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Statement of the evidence
in chief of George Bernard
Shaw before the Joint-
Committee on the Censor-
ship of Theatres,

THE POLITICAL PRINCIPLE AT
STAKE

The Witness’s Qualifications

l am by profession a playwright. 1 have becn in prac-
tice since 18g2. I am a member of the Manaping
Committee of the Society of Authors and of the
Dramatic Sub- Committee of that body. I have
written nineteen plays, some of which have been trans-
lated and performed in all European countries except
Turkey, Greece and Portugal. They have been per-
formed extensively in America. Three of them have
been refused licenses by the Lord Chamberlain. In
one case a license has since been granted. The other
two are still unlicensed. I have suffered both in pocket
and reputation by the action of the Lord Chamberlain.
In other countries I have not come into confiict with
the Censorship except in Austria, where the produe-
tion of a comedy of mine was postponed for a year
because it alluded to the part taken by Austria in the
Servo-Bulgarian war. This comedy was not one of
the plays suppressed in England by the Lord
Chamberlain. One of the plays so suppressed was
7



8 Censorship

prosecuted in America by the police in consequence
of an immense crowd of disorderly persons havin
been attracted to the first performance by the Lo
Chamberlain’s condemnation of it ; but on appeal to
a higher court it was decided that the representation
was lawful and the intention innocent, since when it
has been repeatedly performed.

I am not an ordinary playwright in general practice.
I am a speciabist in immoral and heretical plays. My
reputation has been gained by my persistent struggle
to force the public to reconsider its moralities. In par-
ticular, I regard much current morality as to economic
and sexual relations as disastrously wrong § and I re-
gard certain doctrines of the Christian religions as
understood in England to-day with abhorrence. |
write plays with the deliberate object of converting
the nation to my opinions in these matters. 1 have
no other effectual incentive to write plays, as [ am not
dependent on the theatre for my livelihood. If I
were prevented from producing immoral and heretical
plays, 1 should cease to write for the theatre, and
propagate my views from the platform and through
books. 1 mention these facts to shew that I have a
special interest in the achievement by my profession
of those rights of liberty of speech and conscience
which are matters of course in other professions. 1
object to censorship not merely because the existing
form of it grievously injures and hinders me individu-
ally, but on public grounds.



The Political Principle at Stake g

The Definition of Immorality

In dealing with the guestion of the censorship,
everything depends on the correct use of the word
immorality, and a careful discrimination between the
powers of a magistrate or judge to administer a code,
and those of a censor to please himself.

Whatever 15 contrary to established manners and
customs 1s immoral. An immoral act or doctrine 18
not necessarily a sinful one: on the contrary, every
advance in thought and conduct is by defimtion
immoral until it has converted the majority, For this
reason it is of the most enormous importance that
unmorality should be protected jealously apainst the
attacks of those who haye no standard except the
standard of custom, and who regard any attack on
custom—that 1s, on morals—as an attack on socicty,
on religion, and on virtue.

A Censor is never intentionally a protector of
immarality. He always aims at the protection of
morality. Now morality is extremely valuable to
mtiﬂt}r. It impus.es conventional eonduct on the great
mass of persons who are incapable of original ethical
judgment, and would be quite lost if they were not
in leading-strings devised by lawgivers, philosophers,
prophets and poets for their gmdance. But morality
is not dependent on censorship for protection. It is
already powerfully fortified by the magistracy and the
whole body of law. Blasphemy, indecency, libel,
treason, sedition, obscenity, profanity, and all the
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other evils which a censorship is supposed to avert,
are punishable by the civil magistrate with all the
severity of vehement prejudice. Morality has not
only every engine that lawgivers can devise in full
operation for its protection, but also that enormous
weight of public opinion enforced by social ostracism
which is stronger than all the statutes. A censor pre-
tending to protect morality 1s like a child pushing the
cushions of a railway carriage to give itself the sensa-
tion of making the train travel at sixty miles an hour,
It is immorality, not morality, that needs protection :
it is morality, not immorality, that needs restraint
for morality, with all the dead weight of human
inertia and superstition to hang on the back of the
pioneer, and all the malice of vulgarity and prejudice
to threaten him, is responsible for many persecutions
and many marﬂrrdumﬁ

Persecutions and martyrdoms, however, are trifles
compared to the mischief done by censorships in
delaying the general march of enlightenment. This
can be brought home to us by imagining what would
have been the cffect of applying to all literature the
censorship we still apply to the stage. The works
of Linnaeus and the cvolutionists of 17g90-1830,
of Duarwin, Wallace, Huxley, Helmholtz, Tyndall,
Spencer, Carlyle, Ruskin and Samuel But]ﬁ:r, would
not have been pubhshed as they were all immoral
and heretical in the very highest degree, and gave
pain to many worthy and pious people. They are
at present condemned by the Greek and Roman
Catholic censorships as unfit for general reading. A



