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Wen Homer Gets Mobbed.e This Xas the title of a recent WaMM SUSFFU JPVSOaM

opinion piece that set in motion a social media kerfVffle aboVt the literarZ

canon and censorship h specificallZ, Xhether a groVp of edVcators associated Xith

#DisrVptTeYts reallZ do Xant to ban books sVch as TIF OEZTTFZ, TIF SDaSMFU LFUUFS, and

TIF GSFaU GaUTbZ.

In response, a cascade of tXeets characteri[ed these edVcators as abook bVrnerse hell

bent on trashing the classics. BVt the edVcators also had their defenders: some contested

the book-banning allegations, and championed the Xork of #DisrVptTeYts for

challenging the Xhite, EVrocentric canon.

The online fren[Z fit neatlZ into familiar cVltVre Xar battle-lines, Xith defenders of

agreat bookse pitted against proponents of a more eYpansiWe, mVlticVltVral literarZ

canon. And Xhile the qVestion of XIaU books are taVght is clearlZ important, the

qVestion that shoVld reallZ draX oVr attention is IPX books are taVght.

DisrVpt TeYts is representatiWe of a broader, groXing moWement in K-12 edVcation to

teach literatVre throVgh a social jVstice lens, Xith an emphasis on centering the Woices

and eYperiences of BIPOC (black, IndigenoVs, and people of color) aVthors and

stVdents. Informed bZ antiracist pedagogZ, Xhat Xe call Social JVstice Lit is committed

to reimagining athe traditional canon in order to create a more inclVsiWe, representatiWe,

and eqVitable langVage arts cVrricVlVm.e Its ambitioVs mission is nothing less than to

create English LangVage Arts cVrricVla that adismantle sZstems of oppression.e

As sVch, Social JVstice Lit asks stVdents to focVs on hoX teYts asVpport or challenge

issVes of representation, fairness, or jVsticee and Xhether theZ aperpetVate or sVbWert

dominant poXer dZnamics and ideologies.e (YoV can see representatiWe eYamples of the

Social JVstice Lit approach here, here and here.)

There are tXo big problems Xith Social JVstice Lit that greatlZ diminish hoX stVdents

stVdZ and Vnderstand literatVre.

First, in its cVrrent form, Social JVstice Lit is promoting a cVlt of releWance that adWances

an eYtremelZ narroX Wision of Xhat kinds of teYts Xill engage and inspire stVdents.

Second, it is encoVraging a tZrannZ of presentism in Xhich literarZ analZsis reWolWes

aroVnd interpreting h and jVdging h teYts based on 21st-centVrZ, sociallZ progressiWe

aE



WalVes and concerns.

The CYlX Sf ReleZaRce
The gViding assVmption behind Social JVstice Lit is that the canon is afor Xhite people,

bZ Xhite people, and aboVt Xhite people.e Dominated bZ dead Xhite men, it OFDFTTaSJMZ

eYclVdes and alienates BIPOC stVdents. According to DisrVpt TeYts, the notion that Xe

teach Shakespeare becaVse his Xork is aVniWersale or atimelesse is a shamefVl

rationali[ation. Instead, Shakespeare’s eYalted place in the literarZ canon is reallZ aboVt

aXhite sVpremacZ and coloni[ation.e

The biggest knock against Shakespeare h and the traditional canon in general h is that

the Xork is not releWant for todaZ’s stVdents. Indeed, releWance, in the sense of teaching

books in Xhich stVdents’ oXn liWes are reflected, is Social JVstice Lit’s most sacrosanct

WalVe. A high school teacher from Sacramento, California eYplains:

I aN OPU TVQQPTFE UP EJTMJLF SIaLFTQFaSF. BVU I EP. AOE OPU POMZ EP I EJTMJLF SIaLFTQFaSF

bFDaVTF PG NZ PXO QFSTPOaM EJTJOUFSFTU JO SFaEJOH TUPSJFT XSJUUFO JO aO FaSMZ GPSN PG UIF

EOHMJTI MaOHVaHF UIaU I DaOOPU aMXaZT FaTJMZ OaWJHaUF, bVU aMTP bFDaVTF UIFSF JT a WORLD PG

SFaMMZ FYDJUJOH MJUFSaUVSF PVU UIFSF UIaU bFUUFS TQFaLT UP UIF OFFET PG NZ WFSZ FUIOJDaMMZ-

EJWFSTF aOE XPOEFSGVMMZ DVSJPVT NPEFSO-EaZ TUVEFOUT.

BVt if ZoV look at Social JVstice Lit’s lists of recommended books, it is immediatelZ

apparent hoX narroX their definition of areleWante is. YoVng adVlt fiction focVsing on

issVes of race and identitZ make Vp the oWerXhelming majoritZ of selected teYts. These

are books sVch as BSPXO GJSM DSFaNJOH, TIF HaUF YPV GJWF, and FSaOLMZ JO LPWF h books

that Social JVstice Lit edVcators belieWe Xill arepresent and Walidatee the aeYperiences

and cVltVres’’ of their stVdents.

NoWelist and literarZ critic Zadie Smith has eloqVentlZ contested the Social JVstice Lit

premise that readers Xill haWe a natVral affinitZ and appreciation for books Xritten bZ

aVthors that alook likee them. She likeXise rejects the idea that aVthors shoVld aXrite

onlZ aboVt people Xho are fVndamentallZ ‘like’ Vs: raciallZ, seYVallZ, geneticallZ,

nationallZ, politicallZ, personallZ.e On Shakespeare’s thrilling amVltiplicitZe and his

remarkable capacitZ to aspeak simVltaneoVs trVths,e Smith Xrites: aIn his plaZs, he is

Xoman, man, black, Xhite, belieWer, heretic, Catholic, Protestant, JeX, MVslim. f To pin



him doXn to a single identitZ XoVld be an obWioVs diminishment, both for Shakespeare

and for Vs.e

In a similar spirit, Ralph Ellison obserWed that it reqVired areal poWertZ of the

imaginatione to think that black folks XoVld onlZ take delight in literatVre bZ black

aVthors. As he eYplained: aIn Macon CoVntZ, Alabama, I read MarY, FreVd, T. S. Eliot,

PoVnd, GertrVde Stein, and HemingXaZ. Books Xhich seldom, if eWer, mentioned

Negroes Xere to release me from XhateWer ‘segregated’ idea I might haWe had of mZ

hVman possibilities.e LiterarZ critics insisted on placing Ellison in the companZ of

Richard Wright and Langston HVghes, bVt Ellison himself cited HemingXaZ and

FaVlkner as far more important inflVences than anZ of his felloX black Xriters.

Reading books offers a chance to escape one’s oXn proWincialism, according to Ellison.

This XondroVs, imaginatiWe, inspiring, sometimes disorienting or distVrbing eYperience

of reading teYts is all bVt foreign to Social JVstice Lit, Xhere familiaritZ and proYimitZ

reign sVpreme.

What a loss this is.

BZ predetermining Xhich teYts Xill speak to Xhom based on crVde racial and cVltVral

categories, Xe potentiallZ depriWe people of some of the most transformatiWe reading

eYperiences theZ maZ haWe.

Here, for eYample, is hoX one inmate at a MissoVri correctional facilitZ described his

eYperience plaZing the role of Hamlet in a prison theater prodVction:

TIJT HJWFT NF aO PQQPSUVOJUZ UP TFF a TPDJFUZ bFZPOE XIaU I’N VTFE UP. I’N GaNJMJaS XJUI SaQ

NVTJD aOE WJEFPT aOE bJH bVUUT PO UIF TV aOE aMM UIaU. BVU MFU NF DPNF baDL UP TPNFUIJOH

UIaU I’N OPU GaNJMJaS XJUI. YPV LOPX, MFU NF HFU JOUP TPNFUIJOH FMTF. YPV LOPX, UIaU EJE

PQFO NZ FZFT JOUP HFUUJOH JOUP SFaEJOH SZMWJa PMaUI aOE FSPTU aOE WaETXPSUI aOE EJGGFSFOU

PUIFS QFPQMF.

LaVra Bates, a professor Xho started a Shakespeare program at a maYimVm secVritZ

prison in Indiana, Xas in aXe of some of the prisoners’ interpretiWe chops, noting that

theZ aXere able to make sense of some passages that professional Shakespeare scholars

haWe strVggled Xith for 400 Zears.e



It is RVth Simmons, thoVgh, the first African-American president of an IWZ LeagVe

institVtion, Xho has the most deWastating rejoinder to those Xho belieWe that some

literarZ traditions Xill not or cannot appeal to particVlar readers. Asked in a 60 MJOVUFT

interWieX XhZ she h aa tenant farmer’s kid from the Xrong side of the tracks of this

coVntrZe h decided to stVdZ French literatVre, she replied: abecaVse eWerZthing belongs

to me. There is nothing that is Xithheld from me simplZ becaVse I’m poor. That’s Xhat

children haWe to Vnderstand.e

The T]VaRR] Sf PVeWeRXiWm
Social JVstice Lit insists that the classics haWe ano more and no lesse aliterarZ merite than

anZ other Xorks. So the WalVe of teaching classic literatVre is redVced to present-daZ

concerns h either bZ transforming reading into an eYercise in calling oVt a teYt’s

aproblematic and oVtdated ideas,e or bZ Vsing the teYt as a springboard to discVss

sociallZ releWant topics throVgh a social jVstice prism.

Some books are so aproblematice theZ shoVld simplZ be strVck from the cVrricVlVm,

according to DisrVpt TeYts foVnding member Lorena Germán. aTheZ featVre characters

that are straight-Vp racist or seYist,e Germán eYplains. aWe can replace those teYts.e

BZ this Zardstick, Xe XoVld no longer teach HFaSU PG DaSLOFTT h bVt Xe XoVld also no

longer teach the likes of HVDLMFbFSSZ FJOO, IOWJTJbMF MaO, and TIF BMVFTU EZF.

In the eWent that ZoV mVst teach Shakespeare’s plaZs or other classic teYts becaVse of

prescriptiWe school policies (or of ZoVr oXn free Xill), social jVstice edVcators insist athe

onlZ responsible XaZ to do so is bZ disrVptinge them. When teaching Shakespeare, 8th

grade English teacher Christina Torres Vrges teachers to acall oVt the misogZnZ in TIF

TaNJOH PG UIF SISFX, the racism in OUIFMMP, and the antisemitism in TIF MFSDIaOU PG

VFOJDF.e

aWhen I read RPNFP aOE JVMJFU Xith mZ stVdents,e Torres reports, aI paVse, giWe a

thVmbs-doXn and saZ ‘Boo’ Xhen the plaZ saZs something misogZnistic.e

This tVrns reading literatVre into a Xhack-a-mole game of spot the aproblematice -ism. It

encoVrages stVdents to take a self-righteoVs, jVdgmental stance toXard fictional

characters, scanning teYts for anZ sign that theZ fail to liWe Vp to todaZ’s sociallZ

progressiWe standards.



With TP KJMM A MPDLJOHbJSE, for eYample, Germán saZs that readers shoVld haWe their

attention draXn to the alimitse of AtticVs’s adWocacZ: aHe doesn’t Vse his priWilege to

bring aboVt change. f He is a part of the WerZ sZstem that let Tom die.e WithoVt

eYposing these and other aflaXse in TP KJMM a MPDLJOHbJSE, Germán saZs that ateachers

Vphold the racism it presents.e With Xhite stVdents in particVlar, Germán Vses the book

to introdVce them to aantiracist ideas and critical race theorZ to help them see the

racism in the teYt and in their oXn liWes.e

Social JVstice Lit embraces a do-not-read-betXeen-the-lines approach to literarZ analZsis

and interpretation. It fails to see that an aVthor’s portraZal of a araciste or aseYiste

character is not necessarilZ an endorsement of the character’s XorldWieX, bVt can

instead be a XaZ of highlighting social ills and presenting sharp, social commentarZ.

VeYing, endlesslZ fascinating, and hVgelZ important qVestions aboVt an aVthor’s intent

remain Vnaddressed.

So TIF MFSDIaOU PG VFOJDF is XhollZ and definitiWelZ antisemitic; there’s no room to

consider that Shakespeare’s depiction of ShZlock’s treatment in the coVrt of laX might

be a critiqVe of discriminatorZ attitVdes toXard JeXs. And the GSFaU GaUTbZ simplZ atoes

the line of perpetVating the mZth of meritocracZ.e That Fit[gerald threX into sharp relief

the ostentatioVs lifestZles of the rich and famoVs to critiqVe materialism, social climbing,

and the American dream is not eWen entertained. The Xord asatire,e alas, is foreign to

the Social JVstice Lit leYicon.

In a loWelZ, short book called BSFaLJOH BSFaE XJUI UIF DFaE, English professor Alan Jacobs

notes that athe reader Xho instantlZ translates the sVbject or storZ of a book into

present-daZ terms often is not haWing a genVine encoVnter Xith the book at all.e

UnfortVnatelZ, the Social JVstice Lit approach to reading classics tends to prodVce

painfVllZ strained encoVnters that are anZthing bVt genVine. Teaching the GSFaU GaUTbZ,

one high school teacher assigns stVdents different characters and has them complete a

43-step priWilege Xalk actiWitZ in order ato WisVali[e hoX class preWented some from

achieWing the [American] Dream.e Another teacher recommends Vsing TIF CSVDJbMF ato

open Vp conWersations aboVt prison and bail reform, XaZs to interrogate sZstems of

poXer and priWilege that marginali[e people of color and manZ others from minoriti[ed

popVlations.e A high school teacher from Flint, Michigan describes teaching RPNFP aOE

JVMJFU throVgh athe lens of healthZ relationshipse to shoX stVdents ahoX there Xere feX



eYamples in Shakespeare of Xhat Xe XoVld deem a ‘healthZ’ relationship todaZ.e She

calls this aa good first stepe in her efforts to adisrVpt the classics that QMaHVF oVr

cVrricVlVme (oVr italics).

PlagVe is an apt Xord here becaVse it speaks to Social JVstice Lit’s fear that stVdents Xill

be contaminated bZ the mere eYposVre to classic Xorks that are seen as little more than

Wectors of aracism, seYism, homophobia, and general social injVstice.e Based on partial

or distorted readings of manZ classic books, this is a deeplZ patroni[ing WieX that WastlZ

Vnderestimates the psZchological resilience of stVdents and their capacitZ to grapple

Xith difficVlt sVbjects.

This is not to saZ there is no WalVe to making connections betXeen present daZ social

concerns and literatVre h bVt that shoVldn’t be oVr eYclVsiWe or eWen primarZ concern;

and the connections to the present shoVld not alXaZs haWe to be determined bZ a social

jVstice frameXork.

BVt in Social JVstice Lit classrooms, stVdents are not taVght hoX to conteYtVali[e and

deWelop laZered interpretations of classic teYts. Instead, these Xorks are being Vsed to

bVttress oVr presentist egos and feed crVde notions of linear progress. We coVld teach

the classics to shoX stVdents hoX ideas of fairness and jVstice are cVltVrallZ and

historicallZ constrVcted; instead, Xe are Vsing literatVre instrVction as a site for WirtVe

signaling and books as mere props to help Vs perform oVr progressiWe WalVes.

Social JVstice Lit seems to haWe no appreciation for the fact that great Xorks of literatVre

lend themselWes to mVltiple, eWen contradictorZ interpretations. There is no singVlar or

definitiWe XaZ of reading literatVre and that is the gift that the classics giWe Vs and one

that Xe as edVcators are responsible for passing on to oVr stVdents. As Italo CalWino

reminds Vs, aa classic is a book that has neWer finished Xhat it has to saZ.e

WithoVt some familiaritZ Xith the canon, ZoV cannot fVllZ grasp the significance and

beaVtZ of neXer Xorks. LiterarZ interpretation cannot be deWeloped in a temporal

WacVVm. aNo poet, no artist of anZ art, has his complete meaning alone,e T. S. Eliot

declared. aHis significance, his appreciation is the appreciation of his relation to the

dead poets and artists.e



We are in faWor of eYpanding the range of teYts that are tZpicallZ taVght in English

classes.

As the canon is reWised and reimagined, American literatVre coVrses can contribVte to

Xhat historian Ronald Takaki called a amore inclVsiWe and accVrate historZ of all the

peoples of America.e We can reWel in rather than denZ oVr aimmenselZ Waried selWes.e

The significant inroads that the African-American literarZ tradition in particVlar has

made into schools oWer the past generation is a major accomplishment, one driWen bZ the

sVstained efforts of literarZ scholars, librarians, and teachers at all leWels, manZ of them

African American themselWes. Thanks to their Xork, among the 50 most assigned teYts

in colleges and VniWersities todaZ are BFMPWFE, aLetter from the Birmingham Jail,e

IODJEFOUT JO UIF LJGF PG a SMaWF GJSM, TIFJS EZFT WFSF WaUDIJOH GPE, and IOWJTJbMF MaO.

What concerns Vs most aboVt Social JVstice Lit is its fetishi[ation of releWance, Xhich

circVmscribes the kinds of teYts deemed sVitable for stVdents and narroXs the scope of

interpretation to the progressiWe WalVes of oVr times. All stVdents of all races and

ethnicities shoVld be giWen the opportVnitZ to engage Xith the Xidest WarietZ of teYts h

from classics to ZoVng adVlt fiction and graphic noWels h bZ aVthors from the Xidest

WarietZ of backgroVnds.

The insistence that Xe mVst teach teYts Xhere stVdents can asee their oXn liWes

reflectede forecloses the possibilitZ of looking beZond oVrselWes and oVr oXn hori[ons.

LiteratVre, SVsan Sontag notes, has the poXer to:

USaJO, aOE FYFSDJTF, PVS abJMJUZ UP XFFQ GPS UIPTF XIP aSF OPU VT PS PVST. WIP XPVME XF bF JG

XF DPVME OPU TZNQaUIJ[F XJUI UIPTF XIP aSF OPU VT PS PVST? WIP XPVME XF bF JG XF DPVME

OPU GPSHFU PVSTFMWFT, aU MFaTU TPNF PG UIF UJNF? WIP XPVME XF bF JG XF DPVME OPU MFaSO?

FPSHJWF? BFDPNF TPNFUIJOH PUIFS UIaO XF aSF?

The crVsade to make the stVdZ of literatVre personallZ and sociallZ releWant maZ appear

noble at first glance. BVt bZ holding Vp todaZ’s progressiWe WalVes as Vnassailable trVths,

Social JVstice Lit appears to be making teachers and stVdents alike insVlar and arrogant.

Reading books from the perspectiWe of jVdge, jVrZ, and eYecVtioner is antithetical to

cVltiWating the kind of intellectVal hVmilitZ and cVriositZ that is essential for rich,



sophisticated encoVnters Xith different teYts. It tVrns the stVdZ of literatVre into an

eYercise in jVdgment. And jVdgment is not the roVte to Vnderstanding.

ANOa KIaMJE JT ATTPDJaUF PSPGFTTPS PG HJTUPSZ aU CaSMFUPO CPMMFHF aOE UIF JPIO SUVaSU MJMM

FaDVMUZ FFMMPX aU HFUFSPEPY ADaEFNZ.

JFGGSFZ AaSPO SOZEFS JT ATTPDJaUF PSPGFTTPS PG EEVDaUJPOaM SUVEJFT aU CaSMFUPO CPMMFHF aOE

UIF aVUIPS PG UIF bPPL MaLJOH BMaDL HJTUPSZ: TIF CPMPS LJOF, CVMUVSF, aOE RaDF JO UIF AHF PG

JJN CSPX.
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