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Jasper Harris is a proud native of Columbus who loves 
to read. After graduating from The Columbus Academy 
in 2007, she briefly left her hometown to attend Allegh-
eny College in northwestern Pennsylvania. 

As a member of the Bonner Program at Allegheny, she 
was exposed to a curriculum that juxtaposed higher 
education with an ethic of service and it was this pro-
gram that played a large role in shaping her into the 
person she is today. The program developed her inter-
ests in diversity, education, cultural competence, and 
sustainable community service. 

During her undergraduate years, Jasper was also involved in several other opportunities. 
She was a leader and member of several student organizations, including Union Latina, 
the Association of Caribbean Students, and the Association for the Advancement of Black 
Culture. She also studied abroad on two occasions, spending time in both Mexico and 
South Africa. Her community involvement and positive attitude eventually led her to be 
the recipient of the Inspiration Leadership Award during her senior year.

In 2011, Jasper graduated from Allegheny College with a double major in Black Studies 
and Spanish as well as a desire make a positive difference in the world. She is happy to 
have found a home at the ACLU of Ohio.
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	 Prior to the 1450s, Europeans considered 
the residents of Africa exotic and different, but 
not necessarily inferior. Timbuktu, a small town in 
western Africa, was originally regarded by Europe-
ans as a center of learning and early interactions 
with Moors from Africa were credited with helping 
to usher in the European Renaissance.
	 However, as Europeans continued to explore 
other continents their demand for labor increased. 
Thus began the race-based portrayals of Africans, 
labeling them unintelligent, backward, and uncivi-
lized. Eventually, these race-based stereotypes 
became so common, Europeans forgot about their 
previous experiences with Africans and a system of 
oppression was born.
	 This was the system in place in the early 1600s, 
when Europeans began permanently settling in 
North America. In order to separate the popula-
tion and prevent upward mobility among the lower 
classes, settlers relied on perceived racial differ-
ences to create a hierarchy that placed ‘white’ at 
the top, black at the bottom and other races in-
between. This strategy created a semi-permanent 
working class that would provide the labor used to 
build the United States of America. 
	 While slavery is no longer permitted and overt 
race-based oppression has since become taboo, 
the use of race as a divisive force is a fundamental 
part of our past and our present.
	 Aside from being used to build the foundations 
of the country, issues of race, ethnicity, and slavery 
dominated our early foreign policy concerns. They 
influenced our interactions with Haiti, Cuba and 
Mexico and they played a significant role in the First 
Seminole War. Four hundred years later, race and 
ethnicity continues to influence everything from our 
criminal justice system to our legislative policies. 

	 Despite, or perhaps because of this long-
running influence, race and ethnicity are also very 
sensitive topics of discussion in our country. Un-
fortunately, this makes them the frequent target of 
censorship efforts.
	 Censorship can be formally defined as the 
“suppression of ideas and information that cer-
tain persons – individuals, groups, or government 
officials – find objectionable or dangerous.” It is 
a concept that inevitably conflicts with our first 
amendment right to freedom of expression and the 
United States has always struggled to find a bal-
ance between the two. When it comes to race and 
ethnicity, censorship often has the upper hand.
	 Racial inequality has been a part of U.S. history 
since the very beginning, but discussions about 
this reality are carefully controlled. Malcolm X, a 
prominent figure of the 1960’s civil rights move-
ment, was cut from history textbooks because 
some saw him as a traitor to the country. The 
Rabbit’s Wedding, a children’s book about a black 
and a white bunny, was restricted in an Alabama 
library because some individuals, including an Ala-
bama senator, believed it would encourage mis-
cegenation. Jubilee, a historical novel that depicts 
America’s racial past, was challenged because 
some feared its historical honesty would create 
‘racial strife’. 
	 Modern-day Senators rarely rail against misce-
genation in public and popular opinions of Mal-
colm X have also changed throughout the decades, 
but this basic underlying fear of “racial” or “eth-
nic” strife is still used to justify race and ethnicity-
based censorship even today.
	 As a country, the United States likes to imagine 
racial controversy as a thing of the past. Slavery 
has been abolished, Jim Crow laws have been 

“Any treatment, especially in the schools, of questions like war and peace, racism – 
black and white – religion and patriotism, is bound to raise disagreements and stir 
emotional response…We know of no way to stimulate the growth of our youth if we 
insulate them from the real issues.” 

- Coalition of ministers in response to a school book-banning incident
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overturned, explicit racism has become taboo, and 
we have twice elected a Black president. Today, 
terms like “color-blind society” and “post-racial” 
America can be heard across academia. And yet, 
racial injustice continues to plague our nation. 
	 The school to prison pipeline funnels African 
American and Latino students from the education 
system to the criminal justice system, racial pro-
filing remains a common unjust practice among 
many law enforcement agencies, and voter dis-
enfranchisement continues to target racial and 
ethnic minorities as well as the poor. Meanwhile, 
we continue to eliminate racial discourse and stifle 
more and more minority voices.
	 Modern textbooks are an excellent example. As 
educational records of America’s past and pres-
ent, there is ample reason to include nuanced 
discussions of race and ethnicity. However, these 
books are traditionally too focused on presenting 
America in a positive light to give adequate at-
tention to the history of injustice that has shaped, 
and continues to shape America in so many ways. 
Publishers know that in order to sell their product, 
they must create a “patriotic” storyline that will 
satisfy their buyers. Often this means ignoring or 
minimizing the racial strife that has plagued our 
country since its conception.

	 A recent example of this phenomenon occurred 
in 2010 when Texas, one of the county’s largest and 
most powerful textbook buyers, revised its social 
studies standards to downplay the role of slavery 
in the civil war and minimize the influence of racial 
minorities in the Civil Rights movement. 
	 In this country there is no doubt that racial 
issues are controversial and sometimes sensitive 
to discuss. Thinking about them and talking about 
them often leads to uncomfortable conversa-
tions, strong emotions, and tense disagreements 
- things that many individuals (and many leaders) 
would rather avoid. 
	 This is precisely what makes these conversa-
tions so important. We should not be ignoring, 
diluting, banning, censoring or re-writing U.S. his-
tory simply to avoid controversy or uncomfortable 
ideas.
	 With this in mind, the ACLU of Ohio celebrates 
Banned Book Week each year by highlighting the 
work of banned, censored, and challenged African 
American authors across the country. We do this 
as a reminder that censorship not only curtails 
our first amendment right to free expression, it 
prevents us from understanding, addressing and 
overcoming the problems we continue to face as a 
country. 
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