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freelance journalist in Mexico City.

New life for 
old synagogue

worship

The 1893 building 
may be reborn as a 
place of Jewish worship 
and gathering at the 
Dell Jewish Community 
Campus in 
Northwest Austin.

Mimi and Leon Toubin are the last members of B’nai Abraham synagogue. Leon has cared for the synagogue since his mother died in 1989. He did 
not see his miracle, “that Jewish people will return to Brenham,” but a plan calls for moving the building to Austin, where worship can resume.  

More online: Find video of Leon Toubin talking about the Brenham synagogue with this story at mystatesman.com

By richard Fausset
Los Angeles Times

MEXICO CITY — They took to 
the streets by the thousands, 
generating headlines and dra-
matically disrupting the day-
to-day rhythms of the hemi-
sphere’s largest city.

But do the Mexicans 
opposing the government’s 
proposed reforms have any 
real political stroke?

That is the question dog-
ging the forces of the Mexican 

left. They have hoped that a 
wave of demonstrations would 
derail President Enrique 
Peña Nieto’s ambitious policy 
agenda, which includes 
what he calls “transforma-
tional” changes to the federal 
tax structure, the education 
system and the state-run oil 
company.

The president’s critics 
doubt his proposals will do 
much to help them finan-
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Teachers and police clash during a Sept. 13 protest of educational re-
forms in Mexico City. After the Federal Police had cleared most pro-
testers onto Lázaro Cárdenas, they ran at protesters beating their 
shields. Several teachers were taken away in ambulances. EVA HERSHAW

Initiatives threaten Mexican left

BRENHAM — When this news-
paper last checked in with 
Leon Toubin of Brenham, 
which was back in 2007, the 
retiree was fretting over the 
fate of B’nai Abraham, the 
small-town synagogue built in 
1893, in which he grew up.

The congregation hasn’t 
had a rabbi since World War II. 
The younger Jews have moved 
away, the older ones have 

passed away and Jewish life in 
Brenham has faded away. Wor-
ship services haven’t been held 
in years and B’nai Abraham’s 
membership has dwindled to 
two: Leon and his wife, Mimi.

In 2007, my then-col-
league Corrie MacLaggan, in 
a touching story about B’nai 
Abraham, wrote that Leon 
Toubin (pronounced Tobin), 
aging and concerned about 
the future of the synagogue in 
which he had his bar mitzvah, 
“hopes for a miracle: that 
Jewish people will return to 
Brenham.”

That miracle has not hap-
pened. But something else 
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Ken Herman

B’nai Abraham in Brenham hasn’t had a rabbi since World War II nor 
held regular services in years. Membership has dwindled to two peo-
ple. PHOTOS BY DEBORAH CANNON / AMERICAN-STATESMAN

How Hays 
censorship 
raised bar 
for cinema

FirsT AMENDMENT

By nora Gilbert
Special to the American-Statesman

In 1968, the American film 
industry stopped censoring 
itself. After operating for almost 
four decades under the regula-
tory control of the self-imposed 
Production Code of 1930 (oth-
erwise known as the Hays 
Code), Hollywood decided 
in 1968 to put its code to rest 
and transition over to a ratings 
system which would, in theory, 
grant filmmakers more cre-
ative license since they would 
no longer be pigeonholed into 
making films that were “suit-
able for all audiences.”

Though there are certainly 
ways in which the Motion 
Picture Association of Amer-
ica’s ratings system con-
tinues to propagate a market 
brand of censorship to this 
day — if a film is rated NC-17, 
for example, it will be forced 
into a significantly more lim-
ited theatrical run than if it 
can work its way down to an 
R — it is still clearly the case 
that mainstream Hollywood 
movies made since 1968 con-
tain far more sex, violence, 
drugs, nudity, profanity, blas-
phemy, and other forms of 
controversial content than 
the movies produced under 
the code. This, according to 
many moral conservatives 
for obvious reasons, is a bad 
thing. I agree with these moral 
conservatives, though my rea-
sons for doing so may be a 
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On campus, 
bruised 
sensibilities
shackle art 
By Greg lukianoff
Special to the American-Statesman

One of the defining charac-
teristics of art is its ability to 
affect people in staggeringly dif-
ferent ways. Some might find a 
painting inspirational; others 
might find it poignant; still 
others might find it offensive.

As the Supreme Court 
explained in 1971 in Cohen vs. 
California, “one man’s vul-
garity is another’s lyric.” This 
is particularly true when an 
artist attempts to push bound-
aries. A society dedicated to 
freedom of expression ought 
to welcome such work and the 
potential for thoughtful provo-
cation that it offers.

Where better to cultivate 
artistic freedom than at the 
university? College students 
should have the opportu-
nity to develop and test their 
beliefs about a wide range of 
issues, including those that 
spark controversy. However, 
as over a decade of defending 
free speech rights in higher 
education has taught me, 
the modern college campus 
is often surprisingly hostile 
toward expression that might 
cause offense. In fact, a 2010 
survey conducted by the Asso-
ciation of American Colleges 
and Universities found that 
only 16.7 percent of professors 
and 30.3 percent of college 

By Sharyn Vane
Special to the American-Statesman

It started simply enough.
Five years ago, school librar-

ians wanted to give their teen 
students a chance to meet the 
authors behind their favorite 
books (and get to know some 

new ones as well). The result 
was the first Austin Teen Book 
Festival, which showcased 16 
authors, mostly from Austin 
and environs. Organizers 
hoped they’d attract a couple 
of hundred teen readers.

Instead, 800 showed up.
That fierce fan base has 

mushroomed right along with 
the festival: Last year, more 
than 3,500 teens crowded into 
the Palmer Events Center. On 
Saturday, the gathering will 

inaugurate its new home at 
the Austin Convention Center 
with national headliners that 
include such young-adult 
luminaries as New York Times 
best-selling “Shiver” trilogy 
creator Maggie Stiefvater and 
“Spiderwick Chronicles” co-
writer Holly Black, whose 
spooky new vampire novel 
“The Coldest Girl in Cold-
town” has garnered reams of 
critical raves. Lunch speakers 
are two fan favorites: Sarah 

Dessen, making a return 
appearance to Austin with 
“The Moon and More,” her 
newest novel set in the coastal 
town of Colby, N.C., and Rob 
Thomas, who created the hit 
“Veronica Mars” television 
series and forthcoming movie.

In Saturday’s Life & Arts 
section, we’ll give you the full 
run-down on the free event, 
which is a joint effort of a dedi-

Fierce fan base has 
mushroomed along 
with upcoming event.

An early look at the Teen Book Festival’s luminaries
ChiLDrEN’s BooKs
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President pushing education reforms and oil company foreign investment

ut forum 
this week
Nora Gilbert and Greg 
Lukianoff, the authors of 
these two articles, will be 
among the participants in 
the Free Speech Dialogues 
at the University of Texas. 
The discussion, focusing 
on artistic expression, will 
begin at 7 p.m. Thursday in 
Room 0.128 of the College 
of Liberal Arts Building. The 
event is free and open to 
the public. Find out more at 
freespeechdialogues.org.
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cially, educationally or oth-
erwise, and are more likely 
to hurt them and their fami-
lies. It does not help that Peña 
Nieto belongs to a party with 
a storied history of prom-
ising reform while allowing its 
leaders to benefit from a cor-
rupt status quo.

In recent weeks, thousands 
of members of a feisty teachers 
union descended upon Mexico 
City, blocking streets to pro-
test an education reform mea-
sure that includes a controver-
sial new scheme for evaluating 
teachers. Their occupation 
of the capital’s Zocalo plaza 
ended abruptly Sept. 13 when 
riot police used ear gas, flash 
grenades and water cannons to 
force them out.

Thousands more have 
turned out to oppose Peña 
Nieto’s plan to open the state-
owned oil company, a long-
time source of national pride, 

to foreign investment.
Andres Manuel Lopez 

Obrador, the two-time leftist 
presidential candidate, calls 
the energy reform proposal 
“the heist of the century” and 
predicted that Peña Nieto’s as-
yet unreleased fiscal reform 
plan will harm the poor by 
including tax increases on 
food and medicine.

Despite the street pro-
tests, the reformers have the 
upper hand in government: 
Peña Nieto’s centrist Institu-
tional Revolutionary Party, or 
PRI, holds majorities in both 
chambers of Congress. The 
leftist Party of the Democratic 
Revolution, or PRD, controls 
only about 20 percent of each 
house.

As a result, while the pro-
testing teachers comman-
deered the media spotlight, 
lawmakers managed to pass 
the teacher evaluation por-
tion of the education reform 
package, which also includes 
measures to curtail union 
power.

The proposal for over-
hauling the national oil com-
pany, Petroleos Mexicanos, 
or Pemex, touches on more 
sensitive chords of national 
pride. The company was cre-
ated after President Lázaro 
Cárdenas kicked out foreign 

oil companies in 1938 and 
nationalized the industry, an 
act that Mexicans celebrate 
each year with a national hol-
iday.

Peña Nieto’s team argues 
that foreign companies that 
partner with Pemex could 
help the company reverse 
declining production by 
sharing their expertise in 
drilling deep-water wells 
and extracting oil and gas 
from shale deposits. In gen-
eral, boosting oil produc-

tion is deemed vital to Mexi-
co’s economic health, given 
that Pemex provides about 
a third of the government’s 
revenue.

Lopez Obrador and others 
argue that reforms to Pemex 
should focus on solving the 
company’s legendary corrup-
tion problem, which includes 
widespread fraud, cronyism 
and contracting irregularities. 
Many Mexicans also fear that 
the reform amounts to sur-
rendering the nation’s riches 

to foreigners: At a recent rally, 
a man in an Uncle Sam cos-
tume waved a sign that read, 
“Thanks (Peña Nieto,) for your 
oil.”

Those kinds of attitudes 
were once prevalent among 
factions of the PRI. Today, 
however, the party appears 
unified, in public at least, in 
its support of the reform pro-
posal, which would require a 
change to the constitution.

With the help of allies in the 
conservative National Action 
Party, or PAN, the president 
appears to have sufficient sup-
port for the reform in Con-
gress, and the likely backing 
from at least two-thirds of 
state legislatures, the amount 
necessary to approve a consti-
tutional change.

Federico Estevez, a polit-
ical scientist at the Autono-
mous Technological Insti-
tute of Mexico, said protests 
might persuade lawmakers to 
water down the bill enough to 
render it insignificant.

In a national poll released 
in June, 65 percent of respon-
dents said they opposed 
opening Pemex to foreign 
investment. It remains unclear 
whether the left generally, and 
Lopez Obrador specifically, 
can take advantage of that 
wariness.

INSIGHT
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Two protesters who were trapped against a building on Lázaro Cárde-
nas in Mexico City wait for ambulances on Sept. 13. Police officers 
tried to keep photographers and video cameras away. Teachers pro-
tested reforms, including a new method for evaluating teachers.

Teachers chant in protest in Mexico City on Sept. 13. About 30 minutes before police entered the Zocalo plaza, teachers primarily from Oaxaca gathered to chant and create a human 
barrier in a side street just west of the main plaza. PHOTOS BY EVA HERSHAW

seniors strongly agree that “it 
is safe to hold unpopular posi-
tions on campus.”

As Jackson Pollock, Andy 
Warhol or Pablo Picasso could 
have told you, art is not always 
popular or free from contro-
versy. In discussing the appli-
cation of the First Amendment 
to a controversial painting 
displayed at the School of the 
Art Institute of Chicago, noted 
legal scholar and appellate 
court judge Richard Posner 
stressed that “the visual arts 
have (long) been a medium of 
political and social commen-
tary” and that artists have the 
right to integrate potentially 
offensive messages into their 
pieces. But on campus these 
days, this is a risky endeavor. 
The right to free artistic 
expression tends to lose when 
it collides with a newer (and 
usually implicit) expectation: 
that students have the right 
“not to be offended.” Consider 
the following examples.

The University of Kansas 
Medical Center recently trig-
gered accusations of artistic 
censorship when it suspended 
a 20-year program that hosted 
various art exhibitions. The 
latest show, Tom Gregg’s 
“Unsold,” featured paintings 
that included hand grenades, 
bullets, and pistols. On July 
30, 2013, KUMC shut down 
the show before schedule and 

discontinued the entire pro-
gram, claiming that budget 
issues necessitated this deci-
sion. However, former KUMC 
library curator Melissa Roun-
tree asserted that the adminis-
tration told her to remove the 
paintings because they did not 
align with the school’s core 
mission.

Indeed, administrators 
often rely upon flimsy argu-
ments to justify censorship. 
The president of Gaines-
ville State College in Georgia 
scrambled to rationalize her 
decision to remove a GSC 
instructor’s painting from a 
faculty art exhibition in Jan-
uary of 2011. Stanley Bermu-
dez’s piece superimposed 
images of a lynching and 
Ku Klux Klansmen bearing 
torches on a Confederate flag. 
After the Southern Heritage 
Alert blog blasted the art as 
insulting to the memories of 
Confederate soldiers, Presi-
dent Martha Nesbitt pulled 
the painting, arguing that “the 
negative results” of displaying 
it “would outweigh the posi-
tive ones.”

Two incidents from 2006 
further demonstrate higher 
education’s seeming antip-
athy towards artistic expres-
sion that explores controver-
sial topics. In May of 2006 at 
Brandeis University, Israeli 
student Lior Halperin asked 
Palestinian teenagers to create 
paintings that captured the 
plight of their youth. The star-
tling images included cow-
ering children and bombs 
dropping from planes. Four 
days into the two-week exhi-
bition, Brandeis pulled the 
paintings in response to stu-
dent protests about the con-
tent. One administrator 
invoked a rationale similar 

to the one used by GSC and 
defended the censorship 
by stating that such expres-
sion “can do more harm than 
good” if “students are reacting 
in a strong and negative way” 
to it.

That same year, Pennsyl-
vania State University (Penn 
State) student Joshua Stulman 
attempted to offer another 
perspective on the Israeli–
Palestinian conflict in an art 
exhibit entitled “Portraits of 
Terror.” This series of paint-
ings, which explored Islamic 
terrorism in Palestinian ter-
ritories, “was created to pro-
mote dialogue on the issue of 
terrorism.” Penn State can-
celed the exhibit before it even 
debuted because it “did not 
promote cultural diversity” 
or “opportunities for demo-
cratic dialogue,” and there-
fore clashed with the school’s 
“Statement on Nondiscrimi-
nation and Harassment” and 
“Zero Tolerance Policy for 
Hate.” One professor allegedly 
asserted that Arab students 
on campus had been victim-
ized by the artwork, regard-
less of Stulman’s intentions. 
Although the university’s pres-
ident eventually overturned 
the decision, “Portraits of 
Terror” was never presented 
at Penn State.

In all of these situations, 
there is one constant: The 
expressive rights of art-

ists were deemed inferior to 
others’ desire to avoid having 
their sensibilities challenged. 
If merely controversial expres-
sion can lead to such cen-
sorship, it is no surprise that 
artistic satire and parody are 
particularly vulnerable to 
attack on campus.

In April of 2005, Chris Lee, 
a student at Washington State 
University, discovered this 
when WSU launched a bizarre 
attack against his bawdy, 
irreverent comedy “Passion of 
the Musical.” Lee’s stated goal 
for the play, which satirized 
a vast array of people and 
beliefs, was “to show people 
we’re not that different, we all 
have issues that can be made 
fun of.” WSU administrators 
objected so strongly to the 
production that they trained 
approximately 40 students 
to disrupt it, using univer-
sity funds to purchase their 
tickets. The hecklers, who 
threatened the cast members 
with violence and repeatedly 
yelled, “I am offended,” man-
aged to shut down the perfor-
mance.

As I discuss in my book, 
“Unlearning Liberty: Campus 
Censorship and the End of 
American Debate,” the desire 
to prevent “offense” that arose 
at colleges during the 1980s is 
still alive and well — and it con-
tinues to cloak the desire to 
silence one’s opponents with 

the seemingly noble goal of 
ensuring that everyone is com-
fortable. And people are gen-
erally more comfortable with 
popular ideas that don’t “rock 
the boat.” There is certainly 
a place for safe, popular art, 
whether it is the paintings of 
Thomas Kinkade or the music 
of Taylor Swift. But there is 
also tremendous value in art 
that forces us to challenge 
our beliefs. Do we want to live 
in a world where artists are 
not allowed to stray beyond 
the confines of comfort, and 
where unusual expression is 
quickly suppressed?

Unfortunately, this is the 
attitude that today’s col-
lege students are learning 
to accept. In July, the First 
Amendment Center released 
its annual “State of the 
First Amendment” survey. 
The study found that the 
youngest respondents were 
by far the least supportive 
of First Amendment protec-
tions. A startling 47 percent 
of those aged 18-30 felt the 
First Amendment “goes too 
far” in the rights it guaran-
tees — approximately double 
the number of older respon-
dents (24 percent of those 
aged 40-60 and 23 percent of 
those over 60). Our college 
students appear to believe 
the message campuses are 
sending, that speech should 
be restricted, and are taking 
that outlook with them when 
they leave campus. These 
implications for freedom of 
speech in all forms, from the 
spoken word to the artist’s 
canvas, are grim. If we want 
artists — both on campus and 
off — to continue to be able 
to push boundaries, we can’t 
expect them to walk on egg-
shells.

Censors
offer flimsy  
defenses
College
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Greg Lukianoff is president of the Foundation for 
Individual Rights in Education, an organization whose 
mission of protecting campus rights concentrates on 
freedom of speech and expression; religious liberty 
and freedom of association; freedom of conscience; 
and due process and legal equality. Lukianoff is the 
author of “Unlearning Liberty: Campus Censorship and 
the End of American Debate” (Encounter Books, 2012).
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