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SEDUCTION OF THE INNOCENT

publisher’s note

This book, Seduction of the Innocent, is the result of seven
years of scientific investigation conducted by Dr. Fredric
Wertham. He has had long experience in technical research and
was the first psychiatrist to be awarded a fellowship by the
National Research Council. From his studies on the brain came
an authoritative textbook, The Brain as an Organ, used all over
the world. His clinical investigations resulted in the discovery
of a new mental disease now incorporated in leading psychiatric
textbooks.

Dr. Wertham was senior psychiatrist for the Department of
Hospitals in New York City from 1932 to 1952, directed the
mental hygiene clinics at Bellevue Hospital and Queens Hospital
Center, and was in charge of the Court of General Sessions
Psychiatric Clinic. For over twenty-five years Dr. Wertham has
been giving expert opinion in medico-legal cases. His advice
has been sought by defense counsels, district attorneys, judges
and legislators. His views have been discussed before state
and Federal courts, including the U. S. Supreme Court in Wash-
ington. An “expert opinion” by a psychiatrist is an opinion based
on facts, facts that can be demonstrated and proved.

This book, thoroughly documented by facts and cases, gives
the substance of Pr. Wertham’s expert opinion on the effects
that comic books have on the minds and behavior of children
who come in contact with them. He has studied all the varieties
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of comic books. His findings are presented, therefore, against
the background of all kinds of comic books. He has directed
this book specifically at crime comic books which he defines as
those “comic books that depict crime, whether the setting is
urban, Western, science-fiction, jungle, adventure or the realm
of supermen, ‘horror” or supernatural beings.”
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INTRODUCTION
by RANDOLPH 5. CHURCHILL

This is a valuable and timely work. Both in the United States, where
this book has already been published, and here, there 1s wndezspread
anxiety about the effect of horror comics upon the minds of children.
However, public opinion, and particularly enlightened public opinion as
expressed in the correspondence columns of The Times, seems 10 be much
divided as to the degree of the dangers and as to the possible steps that
might be taken to reduce it.

No one wishes to see a censorship of the Press. To read every book,
newspaper, magazine and horror comic before it was published would,
apart from other considerations involved, require a_staff of such dimensions
as to leave hardly anyone available for any other job. On the other hand,
there is hardly anyone who would advocate total licence. It follows that
the only method by which flagrantly undesirable publications can be con-
strained is by prosecution In appropriate cases after publication. ‘The
present situation 1s highly unsatisfactory. Serious novels published by
reputable firms can be proceeded against, and recently have been, by the
police; and it is purely fortuitous whether the Director of Public Prosecu-
tions or some policeman will initiate a case and what magistrate or judge
will try it. As a result, widely difterent judgments are apt to be given and
a reign of fear is beginning to be established in the minds of publishers
who are alarmed lest their names will be brought into ill-repute by the
hazard of some chance prosecution.

Like so many other matters in England, the question does not depend
on Statute Law but upon the judgment of a learned judge, in this case
Lord Justice Cockburn, who in 1868 ruled that the test of obscenity 1n a
publication “‘is whether the exhibition or matter complained of tends to
deprave and corrupt those whose minds are open to immoral influences.”
It is plain that this ruling is very wide and that it would almost always be
possible to find someone whose mind was so constituted as to be open to
further corruption by reading almost anything. But while this important
judgment, which for some reason most successive judges, with the notable
recent exception of Mr. Justice Stable, have treated with respect, 1$ 1n
many ways too wide, it seems in other cases to be too narrow. English
judges reflect English public opinion, which, since the Reformation, has
attached far more importance to the Sixth Commandment than to any
other; not only to any other but also to the teachings of Jesus Christ. Our
Lord was able to find commiseration in His heart for the woman taken in
adultery, saying, ‘‘He that is without sin among you, let him cast the first
stone at her.” But He also said: “But whoso shall offend one of these little
ones which bel;eve in me, it were better for him that a millstone were
hanged about his neck, and that he were drowned in the midst of the sea.”
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Obscenity has therefore come to be regarded as something which only
deals with sexual matters. Those who have a correct knowledge of the
English language would certainly regard horror comics as being obscene.
Not so the English Bench, the Law Officers of the Crown, and the Director
of Public Prosecutions. To them obscenity is solely concerned with sex
and that is why no prosecution has so far been attempted against horror
comics under the existing Act.

Surely the right course in this situation is for the Director of Public
Prosccutions to initiate an action against some firm who are seeking to
enrich themselves at the expense of the minds of young children? If the
magistrate or judge should prove to be so illiterate as to fail to punish the
defendant, then will be the time to consider an alteration in the law which
would sweep away the unrealistic judgment of Lord Justice Cockburn,
thereby giving greater protection to publishers and laying the purveyors
of pornography and crime open to the fullest penalties of the land.

It would doubtless be a work of great delicacy and complexity to draft
a new law which would confirm and guarantee the true freedom of the
Press while penalising those who seek to make money, whether in the
Sunday Press or in the horror comic field, by gross depravity with no form
of artistic or cultural pretension. The very difficulties involved should
challenge and inspire the greatest legal minds to resolve this dilemma in a
satisfactory form.

Of course the role of the reformer is hard and his motives will often be
traduced. When more than a year ago I first attacked the pornography of
some British newspapers, I was met with charges that [ was trying to
tamper with the freedom of the Press and attempts were made to laugh
me off as an absurd latter-day Sir Galahad. Doctor Wertham has, it seems,
received similarly disingenuous attacks for his criticism of horror COmics,
and he tells us that:

Some of my psychiatric friends regarded my comics research as a Don
Quixotic enterprise. But I gradually learned that the number of comic
books is so enormous that the pulp paper industry is vitally interested 1n
their mass production. If anything, I was fighting not windmills, but
paper mills. Moreover, a most important part of our research consisted
in the reading and analysis of hundreds of comic books. This task was
not Quixotic but Herculean—reminiscent, in fact, of the job of trying
to clean up the Augean stables.
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author's note

ONLY THE COMIC-BOOK CHARACTERS IN THIS
BOOK ARE FICTITIOUS. ALL THE OTHERS ARE REAL,






“Such Trivia As Comic Books™

Introducing the Subject

“And I verily do suppose that in the braines and
hertes of children, whiche be membres spirituall,
whiles they be tender, and the little slippes of
reason begynne in them to bud, ther may happe
by evil custome some pestiferous dewe of vice
to perse the sayde membres, and infecte and
corrupt the softe and tender buddes.”

—Sir Thomas Elyot

(1531)



Gardening consists largely in protecting plants from blight
and weeds, and the same is true of attending to the growth of
children. If a plant fails to grow properly because attacked by
a pest, only a poor gardener would look for the cause in that
plant alone. The good gardener will think immediately in terms
of general precaution and spray the whole field. But with chil-
dren we act like the bad gardener. We often fail to carry out
elementary preventive measures, and we look for the causes in
the individual child. A whole high-sounding terminology has
been put to use for that purpose, bristling with “deep emo-
tional disorders,” “profound psychogenic features” and “hidden
motives baffling in their complexity.” And children are arbi-
trarily classified—usually after the event—as “abnormal,” “un-
stable” or “predisposed,” words that often fit their environment
better than they fit the children. The question is, Can we help
the plant without attending to the garden?

A number of years ago an attorney from a large industrial
city came to consult me about an unusual problem. A group of
prominent businessmen had become interested in a reformatory
for boys. This attorney knew of my work in mental hygiene
clinics and wanted me to look over this reformatory and ad-
vise whether, and how, a mental hygiene department could be
set up there. “Very good work is done there,” he told me. "It
is a model place and the boys are very contented and happy.
I would like you to visit the institution and tell us whether you
think we need a mental hygiene clinic there.”

I spent some time at that reformatory. It was a well laid out
place with cottages widely spaced in a beautiful landscape. 1
looked over the records and charts and then suggested that I
wanted to see some individual children, either entirely alone
or with just the attorney present. There was considerable dif-
ficulty about this. I was told that it would be much better if
the director or some of his assistants would show me around
and be present during any interviews. Eventually, however, 1
succeeded in going from cottage to cottage and seeing some

2



boys alone. I told them frankly who I was and finally asked each
child, “Supposing I could give you what you want most, what
would you choose?” There was only one answer: "1 want to
go home.” .

The children’s logic was simple and realistic. The adults said
this was not a jail because it was so beautiful. But the children
knew that the doors were locked—so it was a jail. The lawyer
(who heard some of this himself) was crestfallen. He had never
spoken to any of the inmates alone before. “What a story!” he
said. “They all want to get out!”

I remember contradicting him. The real story is not that they
want to get out, I said. The story is how they got in. To send a
child to a reformatory is a serious step. But many children’s-
court judges do it with a light heart and a heavy calendar. To
understand a delinquent child one has to know the social soil
in which he developed and became delinquent or troubled.
And, equally important, one should know the child’s inner lite
history, the way in which his experiences are reflected in his
wishes, fantasies and rationalizations. Children like to be at
home, even if we think the home is not good. To replace a home
one needs more than a landscape gardener and a psychiatrist.
In no inmate in that reformatory, as far as I could determine,
had there been enough diagnostic study or constructive help
before the child was deprived of his liberty.

The term mental hygiene has been put to such stereotyped
use, even though embellished by psychological profundities,
that it has become almost a cliché. It is apt to be forgotten that
its essential meaning has to do with prevention. The concept
of juvenile delinquency has fared similarly since the Colorado
Juvenile Court law of half a century ago: “The delinquent
child shall be treated not as a criminal, but as misdirected and
misguided, and needing aid, encouragement, help and assist-
ance.” This was a far-reaching and history-making attitude,
but the great promise of the juvenile-court laws has not been
fulfilled. And the early laws do not even mention the serious
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acts which bring children routinely to court nowadays and
which juvenile courts now have to contend with. The Colorado
law mentions only the delinquent who “habitually wanders
around any railroad yards or tracks, or jumps or hooks to any
moving train, or enters any car or engine without lawful
authority.”

Streetcar hoppings, like streetcars themselves, have gone out
of fashion. In recent years children’s-court judges have been
faced with such offenses as assault, murder, rape, torture,
forgery, etc. So it has come about that at the very time when
it is asked that more youthful offenders be sent to juvenile
courts, these courts are ill prepared to deal with the types of
delinquency that come before them. Comic books point that
out even to children. One of them shows a pretty young girl
who has herself picked up by men in cars and then robs them.
after threatening them with a gun. She calls herself a “hellcat”
and the men “suckers.” Finally she shoots and kills a man.
When brought before the judge she says defiantly: “You can’t
pin a murder rap on me! I'm only seventeen! That lets me out
in this state!”

To which the judge replies: “True—but I can hold you for
juvenile delinquency!”

Some time ago a judge found himself confronted with twelve
youths, the catch of some hundred and fifty policemen assigned
to prevent a street battle of juvenile gangs. This outbreak was
a sequel to the killing of a fifteen-year-old boy who had been
stabbed to death as he sat with his girl in a parked car. The
twelve boys were charged with being involved in the shooting
of three boys with a .22-caliber zip gun and a .32 revolver. The
indignant judge addressed them angrily, “We're not treating
you like kids any longer. . . . If you act like hoodlums you'll
be treated like hoodlums.” But were these youths treated like
“kids” in the first place? Were they protected against the cor-
rupting influence of comic books which glamorize and advertise
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