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by Sheryl Hunter

Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of
religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridging
the freedom of speech, or of the press.

These are the opening words of the
First Amendment to the Constitution,
part of the Bill of Rights. They mean
that, as a citizen of the United States,
you have the right to speak, write, and

think what you wish. Many nations of
the world do not guarantee these basic
human rights. :

Over the years, questions have been
raised about the boundaries of freedom
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of expression. “Expression” means com-
munication of information. It can be
through speech, writing, art, film, or any
other way, including symbolic speech,
such as wearing an arm band or other
symbol. The Supreme Court recognizes
some limits to expression. It does not
consider obscenity, libel, “fighting words”
(that could start a riot), and statements
that endanger the public safety to be
protected by the law. These are not the
kind of free speech—the open sharing
of political and other views—that the
founders believed was necessary to the
survival of a democratic republic and

A record &93_.5& must carry the
waming label also displays the words of
the First Amendment to the Constitution.

thus in need of protection.

Since the mid-1980s, concern has
grown over the lyrics in rock and rap
music. Some parents were shocked to
hear their children listening to songs
that glorify violence, drugs, suicide, and
alcohol abuse. A group called the Par-
ents Music Resource Center urged re-
cording companies to place a warning
label on recorded music that contains
such material.

By 1990, a national movement sup-
ported using such a label. The contro-
versial lyrics of the rap group The 2 Live
Crew (opposite) drew widespread atten-
tion to the issue. A Florida judge de-
clared the band’s album
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As Nasty as They Wanna Be obscene.
The band was later acquitted of obscen-
ity charges, but the fight over musicians’
right to free speech had begun.

In March 1990, the Recording Industry*
Association of America announced that
recordings containing objectionable lyrics
would carry a sticker saying “Warning:
Explicit Material.” More than one thou-
sand stores refused to sell such record-
ings to anyone under age eighteen. Some
refused to carry the recordings at all.

Many people objected to the sticker.
The first amendment to the Constitu-
tion grants the right to free speech, they

~ insisted. How could a warning label be
placed on an artist’s work without deny-
ing this constitutional right? It seemed

this was clearly censorship.

Those in favor of using the sticker
stood their ground. They said that label-
ing is not censorship; it is simply a tool

= to let parents know what they are buy-

ing. They insisted that warning labels
are no more in violation of the First
Amendment than listing the ingredients
on a can of soup.

The debate continues today. Four
states have submitted bills to their
legislatures that would result in govern-
ment involvement in the labeling of re-
cordings. More bills are expected by the
end of 1991. Free speech in rock and rap
music will no doubt be an important
issue throughout the 1990s. It is some-
thing you need to think about. .EW’
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