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Should The Classics Be Rewritten?

[bookmark: _Int_GtmWKRw3]Our promotion of inclusion, diversity and equality in society has shifted greatly in as little as the past thirty years. Our heightened awareness of what is now deemed as offensive or inappropriate has enforced the changes in how we interact with the wider population via the media, in the workplace and throughout our daily lives. Words and phrases once used freely are now called out as hate speech and misogyny. For example, comedy has had to adapt to the changing shift on what was once classed as acceptable humour as it could now be viewed as offensive, sexist, and racist. Therefore, terms such as, ‘dumb’ and performers casting fun at disabilities and imitating different ethnic backgrounds, such as ‘black facing’ are no longer broadcast due to the upset and outrage they cause. A well-known example was the once popular series, ‘Little Britain’ with Matt Lucas and David Walliams. This programme cast fun at characters including Lou and Andy, stereo-typing disabled persons, Vicky Pollard, representing the unemployed/ working class, and Walliams' Desiree DeVere and Lucas' Pastor Jesse King black characters which the all-white cast performed as. During an interview with The Big issue, Lucas is quoted as saying:
‘Basically, I wouldn’t make that show now. It would upset people. We made a more cruel kind of comedy than I’d do now. Society has moved on a lot since then, and my own views have evolved.’[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Jane Graham, ‘Matt Lucas: Little Britain Was Cruel’, The Big Issue, 2 October 2017. https://www.bigissue.comculture/matt-lucas-little-britain-cruel/ [accessed 2 October 2023]] 

[bookmark: _Int_SrP0XEPE]It appears that many of the great classic authors are now facing the same censorships as the modern world seeks to rewrite the tales the older generation grew up hearing. Imaginations sparked by authors including Enid Blyton, Roald Dahl, and Agatha Christie are facing adaptations to satisfy the new evolved ‘woke’ generation. But are we going too far? Lucy Frazer, the Secretary of State for Culture, Media, and Sport is quoted as saying ‘This use of so-called sensitivity readers to tamper with old texts is not only infantilizing, in many cases it actively deprives children of characters who offer valuable lessons on right and wrong.’ Frazer continues:
‘This tampering with literature also fails to make the important distinction between history and literature. It is vital that we have the tools at our disposal to properly analyse and understand history – and that means reading works of fiction the way the writer intended them at the time, no matter how unacceptable or unpalatable they seem now.’[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  Lucy Frazer, ‘Lucy Frazer: We Must Not Allow Cancel Culture To Deprive Future Generations Of Classic Literature’, ‘Conservative Home’, 29 September 2023. https://conservativehome.com/2023/09/29/lucy-frazer-we-must-not-allow-cancel-culture-to-deprive-future-generations-of-classic-literature/ [accessed 2 October 2023]] 

[bookmark: _Int_D5COZucB]But is her argument right that the adaptations are depriving children from the moral codes of right and wrong? The characters themselves have not changed and the stories being told are still true, merely the terminology used is being updated to suit our new awareness of societal acceptance. For example: Roald Dahls’ classic Charlie and the Chocolate Factory’s character Augustus Gloop is now described as ‘enormous’ instead of ‘fat,’ Oompa Loompas are now gender neutral and rather than being described as ‘small men’ are now spoken of as being ‘small people.’ Frazer is not the only one with the view that rewriting these great works of art are wrong. Hannah Fielding writes ‘For me, the answer to whether we should rewrite the classics is ‘no.’ First, because I feel it is disrespectful to the author.’[footnoteRef:4] And this is a good argument to make. It is assumed that the authors would consent to their works are being tampered with in a way that is more socially acceptable for the modern times, but it would be interesting to hear the thoughts of their living relatives, who would undoubtedly know whether they may in fact be turning in their graves at the very idea of their words being diversified. There appear to be many opinions against these moderations, but what of the arguments for the adaptions? It has been commented that censoring the language used can protect children, who are easily influenced by what they hear, see, and read. ‘The Herald’ states, [4:  Hannah Fielding, ‘Should We Rewrite Classic Literature For The Modern Times?’, ‘Hannah Fielding’, 8 October 2020. https://www.hannahfielding.net/rewrite-classic-literature/  [accessed 2 October 2023]] 

‘The more important benefit, however, is the effect that this has on children. Kids are very easily impressionable. Assuming they do some independent reading of works with racist and antisemitic ideas, there is a good chance that they might adopt said ideas.’[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Theastateherald, ‘Rewriting Classic Literature: The Good and the Bad’, ‘The Herald’, 5 April 2023. https://www.astatetheherald.com/2023/04/05/rewriting-classic-literature-the-good-and-the-bad/ [accessed 2 October 2023]] 


It is true that children are impressionable and do adopt the behaviours and language used by characters they see and hear on the television. Imaginary play can be forged on the latest blockbuster films where children will mimic their heroes and re-enact the stories they have seen. And so, by censoring the language used in classic texts children could be protected from, and put an end to, bullying, racism and hate speech. Future generations can instead be taught compassion, empathy, and acceptance towards one another. However, this has the potential to erase our cultural history and to deny younger generations access to the literary works of former times. We cannot take back the language that was previously used, the views that were once held or even the humour that now causes offence and perceived as distasteful which had previously made audiences laugh aloud. Instead, we have learnt from the mistakes of our past and thereby developed new ways to incorporate diversity, sensitivity, and equality into modern texts to suit our new awareness of societal right and wrong.
[bookmark: _Int_UWGvGlpb]This argument has been ongoing for many years, and will no doubt continue to be argued for and against, but while the debate continues, the changes are still being made. What the future of the classics section of the library looks like is relatively uncertain, though it is likely that there will be a censoring for the future generations, and therefore not the original works of art. In turn, this has the potential to make original works inaccessible for those who wish to learn of our past and how far we have come.
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