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Despite the fact that classic literature has been an integral part of the school's reading 

curriculum for years, school districts around the country are banning classic literature. Current 

policy allows school districts to add and remove the books that go on their reading lists as they 

see fit. Understanding the history of banning books and our constitutional rights to freedom of 

speech should influence policies in regards to availability of classic literature to students. Access 

to controversial literature teaches students critical lessons about other points of view, different 

cultures, and empathy itself. 

According to an article written by Maria Popova, classics “are those books which 

constitute a treasured experience for those who have read and loved them; but they remain just as 

rich an experience for those who reserve the chance to read them for when they are in the best 

condition to enjoy them.”1 A true classic has a title that everyone at least recognizes and is 

something that can be a conversation starter because so many people have read them. Classic 

literature has stood the test of time. The books are loved by American society and have become a 

part of our history. Despite being old they are still relatable and deal with human issues that 

people still face. However many of the stories weren’t accepted with open arms by society when 

they were first published. Books like The Great Gatsby, To Kill a  Mockingbird, and The 

Adventures of Huckleberry Finn have faced criticism and multiple bans for dealing with topics 

like racism, violence, sexual references, and language since they were first published. However, 

people have deemed these books classics and they have been staples in the reading curriculum 

for years.  

                                                

1Popova, Maria. “Italo Calvino's 14 Criteria for What Makes a Classic.” Brain Pickings, April 19, 2017. 
https://www.brainpickings.org/2012/07/06/italo-calvinos-14-definitions-of-a-
classic/#:~:text=A%20classic%20is%20a%20book,to%20say%20to%20its%20readers.  
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Banning books is not a new concept. There have been massive book bannings throughout 

history.  In fact the earliest form of book banning was book burning. The book burnings in 

Germany before World War II are perhaps the most well known. In 1933 the Nazis burned tens 

of thousands of books. It was a form of propaganda, a way to get rid of other thinking in order to 

better promote their ideas. According to the Holocoust Museum, “On April 6, 1933, the Nazi 

German Student Association's Main Office for Press and Propaganda proclaimed a nationwide 

‘Action against the Un-German Spirit,’ to climax in a literary purge or ‘cleansing’ (Säuberung) 

by fire.”2 They burned classic books, best selling titles, and works that vilified war such as All 

Quiet on the Western Front by Erich Maria Remarque. There were huge bonfire events where 

people would burn black listed books as well as books written by Jews.  

Book burning was and is a way to get rid of knowledge. However, nowadays it's pretty 

impossible to completely eradicate a book, especially if it’s well known, because there are so 

many copies of everything. In the 20th century dime novels became a popular thing in the lower 

classes. In the late 1800s, around the time of the civil war, dime novels started being published. 

These ten cent novels were the beginning of easily accessible literature for the lower class. In 

1938 The Good Earth was published and is often referred to as the first respectable mass 

paperback book.3 The movement has since evolved into the booming paperback industry that we 

know today. 

                                                
2United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, Washington, DC. United States Holocaust Memorial Museum. United 
States Holocaust Memorial Museum. Accessed February 28, 2021. 
https://encyclopedia.ushmm.org/content/en/article/book-burning.  

3Corlett, O. (2001, December 6). A short history of paperbacks. Retrieved April 04, 2021, from 
https://www.ioba.org/standard/2001/12/a-short-history-of-
paperbacks/#:~:text=Many%20references%20on%20paperbacks%20will,Pearl%20S%20Buck%2C%20in%201938.
&text=Probably%20the%20first%20true%20mass,into%20being%20in%20the%201860s 
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Censorship is an easy way for rulers and higher classes to keep people in bondage; 

physically, mentally, and intellectually. By controlling what people see and hear a person can 

keep a population under control. Censorship has been used all throughout history from Chinese 

dynasties to Landlords in Europe. Even in the early 19th century it was illegal to teach slaves 

how to read or write in America. It was a tactic used by slave owners to prevent slaves from 

having the resources to overthrow their bondage. This is because knowledge is powerful. 

Books are often banned to get rid of unwanted political or religious ideals. Many classic 

books have been controversial since they were published, yet they are near and dear to the hearts 

of many. According to Alaska Civil Liberties Union censorship is “the suppression of words, 

images, or ideas that are ‘offensive,’”4 Teachers and librarians will sometimes not buy or assign 

books to avoid conflict. This is called self censorship. Schools often deal with complaints by 

simply taking the book off the library shelves or removing it from the reading list. A website 

called The School Library Journal lists the main reasons librarians give for self-censorship. At 

the top of the list is pressure from administration, a boss, or parents.5 This isn’t only happening 

to new boundary pushing books but classics that have been around for years. This puts beloved 

books on the chopping block for many schools because the stories deal with difficult, sensitive, 

or controversial topics.  

“Public schools and public libraries, as public institutions, have been the setting for legal 
battles about student access to books, removal or retention of “offensive” material, 
regulation of patron behavior, and limitations on public access to the internet. 
Restrictions and censorship of materials in public institutions are most commonly 
prompted by public complaints. Government officials, in the form of the library board or 
school administration, are ever mindful of the importance their neighbors may place on 

                                                
4 “What Is Censorship?” American Civil Liberties Union. Accessed February 28, 2021. 
https://www.aclu.org/other/what-censorship.  
5 Staff, SLJ. “SLJ Controversial Books Survey Responses: Weighing Subject Matter.” School Library Journal, 
September 26, 2016. https://www.slj.com/?detailStory=slj-controversial-books-survey-responses-weighing-subject-
matter.  
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religious values, moral sensibilities, and protecting children from offensive materials. So, 
directly or indirectly, ordinary citizens are the driving force behind the challenges to the 
internet, information and ideas.”6 

Parents and community members are usually the ones putting pressure on schools to remove 

controversial topics from schools reading lists. In order to please everybody, schools are 

removing classic literature from their reading lists. 

The first amendment states “Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of 

religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech, or of the 

press; or the right of the people peaceably to assemble, and to petition the government for a 

redress of grievances.”7 Its purpose is to protect citizens from the possibility of government 

suppression of our ideas and information through tactics like censorship of books, social media, 

movies, etc.  

Reading classic books gives students insight into other people's life experiences. Not all 

life experiences are good. Reading allows people to learn from the characters' mistakes and good 

deeds. Classic literature is timeless. These are stories that have been around usually for over 100 

years yet modern day teens can read them and find them relatable just like their grandparents did. 

Often banned books are the stories where students can find relatable characters and learn what 

life was like in another time period. The stories don’t gloss over the trials of life rather they focus 

on them, and students today still find the stories inspiring. 

Teaching about real relatable issues will allow students to become engaged with the 

content. For example The Great Gatsby gives readers an insight into human character. Humans 

                                                
6 Admin. “First Amendment and Censorship.” Advocacy, Legislation & Issues, July 13, 2019. 
http://www.ala.org/advocacy/intfreedom/censorship#:~:text=The%20right%20to%20speak%20and,music%20and%
20materials%20on%20the. 
7“First Amendment.” Legal Information Institute. Legal Information Institute. Accessed February 28, 2021. 
https://www.law.cornell.edu/constitution/first_amendment.  
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by nature have some not spectacular traits and the story demonstrates that humans haven’t 

changed fundamentally. You learn life lessons like money can’t buy you everything and the 

danger of false assumptions. It's most often used in the classroom because it is a shorter book 

with good themes and symbolism that teens can understand. Reading is so intriguing when a 

reader can identify with what a character is going through.  

Classic literature gives readers an insight into people’s lives throughout history in 

different cultures. To Kill a Mockingbird by Harper Lee and The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn 

by Mark Twain have been controversial since they were first published. The Adventures of 

Huckleberry Finn was first disliked because the main character sympathized with the slaves and 

now it is disliked because it contains racist ideas and terminology. These two books are 

important because they are reminders of America’s past. 

Through July of 2020 The New York Times Best Sellers chart contained many books 

written by black authors about the effects of racism. Books like White Fragility by Robin 

DiAngelo, How To Be an Antiracist by Ibram X. Kendi, and So You Want to Talk About Race by 

Ijeoma Oluo were on the bestseller chart for weeks. This sudden spike in interest was caused by 

the Black Lives Matter protests happening all over the country. There was an increase of interest 

in learning about racism and understanding what it is like to be a person of color in America. 

People tried to learn by reading books about the situations that they wanted to better understand. 

Another example of the impact that a book can have is Uncle Tom's Cabin, published in 

1832. The story gave people in Northern America a rude awakening about the treatment of slaves 

in the South. The book vividly described slavery in the south with a heart wrenching tale that 

moved many people. The book follows several slaves as they attempt to outrun slave hunters in 

order to gain freedom. Readers also follow the slave known as Uncle Tom as he is sold to 
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multiple plantation owners before ending up with a ruthless owner in the deep south where he is 

beaten to death. The story recruited many people to the abolitionist cause, helping to lay the 

ground work for the civil war by showing many people how wrong slavery was. 

In April of 2020 the Mat-Su Borough School District took five classic books that are 

often required reading off of their reading lists. I know Why the Caged Bird Sings is about a 

character dealing with prejudice, it was banned because of ‘anti-white' messaging. The Great 

Gatsby, often referred to as the Great American Novel, deals with topics like materialism and 

ambition. It was banned for sexual references. Invisible Man is about a black man trying to find 

his identity in racist America, but was banned for bad language. Catch-22 is a story about WWII 

told by multiple soldiers and was banned for violence and racism. The Things They Carried takes 

place during the Vietnam War but is a moving story about the burdens that everyone carries.8 

The School Board Vice President claims that the books aren’t really banned because they are still 

in the library. Students are free to read the books if they want to, but they won’t be forced to read 

them. He claims that the teachers aren’t counselors and shouldn’t have to guide their students 

through the controversial topics.9 However banning these books prevents students from learning 

about controversial topics in a safe classroom environment.  

In the community, banning these books seems to have had the opposite of the desired 

effect. A local bookstore, Fireside Books, sold out of their copies of the five books within an 

hour and had to order more. According to the NBC article, the owner of the book store said, “I 

don't think they realized they were treading on censorship, and people are completely opposed to 

                                                
8https://go.boarddocs.com/ak/matsu/Board.nsf/files/BNQSWL743B16/$file/English%20Electives%20Roun
d%201%20Controversial%20Book%20Descriptions.pdf  
9 Li, David K. “Alaska School Board Removes 'The Great Gatsby,' Other Famous Books from Curriculum for 
'Controversial' Content.” NBCNews.com. NBCUniversal News Group, April 29, 2020. 
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/us-news/alaska-school-board-deems-great-gatsby-other-famous-books-
controversial-n1194436.  
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censorship.”10 People were buying the books just to show their support and then giving them 

away or donating them. 

Even the rock band “Portugal. the Man” heard about this and responded. Several 

members of the band are from Wasilla, though they are currently based in Oregon. When they 

heard about the book ban they decided to give students free copies of one of the five banned 

books if they emailed them. They also spoke out about the ban on their social media even 

creating a logo to advocate for the removal of the ban.11 

Many other school districts in the country are banning classic literature. Just last year 

California’s Burbank Unified School District banned To Kill a Mockingbird, Of Mice and Men, 

and The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, as well as two others. This was the first change to their 

reading list in thirty years. All five of the banned books deal with America's racist past. 

One reason often given to support banning books is that they deal with age inappropriate 

content. Another reason is that the classic books taught in a standard English class no longer 

reflect modern times because they were written years ago by white men. Some believe that 

school should teach literature that has more diversity and is relatable for everybody. People want 

required reading to contain ideas that are more applicable to today's youth and culture. They 

argue that contemporary stories offer new perspectives on more relevant topics with writing that 

is easier for students to comprehend. An article by Stanford Daily says, “Against the backdrop of 

the Black Lives Matter movement and as the reality of being a person of color in this country 

                                                
10  Li, David K. “Alaska School Board Removes 'The Great Gatsby,' Other Famous Books from Curriculum for 
'Controversial' Content.” NBCNews.com. NBCUniversal News Group, April 29, 2020. 
https://www.nbcnews.com/news/us-news/alaska-school-board-deems-great-gatsby-other-famous-books-
controversial-n1194436.  
11 Asmelash, Leah. “Rock Band Portugal. The Man Will Send Kids the Books an Alaska School District Banned.” 
CNN. Cable News Network, May 7, 2020. https://www.cnn.com/2020/05/07/us/portugal-the-man-alaska-ban-books-
trnd/index.html.  
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comes to light, many agree on the need for diverse narratives in school curricula.” It goes on to 

say that a school’s required reading should offer more diversity with one person stating, “In my 

experience as an undergraduate and graduate student in English, the books that we’re taught to 

value are largely written by dead white men.”12 

However the classics have important messages, and the stories allow the class to delve 

into the issues presented. The fact is that even if you wanted to replace classics with relatable 

contemporary stories there would still be attempts to ban the books. If the teacher is going to 

teach about serious topics then there will be pushback from somebody. Classics are important 

because they keep our history alive. The classics are books from time periods all over US history 

that deal with different issues including racism. In fact several books are written in a time where 

slavery was still exsistent in the Country and many books deal with the fact that there was 

lingering racism throughout the states. This gives students a chance to have conversations about 

how our country has progressed and what we can do better. It also educates students on where 

racism and discrimination in our country stems from.  

When it comes to banning books there are many people with different stances on the 

topic. It is a multifaceted issue dealing with both students, parents, and teachers rights. It's 

difficult to please everyone without making the reading completely G rated, all sunshine and 

rainbows. It is still the teacher’s job to teach the kids and how better to do that then by giving 

them real life lessons. Books are powerful teaching tools for experiences that we may never 

have. 

                                                

12Chien, Joelle. “Do We Still Need to Read and Teach the Classics?,” August 30, 2020. 
https://www.stanforddaily.com/2020/08/30/do-we-still-need-to-read-and-teach-the-classics/.  
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By instituting a policy of Young Adult Intellectual Freedom there would be fewer limits 

on the material that students have access to. The policy would give students the right to learn 

about controversial topics in school via classic literature. Since these books are typically read in 

high school english classes the policy would be for sophomores and above. A typical sophomore 

is 15 years old and turns 16 during the school year. The federal policy would protect student’s 

right to learn by ensuring they have access to the stories that have been taught for decades. With 

the policy there would be an established list of books that are protected, including all the ones in 

this essay. As time goes on if an individual feels strongly that another book should be added to 

the list they will be able to petition to add it on to the list of approved books. A teacher can 

choose not to teach these books, but for the teachers that do they can rest easy knowing that it is 

within their rights.  

Classic literature should not be banned in schools because the stories teach students 

valuable life lessons. History has shown us that while censorship may protect people from 

controversial ideas it also takes away opportunities for students to engage in real life issues. 

Reading the classics teaches students history, new perspectives, and how to be empathetic. 
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