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The Fiction Question Is Still Alive 
 

Viewpoint # 1:    Fiction is bad.  Ellen White said so! 
 

All novels are pernicious in their influence  
(Testimonies, vol.2) 

 

Fiction unfits the mind for any spiritual exercise.  
(Signs of the Times, 1880) 

 

Novel readers are mental inebriates.  
(Signs of the Times, 1887) 

 

Novel and story-book reading are the greatest evils  

in which youth can indulge.   
(Testimonies, vol.3) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1 Fiction is OK.  We can ignore what Ellen White said 



 

 

 

 

 

 
 

   In many Adventist schools and academies, the teaching of 
literature, including fiction, is still a controversial and contentious 
issue.  (Survey by Shirley McGarrell) 

 

   Some students are home-schooled or attend an independent 
school rather than be exposed to fiction in Adventist schools and 
universities.  

 
   Works of fiction are banned or removed from some Adventist 
school libraries.  
 
 



“The reading we choose may be a life-and-death 

matter.”  p.8 



 

 

 

 
 

Viewpoint # 2:    Fiction is OK.  Just ignore Ellen White. 
 

   Ellen White was basically uneducated 

 
   She came from an ultra-conservative background 

 
    Much of what she wrote was uninspired 



Parables 
 Examples: 
  The Rich Man and Lazarus (Luke 16:19-31) 
  The Parable of the Trees (Judges 9: 8-15) 
 
Conflicting versions of the same story.   
 Examples: 
  Healing of the Centurion’s Servant  

(Compare Matt. 8: 5-13  with  Luke 7:1-10) 
Death of Saul 

(Compare 1 Sam. 31:4-6  with 2 Sam. 1:1-10) 
 
 

Fiction in the Bible 





  

A Contextual Study of Ellen G. White’s  

Counsel  Concerning Fiction. 

John O. Waller, 1965. 

 

 

A 24-page paper read to a meeting of SDA 

college  English teachers at the Quadrennial 

Session on Higher Education,  

La Sierra College, August 1965.  
 

Writings About the Topic, 1965+ 



Max Phillips:  “Fiction, E.G. White, and the Bible.”   

Insight (2), 15 June, 1971,  6-11. 
 
 

Concludes that Ellen White did not consider all non-
factual material as fiction.  

Examples:  Pilgrim’s Progress, and stories that she clipped for 

Sabbath Readings for the Home.  
 

  

“Some feel it is all right to read anything factual and wrong to 

read anything nonfactual. Such a rule is arbitrary, artificial, 

unreasonable, and contrary to what we find in the Bible.”   
  
 

Writings About the Topic, 1965+ 



Writings About 
the Topic, 1965+ 



Guide to the Teaching of Literature  

in Seventh-day Adventist Schools 

Prepared by the Department of Education, General 

Conference, [1972] 12p. 

Writings About the Topic, 1965+ 

Contains recommendations for the selection of literature for 

Seventh-day Adventist schools.  Several criteria are given: 

•   It should be serious art. 

•   It should avoid sensationalism 

•   Not be characterized by profanity or offensive language. 

•  Evil should not appear desirable; goodness should not     

appear trivial.  

•   Avoid excitingly suspenseful, plot-dominated stories 

•   Be adapted to the maturity level of the class or group. 



John Wood:  “The trashy novel revisited:   

popular fiction in the age of Ellen White.”    

Spectrum ( 7 ),  April 1976, 16-24 

 

 

A valuable discussion of creative writing in 

America during the second half of the 19th 

century.  It helps us understand the context  

out of which Ellen White’s statements  

about fiction and novels arose. 
 

Writings About the Topic, 1965+ 



Writings About the Topic, 1965+ 



 

Delmer Davis:  “Literature for the nation.” 

(Chapter 12 in The World of Ellen G. White, edited 

by Gary Land.  Review & Herald Publishing, 1987.) 

 

 

 A useful summary of American literature  

during the 19th century,  

showing how the significant literary figures  

of the time were overshadowed by  

the explosion of the popular novel. 

Writings About the Topic, 1965+ 



 

Scott Moncrieff:  “Adventists and fiction:  

another look.”   

College and University Dialogue (8), 1996, 9-12. 

 

 

A concise re-examination of the issues;  

understanding Ellen White’s legacy  

on the subject of fiction;   

suggestions for a new way of approaching fiction.  
A useful list of references. 

Writings About the Topic, 1965+ 



Writings About the Topic, 1965+ 

Shirley A. McGarrell:  “Should Adventist 

Academies Teach Literature?” 

Journal of Adventist Education,  

Oct/Nov 2002, 22-27 

 

Reports on a survey of English teachers in 

Seventh-day Adventist secondary schools in the 

Caribbean. 

“In many regions, the teaching of literature, 

including fiction, is still a controversial and 

contentious topic in Adventist schools.” 

 

 



Writings About the 
Topic, 1965+ 



 

Keith Clouten:  “The Library of Faith:   

an exploration of the role of the library  

in a Seventh-day Adventist college.”   

Christ in the Classroom (7), 1992. 39-54. 

 

Appendix compares some of Ellen White’s 

statements about fiction with opinions of librarians  

who were her contemporaries 

Writings About the Topic, 1965+ 



Fiction in 

19th 

century 

america 



1 Growth of Public School Education 
 



Mostly private schools in America until the 1840’s. Then there 
was rapid expansion of free public schools. By 1870 all states 
had free public education. 
 

This created a new literate and reading-hungry class of young 
people.    
 

“A confirmed literary dram-drinker can, I believe, commence 
and finish a full-sized novel in one day, and he needs little or 
no rest before  proceeding to another.” (Waller, quoting from a 

British magazine, 1889) 
 

“Many of the young are eager for books. They read everything 
they can obtain. … Some would even deprive themselves of 
sleep to finish some ridiculous love story.” (EGW, 2T 1870, p.410, 236) 

Growth of Public School Education 



2 Sentimental Novels for Young Women 

Tremendous growth of the “sentimental” 
or “domestic” novel starting in the 1850’s. 
The plots featured unfaithful or drunken 
husbands, and struggling wives: “the 
loveless marriage.”  

 

Literally hundreds of women authors. 
Some popular novels sold up to 2 million 
copies. (Wood) 

 

“If a novel was successful enough to arrive 
eventually in the beautifully embossed and 
gilt bindings … it was considered ‘high 
class’ fiction.” (Wood) 

 
 



“How many young persons of both sexes have been totally spoiled 
by the novel-reading mania!  How many students in our boarding 
schools and colleges have, through this mischievous agency, lose 
all relish for study, and finally become totally disqualified for 
severe mental toil of any kind.”  (Methodist Quarterly Review, 1846, 

quoted by Waller) 
 

“It is love for storybooks, tales, and other reading which does not 
have an influence for good upon the mind … It produces a false, 
unhealthy excitement, fevers the imagination, unfits the mind for 
usefulness, and disqualifies it for any spiritual exercise.” (EGW, 1T, 

1860, p.241) 
 

“You have been injured by reading love stories and romances.” 
(EGW, 2T, 1870, p.599)  

Sentimental Novels for Young Women 



3 Dime Novels  

 for Boys &  

 Young Men 

The dime novel originated in 
the early 1860’s and quickly 
became popular.   
 
Often issued in series ,the 
novels began with Indian 
themes, and soon expanded 
to “wild west” themes. 



Dime Novels for Boys & Young Men 

Dime novels were responsible for 
popularization of American 
heroes as Billy the Kid and 
Buffalo Bill.  
 

Sometimes referred to as 
“Sensational Stories”, dime 
novels were stories of crime, 
intrigue, immorality, bloodshed, 
and other violence. They thrived 
on excitement, suspense, and 
hairbreadth escapes. 
 

“Literally millions of boys 
collected whole libraries of 
dimes.”  (Wood) 

  
 



Dime Novels for Boys & Young Men 

“In the department of murder, 
the instruction given by the 
dime-novel writers is all that 
could be desired. There is not a 
possible method of murder that 
is not fully described. … Our 
boys are taught how to kill.” 
(Anthony Comstock. Traps for the Young, 
1883) 

 

“Parents had much better burn 
the idle tales of the day, and the 
novels as they come into their 
houses. It would be a mercy to 
their children.” (EGW, Review & 

Herald, Jan. 13, 1863) 
 
 





4   Religious Fiction  

The late 1880’s saw the emergence of a popular type of 
religious fiction. Sunday schools and churches set up circulating 
libraries. Novels were serialized in Sunday school papers. (Wood)  
 
In 1892 the Youth’s Companion developed as a family paper, 
filled with religious fiction. Circulation quickly rose to 500,000. 
 
Sunday school papers “catered to youthful desires for the 
excitement and sensation of extravagant adventure.” (Wood, 

quoting Mott: Magazines, 1885-1905) 



As the 19th Century went on, story-paper fiction became 
bound by a rigid code of “morality.” By this was meant the 
arbitrary conventions of the time. “Religious sentiments” 
as Ellen White described them. (Wood) 

 
“Love stories, frivolous and exciting tales, and even that 
class of books called religious novels,—books in which the 
author attaches to his story a moral lesson,—are a curse to 
the readers. Religious sentiments may be woven all 
through a story-book, but, in most cases, Satan is but 
clothed in angel-robes, the more effectively to deceive and 
allure.” (EGW, 7T, 1902,  p.165.)   

 

Religious Fiction 



Religious Fiction 

“Sunday-school libraries were 
filled with stories of dedicated girls 
who found and converted atheists 
with the same zeal that boys in the 
dime novels shot and skinned 
buffaloes.” (Wood, quoting H.W. 

Papashvily: All the Happy Endings, 1956)  
 

“The Christian world is cursed with 
religious fiction. This is especially 
exhibited in Sunday-school books 
which are early thrown into the 
laps of children as their first series 
for instruction.” (EGW, Signs of the 

Times, Feb 3, 1876) 



5    Genuine Literature Held Hostage 

The best 19th century American writers (Hawthorne, Melville, 
Thoreau, Emerson, Walt Whitman) had limited success with sales 
of their works in the mid-19th century because of the influence of 
popular culture and cheap novels. (Davis) 

 
“America is now given over to a damned mob of scribbling 
women.” (Nathaniel Hawthorne)    

 
“American tastes in literature and reading were largely without 
formal educational molding throughout a large portion of the 
nineteenth century. The study of the ancient languages centered 
on the classics of Homer, Virgil, Cicero and Horace, but often failed 
to emphasize anything but linguistic competence.” (Davis) 

 



In 1876, Harvard appointed its first full-time professor of English. 
Most American universities did not treat English and American 
literature seriously until 1900 or later.  
 

Seventh-day Adventists opened their first college at Battle Creek, 
Michigan, in 1874. The literature courses offered were solely in 
the Latin and Greek classics. Bible was taught only in a limited 
way. After years of controversy and temporary closure, the 
college closed permanently in 1901. 
 

Adventist colleges appeared in several North American locations 
between 1885 and 1910.  Ellen White wrote much to guide these 
schools in the choice of authors and books for study, especially in 
science and literature. She wanted them to avoid the mistakes 
made at Battle Creek College.  

Genuine Literature Held Hostage 



What Librarians Said 



What Librarians Said 

The City of Boston claims to 
have had the first public library 
in America, as early as 1836.  By 
the 1870’s, Boston Public 
Library was regarded as one of 
the largest and finest in the 
United States. 
 
In 1876, The Library Journal was 
founded by Melvil Dewey. 
Among other topics, the first 
issues dealt with the issue of 
fiction in public library 
collections. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



What Librarians Said 

“There is a vast range of ephemeral literature, exciting and 
fascinating, apologetic of vice or confusing distinctions 
between plain right and wrong, fostering discontent with the 
peaceful, homely duties which constitute a large portion of 
average men and women’s lives, responsible for an immense 
amount of the mental disease and moral irregularities which 
are so troublesome an element in modern society.” (Report of the 

Examining Committee, Boston Public Library, 1875, quoted by Waller) 
 

“The librarian who should allow an immoral novel in his library 
for circulation would be as culpable as the manager of a picture 
gallery who should hang an indecent picture on his walls.” 
(William F. Poole, in Library Journal, 1 (2), 1876, p.50) 



What Librarians Said 

“Representing the Young Men’s Christian 
Association of New York … Our Association 
aims to reject not only the immoral, but 
the sensational and the trivial—such 
works as fill the mind with false, wild ideas 
of life. I believe the influence of this class 
of books is decidedly injurious.” (Library 

Journal, 1 (2), 1876, p.98) 
 

“Our youth and children, and even those of mature age, should 
firmly pledge themselves to abstain from indulgence in reading 
the fascinating novels and sensational literature of the day.” (EGW, 

Review & Herald, Nov. 9, 1886)  
 

WHAT ELLEN WHITE SAID 



WHAT LIBRARIANS SAID 

“Do novels teach them [young people] contentment with their lowly 
but honest occupations? The factory girl, as she tends the loom or her 
spinning jenny, turns over in her thoughts the fortunes of the heroine 
of the last novel she has read, raised by impossible suppositious 
incidents from humble life to princely fortune, and she pines for a lover 
to so lift her into notoriety.” (William Kite, Friends Free Library, Germantown, PA, 

in Library Journal, 1 (8), 1876, p.278)  

“I am acquainted with a number of women who have thought their 
marriage a misfortune. They have read novels until their imaginations 
have become diseased, and they live in a world of their own creating. … 
From what the Lord has shown me, the women of this class have had 
their imaginations perverted by novel reading, daydreaming, and 
castle-building, living in an imaginary world.  They do not bring their 
own ideas down to the common, useful duties of life.”  (EGW, 2T, 1871, 

p.463) 
 

WHAT ELLEN WHITE SAID 



“The  boy reads of equally false deeds of daring—fortunes 
made by unjust dealings, glossed over as to half conceal their 
iniquity—and his bewildered mind is unfitted for the hard duties 
of life.” (William Kite, p.278)  

WHAT LIBRARIANS SAID 

“If we take the majority of present day novels, the sensational 
fiction which is so eagerly sought and read at our libraries, it is a 
matter of considerable doubt if they ought to find a place in them 
at all. To their character and tendency, the testimony of public 
writers, of teachers, and the thinking portion of the community, is 
pretty uniform.” (Peter Cowell, Library Journal, 2, 1877, p.155) 
 

“We hear that such and such works of fiction are classical and 
may be safely read by educated minds as recreation. As the world 
contains so much that is better, I can readily dispense with such 
books.” (William Kite, Library Journal, 1876, p.279) 

 



“It is often urged that in order to win the youth from 
sensational or worthless literature, we should supply them 
with a better class of fiction. This is like trying to cure the 
drunkard by giving him, in the place of whisky or brandy, the 
milder intoxicants. … For the lover of fiction the same rule 
holds true. Total abstinence is his only safety.”  (EGW, Counsels to 

Teachers, p.383-384. 1912) 
 

“If the intellectual and moral taste has been perverted by the 
over-wrought and exciting tales of fiction, so that you are 
disinclined to apply yourself to the diligent study of God’s 
Word, then you have a battle to fight with yourself to 
overcome this depraved habit. A love for fictitious reading 
should be broken up at once.” (EGW, Review and Herald, Oct 9, 1883.) 

 

WHAT ELLEN WHITE SAID 



 
 

WHAT LIBRARIANS SAID 

“It is evident that as long as the vulgarizing books for the young 
are within their reach, they will prefer them to those which 
ennoble. There is still a good deal of the barbarian in the average 
boy, and the novel of blood and destruction is just what he takes 
to naturally.” (W.M. Stevenson, Librarian of Carnegie Free Library of Allegheny, PA. 

Library Journal, 22, March 1897, p.133-134) 

WHAT ELLEN WHITE SAID 

“The course pursued by the base and vile, is kept before them 
[young men] in the periodicals of the day, and everything which 
can excite curiosity and arouse the animal passions is brought 
before them in thrilling and exciting stories. … Novel and 
storybook reading are the greatest evils in which youth can 
indulge.” (EGW, 3T, 1875, p.472) 



“I may say that I have taken pains to follow the reading of certain 
devotees of this kind of literature, fiction-fiends as they might be 
called, and I have never yet discovered a case of improvement 
among adult readers. Once the habit is formed it seems as 
difficult to throw off as the opium habit. .” (W.M. Stevenson, Library 

Journal, 22, March 1897, p.133-134) 

WHAT LIBRARIANS SAID 

“I have known persons of well-balanced minds, whom God had 
endowed with mental powers of no ordinary character, to take 
up the reading of romance; and the more they indulged the 
appetite for this kind of mental food, the greater was the 
demand. The imagination constantly craved its accustomed 
stimulus, as the inebriate longs for his wine or tobacco.” (EGW, 

Signs of the Times, 1887) 

 

WHAT ELLEN WHITE SAID 



“The most inveterate fiction readers are among the idlest 
class in the community. … The fiction question remains the 
vital question for librarians.” (W.M. Stevenson, Library Journal, 22, March 

1897, p.133-134) 
 

WHAT LIBRARIANS SAID 

“The world is flooded with novels of every description … Some 
are immoral, low, and vulgar; others are clothed with more 
refinement; but all are pernicious in their influence.” (EGW, 

Testimonies, v.2, 1870, p.236) 
 

WHAT ELLEN WHITE SAID 



Chronology of Ellen White’s Writings  

about Literature and Reading 

Writings in Testimonies for the Church, 1855-1909 
 1850’s  4 pages 
 1860’s  5 pages 
 1870’s  16 pages 
 1880’s  12 pages 
 1890’s  4 pages  [Australian years, 1892-1900] 
 1900’s  7 pages 
Articles in Periodicals (Review & Herald, Signs of the Times, 
Youth’s Instructor), 1863-1913 
 1880’s  6 articles 
 1890’s  none   [Australian years] 
 1900’s  4 articles 
  



Prior to the Australian yeas (1892-1900), her writings about 
literature are almost always directed at the trashy fiction and 
sentimental novels of her time. 
 

After returning to America in 1900, Ellen White’s counsels on 
books and reading relate mainly to education and the choice 
of appropriate reading materials. She emphasizes the danger 
of “infidel authors” as well as hasty and superficial reading. 
“Fiction” is rarely identified as such.    

Chronology of Ellen White’s Writings about  
Literature and Reading 



What I Learn From All This 



1 I should not expect Ellen White to be more liberal than the 
secular thinkers of her day.  

What I Learn From All This 

2 Ellen White’s original writings about books, fiction, novels, and 
reading occupy a very small percentage of her publishing 
counsels. The multiple repetition of her statements in 
compilations conveys the impression that she emphasized the 
subject more than she did.   

Testimonies for the Church (1855-1913) 

 52 pages out of 4,812 pages    =  1 percent 

Periodicals  (Review & Herald, Signs of the Times, Youth’s Instructor) 

 10 articles 

Books  (Counsels to Teachers, Education, Ministry of Healing) 

 31 pages out of 1,380 pages   =  2.2 percent  



3 Ellen White did not consistently judge literary works by their 
factuality or non-factuality.   
 

4 Today’s “sensational” stories and “dime novels” appear in new 
forms:  movies, TV, Internet, as well as much current fiction.  
 

 “The death of the dime novel, if it ever occurred, was accompanied 
by the birth of the nickelodeon, the motion picture, and the radio, 
which simply transferred the old stories of cowboys, desperadoes, 
and Indians to more dynamic forms.”  (James D. Hart, The Popular Book: A 

History of America’s Literary Taste (1950)  

  

What I Learn From All This 



5 Literature courses should be designed to equip students for an 
intelligent, discriminatory approach to all literary genres. 
 

 “We ought to continue to view all forms of popular and high brow 
culture with critical attention, but the novel no more so than other 

forms.”  (Scott Moncrieff) 
 

 “Fiction, at its best, is a mirror made of words that reflects what 
humans and reality are.”  (David James Duncan, “On the Necessity of Fiction in 

the Life of Faith.” Spectrum 27 (4), 1999, p.68) 
 

6 As librarians, we have an important responsibility in literature 
selection to choose works that build up rather than tear down. 
 

 “The purpose of the Christian college is to instruct and capture the 
life of the student for Christ without violating his freedom or 
bypassing his right to think for himself.” (Edward Heppenstall, “Academic 

Freedom and the Quest for Truth.” Spectrum, 1 (4), 1969, p.37.) 
 
 

What I Learn From All This 



7 As a librarian, I have a unique opportunity to share my 
knowledge, helping my staff, student workers, faculty 
colleagues, and others in their understanding of Ellen 
White’s writings about fiction.  

What I Learn From All This 


