The Concept of Sanitising Classic Literature: A Summary
In February of this year, the New York Times wrote an article[footnoteRef:2] discussing the offensive language featured in Roald Dahl’s famous novel “Charlie and the Chocolate Factory” and how his estate elected to have this language removed. Not only has this sparked a larger discussion on what this could mean for our freedom of speech but the essential education of future generations as well. [2:  This is in reference to Derrick Bryson Taylor’s article Roald Dahl’s Books Are Rewritten to Cut Potentially Offensive Language (The New York Times: 2023)
] 

The news was first announced by a spokesperson for the Telegraph. The current review of Dahl’s works began in 2020 and was led by Puffin, his publisher, and Roald Dahl’s Story Company in association with Inclusive Minds[footnoteRef:3], an organisation described as “a collective for people who are passionate about inclusion and accessibility in children’s literature.” Inclusive Minds indicates its dedication to creating an innocuous version of previous classic children’s books. However, some people believe these rewritten stories will render the originals superfluous in modern media, and this belief will and has brought on a chain reaction as more classics face scrutiny. [3:   Ed Cumming, Abigail Buchanan, Genevieve Holl-Allen and Benedict Smith, The Rewriting of Roald Dahl, (The Telegraph: 2023)
] 

Since Puffin and the Company elected for this change, we have seen more authors come under fire, including but not limited to Agatha Christie and Ian Fleming. This has caused a great deal of dissent. In a one-and-a-half-minute video essay, the speaker states, “Sanitising books of anything offensive strips stories of their meaning[footnoteRef:4],” which suggests that taking away the language used at that time rewrites the essential aspects of Dahl’s stories, removing something integral to our understanding of those times. The morality of a man from the 1900s cannot be compared to that of a 21st-century woman, as there are distinct differences essential to denoting our history as human beings. How one was taught then does not hold up to today’s standards, of course, but without the past, we cannot compare how far we have come as a society. [4:  The video was created by the YouTube account Foundation for Individual Rights and Expression, titled Roald Dahl's classic books altered by publisher Puffin. (YouTube: 2023, minute 1:00)] 

There have, of course, been tweaks to the language as classics continue to be printed, but “not to this scale”[footnoteRef:5]. In both tenor and scope, Dahl’s company, Puffin, and Inclusive Minds have gone almost nuclear with extraneous edits, changing even the authors Matilda refers to[footnoteRef:6], to be more “inclusive.” At the very least, this inclusion is performative in its attempts. At worst, it’s an active decision to wipe away the past: a dangerous decision for our future. [5:  Ed Cumming, Abigail Buchanan, Genevieve Holl-Allen and Benedict Smith, The Rewriting of Roald Dahl, (The Telegraph: 2023)
]  [6:  Roald Dahl, Matilda (Jonathan Cape: 1988, p.g. 21)
] 

An article[footnoteRef:7] by The Escapist proposed a question to its viewers: Does censorship matter? The war this article suggests marries into the impact of other areas in literature in this coming age, such as the book-banning epidemic citizens face in the United States. Both employ similar stances but on opposite grounds; the bans target the normalisation of discussions on race, sexuality, gender, sexual education, and disability, while this almost obsessive scrutiny towards amending the inappropriate, offensive language and narratives featured in classics that previous generations grew up with to cultivate a clean, even ignorant alternative. Both feed into the elimination of both language and our history with it but one doesn’t offer the opportunity to explore those narratives on one’s own terms. [7:  Damien Lawardorn, From Roald Dahl to R.L. Stine, Books Are Being Rewritten: Does It Matter? (The Escapist: 2023)] 

To refer to the question above, the state of our past does matter. It is a sentinel for freedom of speech and an accurate, unobstructed view into our former arrogance as well as gratuitous disdain for people who don’t fit the status quo. In the same article, the writer also brings up an essential discussion of this “assault” on literature. Literature can help parents, teachers, families, and friends discuss very real problems in a way that can become more digestible to its audience, particularly if that group of people are children. Yet not everyone has the opportunity or the resources to learn these things, and the discussions these books arouse help bridge those limitations. 
Without so many books from our past, we would have a much harder time empathising with the long-term struggles of so many communities. If we wish to eliminate those words—that age-old language we once used—we, too, eliminate the opportunity to grow and understand others’ lives, just as much as one would with book bans. Words have power. When those words are amputated, something integral to us, despite its language, becomes lost. 
In contrast with the above feedback these decisions have caused, individuals associated with the authors’ companies have come out in support of their decisions to team up with posthumous sensitivity readers. One such person, James Prichard, the great-grandson of Agatha Christie and chairman and chief executive of Agatha Christie Ltd, stated the author herself “would not have wanted to offend anyone.” He goes on to discuss the fact that he disbelieves the notion that we need offensive language to continue to pervade literature. It is, he suggests, in his interest to ensure readers can continue to enjoy Christie’s novels[footnoteRef:8]. Of course, it’s important to note Prichard has a familial connection to both Christie and her works, and it is also integral to acknowledge his wording. It is in his belief to eliminate the offensive language, which is an honourable pursuit, but with historical contexts surrounding minorities whom this language targets, it is every bit important to acknowledge it, and to consequently repent it.  [8:  Alexandra Alter and Elizabeth A. Harris, As Classic Novels Get Revised for Today’s Readers, a Debate About Where to Draw the Line, (New York Times: 2023)
] 

Another individual who works with sensitivity editors from the Kevin & Anderson Association[footnoteRef:9] made a comment regarding the controversy[footnoteRef:10]. She suggested that while it is “good practice,” the primary issue surrounds the ways in which we treat its insertion. The handling of sensitive content and cultural accuracy aren’t toys to be played with. The impact of these decisions isn’t meant to be underestimated, yet it seems that is how they are being handled. [9:  The Kevin & Anderson Association is a company that provides sensitivity editorial services for publisher’s as well as other editorial services for both publishers and authors alike.
]  [10:  Alexandra Alter and Elizabeth A. Harris, As Classic Novels Get Revised for Today’s Readers, a Debate About Where to Draw the Line, (New York Times: 2023)
] 

Eventually, it was discussed that, because of the controversy sparked by readers, literary minds and even the queen consort herself, the Dahl Company and Puffin would continue to publish the “classic” versions of Dahl’s novels alongside their sanitised counterparts. According to Today, the decision was made so the reader could “choose which version of Dahl’s books they prefer[footnoteRef:11].” In this sea of undulating and seemingly endless voices, this decision proves to be the most neutral and therefore the safest, offering a chance to experience both old and new concurrently. [11:  Ryan Hudgins, Roald Dahl books will be published in 'classic' form following editing controversy (Today: 2023)] 

