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“Ado”

by

                                                             Connie Willis

Presents a satire of censorship of historic literary writings 

In the United States we believe that freedom of speech is one of our most precious human rights.  Freedom of speech was added to the United States Bill of Rights with the First Amendment, to protect that freedom from any organization, large or small, that would attempt to inflict its own values on others.  Today, we have introduced “politically correct” (Abbr. PC), as a means to circumvent the Bill of Rights.  PC was designed to compel everyone to avoid using words or behavior that might upset homosexuals, women, non-whites, the crippled, the mentally impaired, the fat or the ugly.

Connie Willis published “Ado” in 1988 and said, “political correctness was still a gleam in some activist’s eye”.  She takes the sense of PC and pushes it to the nth degree by creating fictitious special interest groups.  The targeted audience is most likely the literary world of writers.  The story is organized in chronological events starting with the teacher telling her class that she will be teaching Shakespeare, then the process of selecting the play or sonnet and commencing with a student protestor having to change her picket sign because of PC.   “Ado” successfully and humorously pokes fun at special interest groups that would levy their PC on literary writings by authors such as Shakespeare.   
Willis starts the story by drawing you into the satire by describing the setting as a school in Colorado and even gives you the weather forecast, while all along praying for snow.  She uses a popular TV show saying, “the Today show hadn’t predicted any snow until Saturday, but with luck it would arrive sooner.” (265)  The author uses the “Today Show” because of its wide coverage and the fact that it too is at risk of PC.

The teacher expects that Shakespeare is going to be an unpopular topic so she prepares her class for the news.  Willis effectively uses emotional language that tells you how great the gulf is between the special interest groups and the rest of society.  After telling the class that she will be teaching Shakespeare, one of the students “snatched up her books and stomped out, slamming the door so hard it woke Rick up.” (265)  The  descriptive language “stomped out, slamming the door” gives the reader the level of emotion displayed by the student.

Next, the teacher and principal, Ms. Harrow, meet to select which text will be acceptable.  Once they select Hamlet, they must review every line in order to purge the play of any offensive lines.  Willis even writes that there are computer programs called the “E and R” programs that will aid them in reviewing the play line by line, listing which special interest group dislikes which lines for what reasons.  The first thing the computer spits out is, “Line one. ‘Who’s there?’ The National Coalition Against Contractions.” (267)  This special interest group name creates issues on many levels, first is the fact that there might someday be a “National Coalition Against Contractions” and second is the fact that this type of organization would undoubtedly be made up of literary forefathers.  Oops, I’m sorry forepersons.

Willis closes “Ado” by showing how one special interest group affects another special interest group.  Delilah, who had been protesting the reading of Shakespeare in her class, had to change her picket sign from “Spokesman” to “Spokesperson”.  Delilah said she had to change it because, “ The Feminists for a Fair Language are here…. They’ve got a court order”. Flabbergasted Delilah says, “ Can you believe that? I mean, what’s happening to our right to freedom of speech?” (270)  How appropriate is it that even Delilah, the protester, asks what is happening to her right of freedom of speech?  This is a very effective way for Willis to conclude her essay because it asks the question, how far are special interest groups willing to go in order to circumvent the Bill of Rights and impress their philosophy on others?  Throughout “Ado,” Willis uses her understanding of where censorship can lead and uses well placed emotional language to get her message across.
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