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Maxwell Kearney — Westlake High School 
Thousand Oaks, Calif. 

Prompt: In a persuasive letter or essay, convince your peers that free speech is a better idea than censorship. 

 

My Dearest “Chief”: 

Although I did not vote for you in the recent Presidential contest you waged against the 
socialist candidate, Norman Thomas, allow me to congratulate you on your victory! I look 
forward to calling you my good friend, and who would not like to say they were so well 
acquainted with Franklin D. Roosevelt, the esteemed President of the United States?  

I write to you today regarding a matter of the utmost importance. I am sure by now you have 
heard of the events sweeping across Germany at the hands of the upstart, Adolph Hitler, and 
his lackey of propaganda, Joseph Goebbels. Their desire to crush free speech under the 
boot-heel of censorship knows no bounds and I have received word that last week, on the 
eve of May 10, their National Socialist Party raided scores of libraries and bookstores. The 
destruction was relentless and terrible, as books were burned by the thousands, simply 
because the ideas codified therein were contrary to the twisted minds seeking to overturn the 
current German government for their own evil purposes. The power of these monsters is 
growing every day, as the German people, desperate for a savior in their time of economic 
upheaval, search for belonging and a sense of self. What will be next? I fear the night will 
surely come where it is not just books that are thrown into the streets and destroyed. The 
German people are mere years away from the night where they too may be torn from their 
homes and destroyed for political gain.  

As a nation, we Americans must speak out against such censorship. To silence the words of 
others with whom we do not agree is not only unjust but it places our great nation in terrible 
peril. Our constitution, and our very way of life, was founded on the principles that every 
man must be able to speak his own truth. In that truth, even if it does not align with our 
own emotion, we still find tolerance and wisdom and diversity. Free speech must be 
preserved, not only that the people may have a voice, but also that we as a society might 
continue to embrace new ideas and grow as a nation. If we censor our people, then our 
history will only be written and rewritten by the victorious rulers who hold power. We will 
be doomed to repeat all our missteps as surely as a newborn stumbles. Without the guiding 
hands of free speech and truth, how can we ever grow stronger, more confident, and more 



capable of standing on our own?  

You know very well how I view such a travesty as censorship. Without a free exchange of 
ideas and thought, society becomes mired in ignorance as surely as a wagon gets stuck in 
winter mud. Ignorance will cause our people to become narrow minded, intolerant, and 
bigoted. Intolerance and bigotry will fester into misunderstanding and fear. That fear will 
become violence, as small minded oppressors lash out against that which they do not 
understand.  

Our people must be free to engage in spirited arguments without fear of imprisonment or 
censorship. We must be able to debate that which we perceive as unjust, in both written and 
spoken words. We must be able to disagree with the best contrarians, and in doing so we 
must be able to find compromise. In such lofty pursuits as the creation of compromise, we 
show that we value the other man. When we agree to meet, discuss, argue, and foster new 
ideas, we show that we are living in this great nation as the Founders intended us to. We 
encourage and nurture the very notion that our people are free to pursue life, liberty, and 
happiness as they see fit.  

I implore you to use your newly elected authority to preserve our great American way of 
life. Condemn and embargo the wicked and unjust who seek to destroy free speech, not 
only on our own soil, but also abroad. Do not allow censorship to destroy the healthy and 
necessary exchange of ideas and beliefs, or as surely as Germany is at the brink of disaster, 
so shall we be. Free speech must be preserved, or we all shall tumble down the darkest holes 
of Fate, doomed forever to repeat the mistakes of the past.  

Your dutiful friend and servant,  

Rabbi Stephen Wise  
May 15, 1933  

(Fictional Correspondence from Rabbi Wise to President Roosevelt) 


