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Banned in Kansas: Motion Picture Censorship, 1915-1966 

By Gerald R. Butters, Jr.

Columbia, MO: University of Missouri Press, 2007. ISBN: 978-0826217493 (hbk). 14 illustrations. 
£29.50 (hbk). 

A Review by Sarah Boslaugh, Washington University, St. Louis, USA

Film is one of the most important cultural forces in modern American life, and it played an even 

larger role before the widespread availability of television. It is not surprising, therefore, that 

attempts to censor the movies date back almost as far as the creation of the medium itself. The 

first recorded instance of movie censorship in the United States took place in 1897, when a judge in 

Atlantic City ordered peep show parlors to cease showing the short Dolorita in the Passion Dance 

lest it cause "moral harm" (15) to viewers. The first censorship legislation was passed in 1907, when 

Chicago prohibited exhibition of obscene and immoral movies, and required movie exhibitors to 

obtain a permit from the chief of police. 

Many books have dealt with film censorship on a national level, but most ignore local or state boards 

of approval. Banned in Kansas steps into this gap, presenting a detailed history of film censorship in 

Kansas which is placed in its historical and social context. Kansas is an excellent choice for a history 

concentrating on censorship within a single state: it was the second (after Pennsylvania) to establish 

a board (called the Board of Censorship) with the right to review and prohibit films from being 

exhibited in the state, and among the last to dissolve its Board. 

There is a logical contradiction involved in censorship within a free society: in a community of equals, 

why should one person have more authority than another to prohibit exhibition of some creative 

works while permitting others? Unless all the people affected by the censorship decisions recognize 

the authority of the censor (for instance, parents choosing what is appropriate for their minor 

children, or religious leaders determining what is acceptable for people who have freely embraced 

their faith), conflicts between freedom of expression on the one hand, and the censor's decisions 

about what is right and good on the other, are inevitable. When the people affected by the censor's 

decision are a heterogeneous population of adults, the potential for conflict increases exponentially. 

Butters deals with these contradictions in detail, noting that certain pressure groups (for instance, 

women's clubs) exerted influence well beyond their numbers. A strong influence in the establishment 

and perpetuation of film censorship in Kansas was the Progressive Movement, which contrary to 

what the name might imply today was concerned with dictating what was best for other people, 

particularly children. In fact, protection of the impressionable minds of children and young women 

was a common reason cited for having a censorship board in the first place. 

The Progressives were not grasping as straws: early movies did not shrink from racy materials, and 

the plot summaries provided by Butters summarized show that sexploitation is not a modern 

invention. A list (70) of the leading reasons cited by the board for failing to pass movies in the 

period October 1915 to January 1916 is a good indication of what they considered inappropriate: 

the most common reason cited was sexual suggestiveness, followed by drinking, smoking by 

women, violence, and inappropriate locations (e.g. cabaret or bedroom). 

The Board which wielded such power was in no way representative of the population of Kansas: as 

Butters points out, most members were female and lived in the northeastern quadrant of the state. 

Because there was no court of appeal to check the board's authority, their decisions were often 

arbitrary, or appear as such to us today. For instance, the Board approved Dracula (Tod Browning, 

1931) and Freaks (Tod Browning, 1932) but demanded such extensive cuts to Frankenstein (James 

Whale, 1931) that Joseph Breen, administrator of the Hays Code, got involved in the negotiations. 

The Board was as inconsistent regarding sex as they were with horror: they passed The Blue Angel 

(Josef von Sternberg, 1930) and I'm No Angel (Wesley Riggles, 1933) (starring Marlene Dietrich 

and Mae West, respectively) with few objections while requiring that entire sections of dialogue be 

cut from the George Lemaire comedy Love, Honor, and Oh, Baby! (1933). 

Sometimes the Board censored films for political reasons. For instance, several films dealing with 

labor unrest were rejected, including The Marching Amazons of the Kansas Coal Fields (1922) which 

was based on a protest march by the wives and mothers of striking Kansas miners. A Pathe 

newsreel about the Leo Frank case, in which a Jewish man accused of murdering a child was lynched 

by a mob, was banned. Many "race movies" (made by and primarily for African-American audiences, 

and starring African-American actors) were prohibited. Even a March of the Years newsreel which 

included footage of President Franklin Roosevelt discussing the federal repeal of Prohibition was 

banned; this decision may have been influenced by the fact that prohibition remained a state law in 

Kansas until 1948. 

In the years after World War II, a series of U.S. Supreme Court decisions diminished the power of 

state boards of censorship. The political and social climate in the U.S. also changed, as Americans 

saw more European art films and became less tolerant of local censorship. Legal bills incurred by the 

state of Kansas as distributors became more assertive in challenging the Board's decisions in court 

also played a role in the Board's diminishing popularity. In the years 1953-61 there were nine 

legislative attempts to dissolve the Kansas Board, and it was actually abolished once, only to be 

reinstated on a technicality.

The 1965 Freedman v Maryland Supreme Court decision proved the final knockout blow for state 

boards of censorship. Although the Freedman decision upheld the right of local boards to review 

films for appropriateness, it specified that sufficient procedural safeguards be present so that 

decisions would not unduly suppress free expression. On July 27, 1966, the Kansas Supreme Court 

decided that the state laws governing censorship were inconsistent with the U.S. Supreme Court 

decision, and stripped the Board of its powers; on July 31 the governor of Kansas abolished the 

Board. 



Banned in Kansas provides a lively and well-written history of movie censorship in Kansas, set within 

the context both of the political and social currents of the day, and of the importance of movies in 

American life. It is extensively footnoted and includes a 10-page bibliography as well as numerous 

still photographs from films discussed in the text.
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