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Suit’s on: Shabazz v. Rokita
O

N Tuesday, I filed a federal 
lawsuit against Indiana At-
torney General Todd Rokita 

regarding an incident that occurred 
this past October. As some of you 
may be aware, Rokita had a news 
conference that day on a robocall 
lawsuit and to attend as media, you 
had to RSVP, which I did.

However, when I went to the 
Statehouse to the attorney general’s 
office, I was told by a spokesperson 
that I couldn’t come in because I 
was not credentialed media. I told 
him I was credentialed and showed 
him my badge issued to me by the 
Indiana Department of Administra-
tion. He told me that I still couldn’t 
get in because I wasn’t creden-
tialed. So instead of turning into 
Monty Python’s Argument Clinic 
sketch, I went back to my office.

Please note I sent the office an 
email asking what their criteria 
were for issuing credentials and got 
nothing, so I filed an open records 
request, and I am still waiting to 
have that request fulfilled.

When I first wrote about this, 
the Indy Star reached out to 
Rokita’s office to ask why I wasn’t 
allowed in. Their response was as 
follows …

“Our press conferences are 
meant for actual journalists re-
porting on real issues instead of 
gossip columnists. Shabazz, by his 
own admission, promotes disinfor-
mation so much so that he must 
disclaim his work as ‘gossip, rumor 
and blatant innuendo’ in order to 
escape from being sued for defa-
mation. Therefore, an OAG press 
conference concerning a serious 
investigation is not an appropri-
ate venue for Shabazz. As one of 
the most transparent offices in 

government, the OAG carries its 
press conferences live on Face-
book, so all information presented 
during these events are available to 
be viewed virtually by Shabazz or 
anyone else. …”

So after some long thought, I got 
hold of Ken Falk and the folks at 
the American Civil Liberties Union 
and told him that Rokita had vio-
lated my First Amendment rights 
as a journalist. Yes, I do write an 
Indiana politics gossip column, 
“The Cheat Sheet.” By the way, 
Rokita and his office subscribe.

But as a lot of you know, I’ve 
also been covering Indiana gov-
ernment and politics for nearly 
two decades. I am the editor and 
publisher of Indy Politics. I write 
a regular column for the IBJ, The 
Statehouse File and other publica-
tions. I host and produce a weekly 
statewide radio public affairs 
program and a monthly televi-
sion show, “Indiana Issues,” and 
regularly contribute as a TV news 
commentator. Oh, and there’s that 
radio program I’ve been doing for 
nearly 10 years at WIBC-FM. If 
that doesn’t make me a journalist, 
I’m not sure what does.

So when I was barred from Rok-
ita’s news conferences, I did what 
any American would do; I exercised 
my God-given right to file suit. And 
while this may sound hard to be-
lieve, I didn’t do it because of any 
personal animosity. I did it because 

if Rokita can ban me from his news 
conferences, he can do it to any-
one in the press corps, and that’s 
not a good thing. Yes, the attorney 
general can talk about having one 
of the most transparent offices in 
state government, but talk is all it 
is. By banning me from his news 
conferences, I can’t do my job. Yes, 
I can watch his news conferences 
on Facebook, but I can’t ask Rokita 
and his staff questions. I can’t do 
all the pre- and post-interaction 
required for my job.

If Rokita can ban me today, 
what’s to stop other elected of-
ficials from banning other media 
tomorrow? For our government and 
political system to work, the press 
has to be able to do its job, which 
is to question those in authority. 
For example, I’m sure a lot of you 
would like to know how much it 
cost you, the taxpayers, to send 
Rokita on a trip to the border, at-
tend a Trump rally and visit Bill 
Clinton’s boyhood home. We can’t 
get those answers if Rokita can ban 
any of us from attending his press 
conferences.

As an attorney, I can tell you 
that filing litigation is never a 
simple, cut-and-dry decision. To be 
frank, it would have been nice not 
to have to file at all. But it would 
have been nicer had Rokita not 
banned me from attending his news 
conferences, because if he hadn’t, 
we wouldn’t be here in the first 
place.

Adbul Hakim-Shabazz is an attorney and the editor and 
publisher of IndyPoltics.Org. He is also a frequent contributor 
to numerous Indiana media outlets. He can be reached 
at abdul@indypolitics.org. Send comments to editorial@
therepublic.com.
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YOUR VIEWS
Lawmakers’ anti-reading acts  
pose threats to your freedoms
From: Sharon Drach Mangas
Columbus

Sometimes I wonder if I’m liv-
ing in 2022 or the dark ages. I can’t 
believe Indiana state lawmakers 
are poised to pass laws in our state 
to ban books they don’t like, and 
are ready to impose gag-rules on 
teachers and librarians — and even 
consider imprisoning them — if 
they allow children to read books 
that they, as politicians, deem 
inappropriate.

One of the dearest freedoms we 
have as Americans is freedom of 
the press. What are you going to 
do, and where will you stand, when 
politicians decide they want to con-
trol what you read in newspapers? 
I was always a big reader. In 1960, 
when I was 9 years old and living 
in Bloomington, I read in The In-
dianapolis Star about the murder of 
10-year-old Avril Terry from Boon-
ville, Indiana. She was abducted by 

a handyman who had worked for 
her parents. He molested Avril over 
several days at a remote location 
and then murdered her. After read-
ing the article, I remember asking 
my mother what the word “mo-
lested” meant. We had a discussion. 
I daresay reading about the terrible 
murder of a fellow child was just as 
scary as anything I’ve ever read in 
a book. What are you going to do if 
legislators want to start censoring 
your newspapers? I thought that 
only happened in countries with 
totalitarian regimes, like Russia 
and China.

I grew up in a family of big 
readers. As the youngest of three, 
I often read what my sisters read, 
and at times the books they passed 
on to me contained concepts or 
language above my understand-
ing. But I was never banned from 
reading any book. I read “Catcher 
in the Rye” by J.D. Salinger at age 
10 and “Catch-22” by Joseph Heller 
when I was 11 or 12. Both books 
brought up questions in my mind 

and birthed discussions with my 
widowed mother and sisters.

Every book I’ve ever read has 
given me some insight into the 
human condition and opened my 
mind in some way. None of the 
subject matter of books I’ve read 
has scarred me for life or done me 
damage. Quite the opposite. The 
challenging concepts and varied 
content I’ve read over the years 
have been an important part of my 
education and growth as a human 
being. Reading books with all kinds 
of subject matter helped me de-
velop into a critical thinker.

The foundation of our democ-
racy is being challenged by this 
movement to ban books and gag 
our teachers and librarians. It’s a 
slippery slope. Will the newspaper 
you are reading right now be next 
on the chopping block? Contact 
your state legislators today if you 
are concerned about this grow-
ing chink in the armor of sacred 
American freedoms.
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W
E’RE still waiting to see what our 
state lawmakers this session ulti-
mately will or won’t do in the way 

of banning books from public libraries and 
limiting what teachers can teach. But his-
tory tells us that when powerful people try 
to limit free people’s access to knowledge 
or censor what we see and read, it tends to 
end badly for them.

This doesn’t just apply to the rigid 
right-wing ideologues in the Indiana Gen-
eral Assembly or the book-banning school 
boards in Tennessee that have made 
headlines lately. Even the upper strata of 
theHollywood liberal elite have learned 
how censoring something can backfire.

Just ask Barbara Streisand, who has a 
whole phenomenon in this regard named 
after her. No greater authority than 
knowyourmeme.com defines the “Strei-
sand Effect” as “the unintended conse-
quence of further publicizing information 
by trying to have it censored. Instead of 
successfully removing the information 
from the public, it becomes even more 
widely available than before as a backlash 
against the censorship.”

For Streisand, this was the result in the 
early days of the internet after she tried to 
force public entities to remove online pho-
tos of her beachfront Malibu home. The in-
ternet responded, as it has, does, and will: 
Images of Streisand’s home went viral.

More recently, the school board in 
McMinnville, Tennessee, has taken flak for 
banning the classic graphic novel “Maus.” 
Offended by a couple of swears in the 
book, the school board voted that “Maus,” 
Art Spiegelman’s decades-old, Pulitzer 
Prize-winning retelling of his parents’ 
Holocaust experience, had to go.

What happened? “The Complete Maus” 
rocketed to No. 1 on Amazon’s bestseller 
list. One comic book store operator who 
had personally felt the power of the work 
raised more than $30,000 on gofundme.com 
overnight, vowing to purchase copies of 
“Maus” and send them to anyone in Mc-
Minnville schools who wanted one.

Spiegelman commented that this was 
just like when President Vladimir Putin 
outlawed the book in Russia. “The small 
publisher sold out immediately and has 
had to reprint repeatedly,” Spiegelman 
said of Putin’s genius idea.

The freedom to think, read, write, create 
and be inspired by the written word and 
the arts is in America’s DNA. Those who 
threaten these freedoms become part of a 
story, too — just never the good guys.

Mitch Daniels, the former governor of 
Indiana and the current president of Pur-
due University, knows a little about this. 
After historian Howard Zinn died in 2010, 
Daniels, as governor, emailed various state 
education officials. We learned when those 
emails came to light in 2013 that Daniels 
had written of Zinn, a World War II veteran, 
“This terrible anti-American academic has 
finally passed away,” and urged “this crap” 
— Zinn’s “A People’s History of the United 
States” be purged from Hoosier classrooms.

What happened? That book, first pub-
lished in 1980, soared to the top of Ama-
zon’s history bestsellers. Indiana public 
libraries were overwhelmed by demand. 
You can read more about Daniels’ effort to 
ban a historian he didn’t like, and the fall-
out, in books such as “Zinnophobia: The 
Battle Over History in Education, Politics, 
and Scholarship,” by David Detmer.

Why does this keep happening? Call us 
crazy, but we are beginning to suspect our 
leaders may not be very well read.

Book bans 
backfire, 
but censors 
never learn ABDUL 
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CONTACT YOUR LAWMAKERS
State Sen. Eric Koch, 
R-Bedford, District 44, 
Committees: Utilities 
(chairman); Judiciary (ranking 
member); Commerce 
and Technology (ranking 
member); Corrections and 
Criminal Law; Elections; 
Family and Children Services; 
Contact: Senator.Koch@iga.
in.gov or 317-232-9400 or 
800-382-9467.

State Sen. Chip Perfect, 
R-Lawrenceburg, District 

43, Committees: Commerce 
and Technology (chairman); 
Utilities (ranking member); 
Agriculture; Natural 
Resources; Pensions and 
Labor; Tax and Fiscal Policy. 
Contact: Senator.Perfect@
iga.in.gov or 317-232-9400 or 
800-382-9467.

State Sen. Greg Walker, 
R-Columbus, District 
41, Committees: Ethics 
(chairman); Elections; Family 
and Children Services; 

Pensions and Labor; Tax 
and Fiscal Policy. Contact: 
Senator.Walker@iga.in.gov 
or 317-232-9984 or 800-382-
9467.

State Rep. Sean Eberhart, 
R-Shelbyville, District 
57, Committees: Natural 
Resources (chairman); Public 
Policy; Contact: h57@in.gov 
or 800-382-9841 or 317-232-
9793.

State Rep. Ryan Lauer, 
R-Columbus, District 59, 

Committees: Veterans Affairs 
and Public Safety (vice chair); 
Family, Children and Human 
Affairs; Local Government. 
Contact: h59@in.gov or 800-
382-9841 or 317-232-9643.

State Rep. Jim Lucas, 
R-Seymour, District 69, 
Committees: Government 
and Regulatory Reform; 
Public Policy; Veterans Affairs 
and Public Safety. Contact: 
h69@iga.in.gov or 800-382-
9841 or 317-234-9499.


