not at making the subject matter comprehensible. Questioning, reflecting, discussing, understanding, and expressing one’s opinion were therefore totally objected to.


The teacher’s point of view was never to be questioned. He was always right, and he could punish his students even physically (Züchtigung), whenever they were not submissive and respectful. A good Wilhelmenian teacher had to be authoritarian, strict, and severe.


When the Weimar Republic replaced the monarchy, the republicans were unable to substitute the old guard of monarchists who had been occupying positions of importance in the German schools, universities, and the entire administration, including the judicial apparatus.


Since professors were not dismissed in the newly proclaimed Republic but maintained their teaching positions, it comes as no surprise that their way of educating their students remained the same, which essentially inhibited free thinking as well as the ability to analyze and question old creeds and convictions and to dare the liberty to oppose them.


This disapproving and repressing approach, of course, was by no means democratic in its pedagogy. Ultimately, this meant that the Weimar Republic was from its very beginning “a republic without republicans.” The German writer Heinrich Mann was well aware of this fact and lamented:


Justice was never republican; everyone saw that: the Reichswehr [the military organization responsible for the defense of Germany] was not, nor were the universities. No part of the administration was. (Schröter 2002: 117)


Hoping the German people could be brought to reason and led to embrace and cherish freedom, the writers Kurt Tucholsky and Carl von Ossietzky expressed in their weekly magazine Die Weltbühne (The World Stage) “sharp criticism towards the survival of Wilhelminian ideas of order in the German bureaucracy.” (Balzer 1990: 389)


Unfortunately, influencing the German people to esteem liberty proved unmanageable during this era. The Great Depression of 1929 had meant not only the loss of employment but also the loss of faith in the democratic government and the presidency of Friedrich Ebert. People asked what good freedom was if they couldn’t make a living from it.


The implementation of freedom and democracy in the Weimar Republic was therefore difficult, permanently boycotted, and even sabotaged. Democracy was demonized since the traditionalists did not believe the German people capable of self-governance, and they regarded the Republic as a dangerous experiment. They feared that liberty would bring chaos and immorality.


Ossietzky, who demanded a revolution instead of a reformation of the people’s political involvement, understanding, and schooling, was more than once fined. He was eventually sentenced to prison for his audacity in 1931.


Two years later, now under the Nazis, Die Weltbühne was suppressed, and Ossietzky was once more arrested, while Tucholsky fled the country.


Yet, as noted above, already during the first German republic, attempts were made to silence opponents; fining and arresting them were just two of a numerous strategies to get rid of them.
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