
    
      
        [image: Cover Page for That book is dangerous!]

      

    
  
    
      That Book Is Dangerous!

    
  
    
      That Book Is Dangerous!

      How Moral Panic, Social Media, and the Culture Wars Are Remaking Publishing

      Adam Szetela

      The MIT Press

      Cambridge, Massachusetts

      London, England

    
  
    
      The MIT Press

      Massachusetts Institute of Technology

      77 Massachusetts Avenue, Cambridge, MA 02139

      mitpress.mit.edu

      © 2025 Massachusetts Institute of Technology

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used to train artificial intelligence systems or reproduced in any form by any electronic or mechanical means (including photocopying, recording, or information storage and retrieval) without permission in writing from the publisher.

      The MIT Press would like to thank the anonymous peer reviewers who provided comments on drafts of this book. The generous work of academic experts is essential for establishing the authority and quality of our publications. We acknowledge with gratitude the contributions of these otherwise uncredited readers.

      This book was set in ITC Stone Serif Std and ITC Stone Sans Std by New Best-set Typesetters Ltd.

      Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available.

      ISBN: 978-0-262-04985-6

      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

      EU Authorised Representative: Easy Access System Europe, Mustamäe tee 50, 10621 Tallinn, Estonia | Email: gpsr.requests@easproject.com

    
  d_r0

    
      
        There is more than one way to burn a book. And the world is full of people running about with lit matches.

        Ray Bradbury, Coda to Fahrenheit 451
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        Introduction: Welcome to the Sensitivity Era

      
      In 2019, Penguin Random House planned to publish the debut novel of young adult (YA) author Amélie Wen Zhao. A few months before the publication date, there was an uproar on Twitter. People who had never read Blood Heir proclaimed that it was racist because it was set in a fantastical world where oppression was not based on skin color. According to Zhao’s critics, it was “cultural appropriation” and “antiblack” to depict slavery that was not African American slavery. The uproar was so loud that Zhao canceled the publication of Blood Heir. In a statement posted to Twitter, she apologized for the “pain” and “harm” her unpublished novel had caused the “readers” who never read it.

      Later that year, the New York Times reported that Blood Heir would be published after all.1 However, it would first be sent to sensitivity readers. These beta readers would help Zhao rewrite her book by vetting it for potentially offensive material. Around the same time, YA author Kosoko Jackson canceled his own debut novel, A Place for Wolves, after people on Twitter and Goodreads protested the inclusion of a Muslim villain. They claimed this fictional character was “offensive.” He was “harmful.” He was “dangerous.” In an ironic twist, Jackson was one of the people on Twitter who went after Zhao. He is also a sensitivity reader for Big Five publishers. Literally, his job is to ensure that books are not offensive.

      Around the same time, people organized an internet campaign to leave one-star reviews for Laurie Forest’s debut YA novel The Black Witch, which one blogger and bookseller described as “the most dangerous, offensive book I have ever read.”2 Among other literary crimes, Forest’s unpublished novel was pilloried for including characters who say and do prejudiced things, despite the fact that the novel itself is a strong critique of prejudice. As Forest puts it, “Its message is that people who may have been raised with prejudiced views can change for the better.” The campaign tanked the book’s rating on Goodreads.

      Other people compelled Kirkus Reviews to retract and then rewrite a starred review of Laura Moriarty’s debut YA novel, American Heart, after it, too, was declared “harmful” and “dangerous.” The book was accused of “silencing Muslim voices” because it focuses on a white protagonist who learns to overcome her prejudices.3 For this reason, the novel was considered Islamophobic. However, Moriarty wrote American Heart to “highlight the existence of white privilege and the need for native-born Americans to acknowledge the plight of immigrants and people of color.”4 Before it was slammed, the Kirkus reviewer, who happened to be a Muslim woman of color, read it as a progressive and important YA novel.

      As the publication date approached for Keira Drake’s debut YA novel, The Continent, progressives burned advance reading copies of it. Like Zhao, Jackson, Forest, and Moriarty, Drake is a progressive who was found guilty of intolerance. Her novel included a “white savior.” But it is not just debut authors who have seen their books burned by people who act like the firemen in Fahrenheit 451. At the end of 2020, Newsweek reported that videos of people burning Harry Potter books were “spreading like wildfire across TikTok.”5 Historically, Harry Potter has been burned by right-wing fundamentalists who accuse J. K. Rowling of promoting witchcraft. But these book burners accused Rowling and her novels of transphobia, fatphobia, and racism. One editor and sensitivity reader called on her Twitter followers to assault Rowling, a survivor of domestic violence, until her “nose breaks [and] it gushes all over her clothes.”6

      In March 2021, a petition targeted The Adventures of Ook and Gluk by Dav Pilkey because it includes “stereotypical Chinese proverbs,” “dashes for eyes for the Asian characters,” and a “white savior” storyline “that has the Kung Fu master rescued by the non-Asian protagonists.”7 Scholastic pulled the book. Some bookstores and public libraries wiped it clean from their shelves.8 In the past, Pilkey’s work had been banned by the right. That same month, Dr. Seuss Enterprises discontinued publication of six Dr. Seuss books. Within days, eBay responded, too. “eBay is currently sweeping our marketplace to remove these items,” exclaimed a spokeswoman for the company.9 For their part, some public libraries abandoned basic principles of literary freedom, as they barred their own patrons from checking these books out.10 One of Dr. Seuss’s titles depicts a slanty-eyed “Chinaman” who eats rice with chopsticks, whereas another includes an “Eskimo” in a fur-lined parka. In his time, Seuss was excoriated by the right for producing “dangerous” work that condemned Jim Crow, antisemitism, and other forms of intolerance. Today, his books are “dangerous” in the eyes of the left.

      After Scholastic published A Birthday Cake for George Washington written by Ramin Ganeshram, illustrated by Vanessa Brantley-Newton, and edited by Andrea Davis Pinkney, progressives signed a petition demanding that Amazon remove this “racist” picture book from their website because it “whitewashes slavery.”11 Soon after, Scholastic pulled the book from distribution. Ganeshram is a woman of color who has won seven Society of Professional Journalist awards. Brantley-Newton is an African American woman and a past finalist for the NAACP Image Award for Outstanding Literary Work for Children. Pinkney, another African American woman, is a past winner of the Coretta Scott King Award. Among other contributions, she launched the first African American children’s book imprint at Walt Disney. Nonetheless, the public was once again told that “racism” hides everywhere, and young readers need to be protected from their “dangerous” book.

      In short, something strange is happening in the world of children’s and YA literature. That Book Is Dangerous! How Moral Panic, Social Media, and the Culture Wars are Remaking Publishing illuminates where the left’s moral panic came from, what it hopes to accomplish, and how it has already reshaped the practices of authors, editors, literary agents, teachers, librarians, and the biggest publishers acquiring books right now.

      In chapter 1—“The Ideas of the Sensitivity Era”—I look at the origins of the current movement to rewrite, cancel, and otherwise censor what young people read. In the past decade and a half, scholars, social media users, reviewers, teachers, librarians, nonprofit organizations, and news outlets have helped to make children’s and YA literature more inclusive. On the one hand, this movement addresses long-standing problems in the publishing industry. From a lack of LGBTQ+ and BIPOC characters to whitewashed covers and the segregation of characters into different genres, children’s and YA literature still has plenty of progress to make. When books about characters from diverse backgrounds are hard to find, it can deter young people from reading. It can also undermine literature’s potential to affirm the experiences of those who might otherwise feel like their experiences have no value. Moreover, a lack of diverse and sensitive books diminishes literature’s power to help readers understand those who are different from them. This is a particular problem when authors perpetuate stereotypes in their work.

      On the other hand, the movement for more diverse and sensitive books has created new problems. In the past decade and a half, the emergence of platforms as different as Twitter, Tumblr, TikTok, and Goodreads has allowed anyone with an internet connection to be a public literary critic. It has also allowed anyone with a “marginalized identity” to be a gatekeeper. When Jackson and others declare that “stories about the civil rights movement should be written by black people,” that “stories of suffrage should be written by women,” and that “stories about boys during life-changing times, like the AIDS epidemic, should be written by gay men,” they are not alone.12 Far from irrelevant, this movement uses social media and other platforms to pressure authors, agents, and editors to abandon the idea that people should be allowed to write and read what they want.

      Sensitivity readers—individuals who, at bottom, share an identity with a fictional character—were not even mentioned on Twitter until 2016. Now they are hired by authors, agents, editors, and everyone else in the publishing industry to determine whether a book will offend readers who share their identity. As I argue, these self-described “cultural ambassadors” perpetuate the essentialist idea that people with shared identities think and act the same, and that there are “authentic” and “inauthentic” ways to be black, trans, gay, and so on.13 These industry professionals have also eroded the idea that expertise is something a person attains, rather than something a person self-declares. As a result, authors are being told their stories are not “authentic” or “accurate” enough to be published. Ironically, many of these authors are authors of color who write stories about characters of color.

      In chapter 2—“The Behavior of the Sensitivity Era”—I examine the punitive and cannibalistic nature of this movement. On social media, where self-righteous indignation earns more likes and retweets than measured criticism, children’s and YA authors are accused of harming and corrupting the next generation. From an African American illustrator honored by the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People to an African American writer and editor who started the first major imprint for African American children’s literature, most of the accused are part of the movement for diverse and sensitive books. Much like the Salem witch trials, where even the holiest people were accused of conspiring with the devil and corrupting the town’s youth, progressives continue to shame, humiliate, and censor the people who are most sympathetic to their cause. In this chapter, I discuss the experiments I conducted with my colleagues at Cornell University’s Social Dynamics Lab. As our controlled experiments with hundreds of readers show, it does not take much social pressure to start a literary bonfire. We were even able to pressure more than 40 percent of research participants to accuse Allen Ginsberg—a gay leftist—of homophobia; in the absence of social pressure, that number was close to zero. Our results suggest that the moral panic over literature may have less to do with the content of literature and more to do with the pressure to appear virtuous in public.

      Drawing on the sociology of moral panics, social psychology, moral philosophy, and the historical record of comic book censorship in the 1950s—which included a US Senate hearing that investigated the relationship between comic books and juvenile delinquency—I argue that we are living through another moral panic over literature for young people. Moral panics tend to arise in response to real problems. Then they find scapegoats for those problems. Whereas the moral crusaders of the past believed they would defeat juvenile crime by turning comic books into didactic tools, moral crusaders in the present believe they will defeat racism, homophobia, and every other intolerance by turning children’s and YA literature into an instrument for their moral lessons. In the process, they perpetuate the myth of childhood innocence. They also perpetuate the mythical idea that struggles over popular culture are equivalent to struggles over political legislation. Above all, the crusade for more diverse and sensitive books creates real problems for the National Coalition Against Censorship, PEN America, and other organizations that protect authors, illustrators, and their readers from censorship.

      In chapter 3—“The Political Economy of the Sensitivity Era”—I discuss incentives. On the left, there is no shortage of sensitivity readers, diversity gurus, and other moral entrepreneurs selling consultations, seminars, webinars, weekend retreats, and so on. Other progressives are using the moral crusade over children’s and YA literature to secure more book deals, speaking engagements, and other lucrative opportunities for themselves. Although many of these interventions are well intentioned, they fail to address the economic inequalities related to literary production. The solutions foregrounded by moral entrepreneurs are not public arts programs, better funding for public schools, and the abolition of unpaid internships and low wages in the publishing industry. The solutions are the kinds of interventions that fit neatly into the status quo. Notwithstanding its militant rhetoric, the moral crusade over children’s and YA literature is not a radical alternative to business as usual. It is the latest version of business as usual.

      On the right, politicians and pundits are exploiting this moral crusade to position themselves as the defenders of free speech, literary values, and young people. As some of Dr. Seuss’s books got discontinued, Ted Cruz sold signed copies of Green Eggs and Ham to fund his next political campaign. He credited “lefties losing their minds” and the “cancel culture mob” for the $125,000 he raised in the first twenty-four hours.14 For his part, House Minority Leader Kevin McCarthy accused Democrats of “outlawing Dr. Seuss” on the House floor.15 In this respect, children’s and YA literature is the new battlefield in America’s culture war. While the crusade to cancel books distracts progressives from political work, it buttresses the political work of conservatives. When Donald Trump shouts “Let’s get rid of PC!” or when Tucker Carlson, who hosted the most watched show in cable news, warns his followers about threats to literary freedom from the left, conservatives are not just connecting to people in their own echo chambers.16 Research from sociologists, pollsters, and political strategists suggests they are building the broad constituencies needed to win elections. In early 2021, after progressives lost congressional seats, failed to flip even one state chamber, and barely defeated a president who left office with one of the lowest approval ratings in American history—despite winning the battle to cancel Scrambled Eggs Super! by Dr. Seuss—veteran Democratic strategist James Carville hit the nail on the head in an interview with Vox: “Wokeness is a problem and we all know it.”17 Without downplaying the genuine progress made by the movement for more diverse and sensitive books, this chapter argues that the biggest winners are left-wing entrepreneurs and right-wing politicians.

      In chapter 4—“The Future of the Sensitivity Era”—I speculate about the future of this moral panic. In the midst of canceled picture books and YA novels, some publishers now require their authors to sign “morality clauses.” These clauses allow publishers to terminate contracts for virtually any reason. To quote a clause from a recent HarperCollins contract, the publisher may terminate a contract if the author’s “conduct evidences a lack of due regard for public conventions and morals.”18 Of note, the biggest defenders of these morality clauses are not free market conservatives but progressives committed to antiracism, feminism, and other forms of social justice. Other progressives, including a former US Poet Laureate, want the US government to intervene. Much like the 1950s, when concerned adults pressured American publishers and the US Senate to censor those who wrote and illustrated comic books, today’s progressives appeal to the overreaching power of big business and the state. When literature is treated as an immoral disease that is spreading like the plague, censorship is the only answer.

      As this moral crusade insulates itself from criticism by publicly shaming and discrediting its critics, it continues to enlarge the scope of its concerns. Racism, sexism, transphobia, and every other “-ism” and “-phobia” now mean whatever anyone with an internet connection wants them to mean. At the same time, sensitivity readers, morality clauses, and other Orwellian interventions, which have their origins in children’s and YA literature, are now being imported into adult literary culture. Among other examples, journalists at the New York Times recently demanded sensitivity readers to ensure the newspaper of record does not offend its readers.19 Condé Nast, which publishes the New Yorker and Wired, asked its journalists to sign a morality clause.20 Likewise, adults are now trying to censor novels, poems, plays, and other literature in the name of protecting adults from “harm” and “danger.” To put it simply, this moral panic treats all readers like children.

      At a moment when people are focused on the right’s moral panic over literature, it might seem strange that this book focuses on the left’s moral panic over literature. After all, right-wing panic has had more influence at the legislative level. That is true. But left-wing panic has had significantly more influence inside publishers, agencies, and other corners of literary culture. This is the reason why many of the progressives I interviewed are more concerned about the left than the right. While the right is remaking the world in its image, the left is standing in a circular firing squad. As adrienne maree brown, a queer black feminist, reflects in an interview about her recent book We Will Not Cancel Us: “I have been doing movement work for 25 years. There was a real sense of, ‘Why do I feel afraid to just observe something and speak about what I’m observing?’ To me, that felt like it’s its own proof of something being there. If there was no such thing as cancel culture or callout culture—in the sense that if you say the wrong thing, you can get disposed of—I don’t think I would’ve felt that I was taking a big risk by speaking about it.”21

      That Book Is Dangerous! builds on her concerns and the concerns of my fellow progressives who are worried about a movement for more progressive books that is alienating the very people who want to write and read these books.

      My interview subjects—who range from presidents and vice presidents at Big Five publishers, to senior literary agents at the most prestigious agencies, to executive directors of public library districts, to sensitivity readers, to award-winning writers, to individuals just starting their careers as editors, agents, librarians, and writers—reveal how much literary culture has changed in the past decade and a half, and how they are navigating the new terrain of Twitter, Goodreads, Bookstagram, BookTok, and other platforms. Many of these people are deeply concerned about literature in the era of social media, what I call the “Sensitivity Era.”

      As I think about these interviews, and the most frequent admission I heard—“I wouldn’t have done this interview if it wasn’t anonymous”—I am reminded of what Salman Rushdie said after religious crusaders burned The Satanic Verses and put a price on his head. “The hush of reverence is inappropriate for literature.”22 It is even less appropriate for a book about censorship in the name of progressive values.
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        The Ideas of the Sensitivity Era

      
      
        Diversity

        Each year, the Cooperative Children’s Book Center (CCBC) at the University of Wisconsin–Madison publishes a report about the state of children’s and YA literature. In their report, they look at the number of books by and about black and African people, Indigenous people, and people of color. Since 2018, their report has also documented other aspects of identity such as sexuality and disability. Predictably, the number of books written by or about people from historically underrepresented groups pales in comparison to the number of books written by or about people who are white, heterosexual, and able-bodied. For example, in 2019, the CCBC evaluated 4,035 children’s and YA books. Of these books, just 232 were written by authors who are black/African, whereas 471 were about characters who are black/African. Similarly, just 46 books were written by Indigenous authors, whereas only 65 were about Indigenous characters.1

        Similar disparities exist in other datasets. As a case in point, just 15 percent of books that made recent New York Times YA bestseller lists included main characters of color. Even fewer books included LGBTQ+ characters and characters with disabilities. Comparable disparities are apparent in Publishers Weekly YA bestseller lists as well as the Best Fiction for Young Adults lists, which are published annually by the Young Adult Library Services Association, a division of the American Library Association.2 As an echo of the data on children’s and YA literature accumulated by the CCBC, these data illuminate disparities that pertain to both authors and characters. Similar disparities exist in adult literature.3

        To put this in perspective, one has to consider the fact that children’s and YA books were even less diverse in the past. The number of books about characters of color, queer characters, trans characters, and so on has actually increased in recent years. Back in 1999, the CCBC documented just 151 children’s and YA books about black/African characters published in an estimated market of 5,000 books. In 1985, just 18 books by black authors and illustrators were published in an estimated market of 2,500 books. Year after year, the disparities accumulate. In other words, when I talk about the relative lack of diverse books, I am not just talking about what was published last year. I am talking about hundreds of years of literary production that have privileged certain kinds of authors, illustrators, and characters at the expense of others. The same disparities pertain to literature written for adults. As one novelist told me during an interview, “There are people whose voices have been left out for a century or more. They’ve been effectively canceled for a good long time.”

        It would be hard to fully explain these disparities without acknowledging the overwhelmingly white workforce that makes up publishing. In their survey of the publishing industry, Publishers Weekly found that 84 percent of people who work in this industry are white.4 Moreover, “nonwhite survey respondents were much more likely to be new to the industry than whites.” According to other data, literary agents are anywhere from 71 percent to 80 percent white.5 Many editors and agents gravitate toward books that connect to them on a personal level. As Clayton Childress observes in his ethnography of the industry, “white literary agents are significantly less likely to self-report an interest in representing ‘ethnic’ or ‘multicultural’ fiction than are nonwhite literary agents.”6 To be sure, there are white agents who favor ethnic and multicultural fiction. There are also white agents who favor authors of color over white authors. Yet the racial disparities at agencies and publishers are not irrelevant to the racial disparities that concern authors and fictional characters. As one agent explained to me, “Once you have people acquiring who have particular interests in more diverse issues around race, then you get different acquisitions.” The same holds true for other aspects of identity.

        In her 1990 article, “Mirrors, Windows, and Sliding Glass Doors”—an oft-cited article that is a prefigurative document of the Sensitivity Era—educator Rudine Sims Bishop explains why these disparities are a problem.7 First, as mirrors, books are tools of self-affirmation. When a gay teenager reads a book about another gay teenager, it can help them recognize the value of their identity and their experiences. In the absence of these books, a gay reader might feel like their identity and their experiences have no value. That is, the absence of a literature of recognition can diminish a reader’s self-esteem. In this respect, Bishop argues that it is important for readers to be able to see characters like themselves in the books they read.

        Second, as windows and sliding glass doors, literature can introduce children and young adults to new identities and experiences. As Bishop puts it, “Books may be one of the few places where children who are socially isolated and insulated from the larger world may meet people unlike themselves.” In other words, a book might be the first place a heterosexual teenager meets a gay teenager. Books are not just tools for self-affirmation; they are tools that can be used to build empathy and tolerance for those who are different. In Bishop’s words, books (as windows) allow readers to see new worlds, and “these windows are also sliding glass doors” because “readers have only to walk through in imagination to become part of whatever world has been created.”8

        Bishop was not the first writer to express her concerns over literature for young people. Whereas W. E. B. Du Bois is widely recognized as a seminal theorist of race in the United States, he is less widely recognized as a progenitor of the movement for diverse literature. Yet, in the early twentieth century, he launched and edited The Brownies’ Book serial. As Elizabeth Gettins, of the Library of Congress, explains, “It was the first magazine of its kind, written for African-American children and youths to instill in them a sense of racial pride and provide overall instruction on how to conduct oneself. Du Bois is credited with establishing the genre of African-American children’s literature.”9 Decades later, Mississippi Freedom School teachers formed the Council on Interracial Books for Children to “to promote a literature for children that better reflects the realities of a multicultural society.”10 Although children’s and YA literature has come a long way since Du Bois launched The Brownies’ Book in 1920, since public librarian Nancy Larrick authored her influential “The All-White World of Children’s Books” in 1965, and since Bishop introduced her concept of “Mirrors, Windows, and Sliding Glass Doors” in 1990, their concerns are still relevant today.11

        As the data show, it is still hard to locate certain kinds of children’s and YA books because comparatively few have been published. It also hard to locate these books because salespeople do not always know how to sell them. One Latina author, who has written more than a couple children’s and YA books, described the situation to me: “It’s one thing to buy the manuscript and produce it. It’s another thing to know how to sell it in, let’s say, a Latino community where you have English-dominant Latinos, Spanish-dominant Latinos, non-Spanish interacting Latinos. There’s nuance. And there’s how we reach those populations. You would be surprised how little publicity people necessarily know about those things. So that means you need marketing people who are really representative as well.”

        In his meticulous and insightful analysis of book covers, scholar Philip Nel implores his readers to never judge a book by its cover. As he explains, “Believing that books with a person of color on the cover will not sell, publishers put a White face (or a silhouette, or an ambiguously raced face) on the dust jacket of a book whose protagonist is not white.”12 Consequently, children and YA readers of color looking for protagonists like themselves, and white readers looking for protagonists unlike themselves, are left in a through-the-looking-glass landscape where things are never what they seem. “Nonwhite readers” in particular, reflects Bishop, “have too frequently found the search futile.”13 This problem is compounded by austere public budgets. Many public libraries and K–12 schools simply do not have the resources to make their collections more diverse.

        These problems are not distinct to books about characters of color. Although “ten young adult titles with LGBTQ+ content were published in the 1970s, forty in the 1980s, eighty-two in the 1990s, 292 in 2000–2009, and 513 titles in 2010–2016,”14 it is still less common for books to include LGBTQ+ characters. Furthermore, LGBTQ+ literature is a target of “gaywashing.” In 2011, YA authors Rachel Manija Brown and Sherwood Smith explained to the public that literary agents had tried to “de-gay” their novel. Some gatekeepers believe a de-gayed novel is more marketable. As Brown reflects, “I think that when you cut certain types of people out of fiction . . . you’re sending the message to teenagers saying that what they are inherently is so terrible that it can’t be talked about and can’t be portrayed, and I think that’s really soul crushing.”15

        For some young readers, the dearth of books that connect to their lived experience will deter them from reading. To quote children’s and YA author Walter Dean Myers at length:

        
          I read voraciously, spending days in Central Park reading when I should have been going to school. But there was something missing. I needed more than the characters in the Bible to identify with, or even the characters in Arthur Miller’s plays or my beloved Balzac. As I discovered who I was, a black teenager in a white-dominated world, I saw that these characters, these lives, were not mine.

          Books did not become my enemies. They were more like friends with whom I no longer felt comfortable. I stopped reading. I stopped going to school. . . . Then I read a story by James Baldwin: “Sonny’s Blues.” I didn’t love the story, but I was lifted by it, for it took place in Harlem, and it was a story concerned with black people like those I knew. By humanizing the people who were like me, Baldwin’s story also humanized me. . . . During my only meeting with Baldwin, at City College, I blurted out to him what his story had done for me. “I know exactly what you mean,” he said. “I had to leave Harlem and the United States to search for who I was. Isn’t that a shame?” When I left Baldwin that day I felt elated that I had met a writer I had so admired, and that we had had a shared experience. But later I realized how much more meaningful it would have been to have known Baldwin’s story at 15, or at 14.16

        

        During my conversations with writers, I heard similar stories. “When I grew up, there were two kinds of black people in literature,” one Pulitzer Prize finalist explained to me. “You either came from the rural south or the urban north. And that’s barring the antebellum stuff that one would end up reading. I was a middle-class kid. Where were my people? My grandfather was a doctor. My father was a doctor. There were no characters like this. But that wasn’t because no one was writing this. It was because no one was publishing this.”

        When I interviewed people of color who work in publishing, their experiences echoed this writer’s experiences as a young black reader. In fact, some of my interview subjects believe their personal experiences are central to the changes that have occurred, and continue to occur, in publishing. One editor of color reflects: “I feel like so much of what has helped the push along on the editorial side is because there are people like me. I would have loved to have seen more characters that looked like me when I was growing up. We’re going out of our way to acquire more of those kinds of titles. I think as we have that trickle-down effect of a lot more people on the editorial, and sales, and marketing side also being people of color, also being queer, neurodiverse, looking for that kind of content, and going out of their way to support it, we’re really behind a lot of that push on the bookshelves. But even if it wasn’t for that, I think it’s been swinging that way for a long time.”

        Although it has been swinging that way for a long time, the disparities still exist. They are especially visible in certain genres. In an analysis of close to two hundred African and African American children’s books, Nel located just seven fantasy stories, seven science fiction stories, and thirteen adventure stories. In contrast, sixty-six stories were realist, and fifty-eight stories had a historical focus.17 Despite the reality that readers from all backgrounds enjoy fantasy, science fiction, and adventure, stories about Africans and African Americans are often told through the lenses of slavery, civil rights, and other injustices. Of course, realistic literature with a historical focus is important. But imagination is important, too. As Ebony Elizabeth Thomas reflects in The Dark Fantastic: Race and the Imagination from Harry Potter to the Hunger Games, “When people of color seek passageways into the fantastic, we have often discovered that the doors are barred.”18 According to Nel, genre is the literary equivalent of Jim Crow.19

        While Bishop, who is regarded as the “mother of multicultural literature,”20 and her contemporaries, working in a tradition that dates back to Du Bois and The Brownies’ Book, have struggled to resolve problems of underrepresentation, whitewashing, gaywashing, and literary segregation for decades, their efforts were supported by the emergence of Twitter in 2006. In less than a decade, niche conversations about diversity in children’s and YA literature went mainstream. In part, this was due to movements such as #BlackLivesMatter and #YesAllWomen, which encouraged people to draw attention to other disparities in social life. In this context of hashtag activism, some of the Twitter interventions of those who read, write, edit, and publish children’s and YA literature went viral.

        For example, the hashtag #WeNeedDiverseBooks spread in 2014 after BookCon announced a superstar-author panel that had no women or people of color. By the end of the year, this hashtag evolved into the nonprofit organization, We Need Diverse Books (WNDB). Far from a fringe organization, WNDB’s partners now include Penguin Random House and the Scholastic Corporation. Other projects, such as the Stories for All Project, have been established in the past decade to promote books that are mirrors, windows, and sliding glass doors for children and YA readers.

        The senior decision-makers at the Big Five publishers now recognize the market for these books. According to one vice president I interviewed: “The truth is when books sell, we do more of the kinds of books that sell. It’s that crass. When you look at the New York Times bestseller list, it tells you a lot about what is happening. In the last five years, you will notice more bestsellers by BIPOC authors in all age categories. So many BIPOC authors. We just had a census. We know what the population of this country is going to be in the next five years, the next ten years, the next twenty years. It’s going to be heavily BIPOC, it’s going to be heavily Latino, and Asian. We want to sell to everyone. We got to be ready. We need to be publishing these books.” Another Big Five vice president, who has worked hard to acquire more diverse books, told me that they have “seen more changes in the past five years, than the previous twenty to twenty-five.”

        Publishers’ efforts have been supported by news outlets. In the past few years, the New York Times (“The Apartheid of Children’s Literature” and “Where Are the People of Color in Children’s Books?”), the Atlantic (“The Ongoing Problem of Race in Y.A.” and “Where is the Black Blueberries for Sal?”), the Washington Post (“Characters in Children’s Books Are Almost Always White” and “Just How Racist is Children’s Literature?”), Vox (“I Never Noticed How Racist So Many Children’s Books Are Until I Started Reading to My Kids” and “Diversity in Children’s Books Has Increased Exponentially Over the Past 10 Years”), HuffPost (“Children’s Books With Characters of Diverse Body Types” and “Kids Books Still Have A Lack-Of-Diversity Problem”), BuzzFeed (“What’s the Best Children’s Book About Gender Identity and Gender Expression You’ve Ever Read?” and “26 YA Authors on Diverse Representation in Publishing”), and other newspapers and magazines have published a deluge of sympathetic articles. Today, “diversity” is a watchword in discussions of literature written for children and young adults.

      
      
        Sensitivity

        At its core, diversity is concerned with how many authors and illustrators belong to underrepresented groups. It is also concerned with how many characters belong to underrepresented groups. Thus, children’s and YA literature will be more diverse if more books are written by African Americans and Asian Americans. It will also be more diverse if these books include more queer and Muslim characters. Some believe that the number of authors and characters should mirror the number of real Americans. If 2 percent of Americans are disabled Latinos, then 2 percent of books need to be written by and about disabled Latinos. The same logic extends to black women, Asian men, and so on.

        Whereas diversity is concerned with a quantitative problem, sensitivity is concerned with a qualitative problem. To come back to Bishop, when children and YA readers encounter literature that includes “distorted, negative, or laughable” representations of themselves, “they learn a powerful lesson about how they are devalued in the society in which they are a part.”21 When I interviewed one children’s author, who identifies as queer and trans, they spoke about their experience with distorted mirrors: “We’ve reached a point where it’s no longer kosher to say, ‘Oh, I think trans people are icky.’ Ten years ago, you could say that. Twenty years ago, it was expected and standard in the culture. I don’t know who I would be now if the first thousand times I had seen something queer or trans, it wasn’t a joke or an insult. Who knows who I would be if I’d had that positive reflection of myself. So, if I can provide that for other people, heck yeah, I’m going to do that.”

        A sensitivity reader I spoke to, who identifies as disabled, has also seen their reflection in distorted mirrors. In children’s and YA literature, and even in adult literature, identities are used as shortcuts to create characters who are laughed at by readers. They are used as shortcuts to create characters who are derided by readers. They are even used as shortcuts to create character arcs. For example: “I once read this romance novel where the hero was a very grumpy, Scrooge-like man who had a very negative attitude. And he used a cane. When he became a more positive and kind person, he didn’t need to use the cane anymore, because he was better due to being a better person.” When a disabled reader recurrently encounters these tropes in children’s, YA, and adult literature, it can feel like they are stuck in a house of mirrors at a carnival.

        The reflections can be frightening. Another sensitivity reader I spoke to described their experiences in the fun house of literature: “I work with publishing houses and, for the word choices, sometimes animalistic verbs or terms are used only for black characters. I’ve looked through the work. I’ve ‘control find, command find’ all of that. So I see, ‘snarled,’ ‘growled,’ ‘bore his canines,’ only for black characters, black males. It wasn’t a fantasy work. It was contemporary. Again, it was only used for black characters.’” This was just one of the redundant tropes this black sensitivity reader talked about. As they explained, the problem is compounded by the fact that there are relatively few mirrors for black readers to see themselves in.

        In a similar vein, when readers encounter distorted, negative, or laughable representations of people who are different from them, it can diminish their understanding and their tolerance. “The Negro enslaved by his inferiority, the white man enslaved by his superiority alike behave in accordance with a neurotic orientation,” wrote philosopher Frantz Fanon almost seventy-five years ago.22 The same is true for cis and trans people, queer and heterosexual people, disabled and able-bodied people, and other people enslaved by their inferiority, their superiority, or their ignorance of those who are different. At its best, literature supports the individual and interpersonal aims of multiculturalism. At its worst, it contributes to a neurotic orientation.

        A year after #WeNeedDiverseBooks, another hashtag altered the landscape of children’s and YA literature. First tweeted in 2015 by Corinne Duyvis, a YA author and cofounder of the website Disability in Kidlit, #OwnVoices aims to highlight “kidlit about diverse characters written by authors from that same diverse group.”23 In this respect, it harkens back to Du Bois’s idea of double consciousness, “this sense of always looking at one’s self through the eyes of others,”24 and his decision to center black authors in The Brownies’ Book. At any moment, one can see how popular the hashtag is on Twitter. It is used to promote books, authors, and events. On the most important websites for prospective authors—Manuscript Wish List, AgentQuery, Publisher’s Marketplace, and Literary-Agents.com—agents declare their commitment to Own Voices books.

        It is not just agents who want Own Voices books. As one editor at a Big Five publisher explained to me, “The hunger for it is coming from booksellers, and Amazon, and Costco. They’re asking for it, and we’re happy to publish it.” Even in advertorials written to increase sales, Own Voices has left its mark. If people visit the Barnes & Noble website, they will find articles such as “25 of Our Most Anticipated #OwnVoices YA Books of 2019” and “14 of Our Most Anticipated OwnVoices YA Books of 2018: July to December.” Bookshop.org, which supports local bookshops through online sales, has an “Own Voices Books” page to guide customers. For their part, publishers reinforce the sales drive with their own advertorials. On HarperCollins’s website, “3 Reasons Why #OwnVoices Books Matter” might not read like another piece of advertising copy written to meet this publisher’s bottom line, but it serves the same function. If #OwnVoices Books Matter, just like #BlackLives Matter, then readers have a moral responsibility to click their “Add to Cart” button.

        At magazines, the Own Voices movement has reshaped review policies. In 2017, Kirkus Reviews announced: “Because there is no substitute for lived experience, as much as possible books with diverse subject matter and protagonists are assigned to ‘own voices’ reviewers, to identify both those books that resonate most with cultural insiders and those books that fall short.”25 In addition to these insiders, Kirkus now checks its reviews against websites such as Disability in Kidlit, Latinxs in Kid Lit, and American Indians in Children’s Literature. Around the same time, Kirkus also started “identifying characters in children’s and teen books by identity and/or race—all the time.”26

        In the Sensitivity Era, people hire sensitivity readers. As author Marjorie Ingall explains, “Sensitivity readers (other, better terms include ‘expert readers’ and ‘authenticity readers’) are representatives of an oft-marginalized group who try to ensure that the portrayal of the group—be it Jews, people of color, LGBTQ people, or people with physical disabilities and mental-health issues—is not dimwitted.”27 To be authentic, a sensitivity reader must share an identity with an author’s fictional character. For example, a heterosexual Chinese American author who plans to write a story about a gay Native American character should hire a gay Native American sensitivity reader.28 If they do not hire this reader, their depiction might be “dimwitted.”

        In the words of one agent I spoke to, “Sensitivity reads are definitely something that have been happening more and more, especially if it’s a white author. I use them mostly in the context of having publishers seek them out. I mean, they’re helpful. Readers caught things I don’t think I would have been aware of, that my authors certainly weren’t aware of, that the editor wasn’t aware of. It’s helpful to get that kind of extra set of eyes, coming from a perspective you don’t share or wouldn’t have access to.” Another adds: “I work with sensitivity readers. Sometimes the author will hire sensitivity readers before I submit their book to publishers. I have seen it happen before the book is sold, and then the publisher hires sensitivity readers once it’s been acquired. The best sensitivity readers are of the identity you’re getting a sensitivity read for, and they’re very familiar with that area of the book market. For example, they’re well read in middle-grade fiction about queer characters. Generally, I don’t think they can hurt.”

        “We are calling on self-defined authenticity readers,” explains one editor I interviewed, “whereas a couple of years ago we probably would have just relied on our good intentions and research. Now, we really do make every effort to be as sensitive as possible. If a person can be a good set of eyes for, say, Filipino American queer—sometimes they get very, very granular—that’s amazing. Then you as an editor, an author, are not trying to find your way.”

        Sensitivity readers share this perspective. One sensitivity reader I spoke to, who has been doing these readings since 2016, recalled a particularly memorable moment with a publisher who asked for her help:

        
          The picture book wasn’t deliberately bad. That was the worst thing. You could tell it was just someone who didn’t quite understand. It’s like, okay, but you’d still offend lots of people. So I had to be really honest and say, “I’m really sorry.” I didn’t quite say, “I can’t give you a rubber stamp.” But I said, “I can’t pass it up.” I thought they were going to go away and be angry, but a few months later, they came back and said, “We want to talk to you again.” They had scrapped it. They came back with sketches. Because obviously they didn’t want to do illustrations, again.

          The book was amazing. They had taken everything I said and revised it. They really had taken the text apart. They had taken the pictures apart. It was fantastic. It was the kind of moment where—because, again, it was meant for really young kids because it was a picture book—you just wouldn’t have to worry. They wouldn’t take anything negative away. It’s that kind of reward of knowing that loads of little kids are going to have a great time and have a great book. It’s knowing that even though it can be painful sometimes to do, you’ve helped an author and helped the people who read it, I guess.

        

        #SensitivityReader does not appear on Twitter until 2016, the same year YA author Justina Ireland built a database of sensitivity readers.29 Like #WeNeedDiverseBooks and #OwnVoices, it is now a hashtag that one finds all over Twitter. Most often, it is used by authors who need sensitivity readers or sensitivity readers who need work. Typical examples include the following: “Friendly reminder that I’m a sensitivity reader for the following things: trans (FtM) issues, ADHD, anxiety, depression, and fibromyalgia (chronic pain/fatigue)” and “Looking for a #SensitivityReader to read a spec fic short story (about 3500 words) featuring a trans side character. I want to make sure I’m not being a huge, ignorant jerk.”30 In the first tweet and the responses to the second, people who share identities with fictional characters are regarded as experts.

        Just as #WeNeedDiverseBooks and #OwnVoices has influenced the acquisition practices of agents and editors in children’s and YA literature, #SensitivityReader has had effects outside Twitter. On the supply side, there are a growing number of private companies that provide sensitivity readers. For example, Salt & Sage Books has a coalition of readers who consult authors on issues as different as African American culture, fatness, familial homophobia, conception via sperm donation, rural queer experience, Chinese American culture, furry fandom, interracial relationships, contemporary Jewish culture, mental abuse by a parent, traveling while black, Hinduism, ableist physician experiences, Iroquois culture, men who survive rape, LGBTQIA2+ representation, and witchcraft.31 These sensitivity readers exist alongside a mass of independent sensitivity readers who sell their services on Twitter.

        On the demand side, some agents and publishers now require their children’s and YA authors to consult sensitivity readers. As a case in point, Riptide Publishing “now requires authors writing outside their own identities to have their manuscripts reviewed by a sensitivity reader before it will accept them, submits all such manuscripts itself to a second sensitivity reader, and has promised to distribute a formal sensitivity guide amongst all of its staff and authors.”32 Likewise, “Kokila, a brand new children’s imprint within Penguin Random House that focuses on ‘stories for and from marginalized communities,’ plans on sensitivity readers for all its books.”33 At other publishing houses, sensitivity readers are as close to required as one can get. Alexandra Alter, a New York Times journalist who covers publishing, explains that “in children’s publishing, where there’s a huge demand for diverse books, sensitivity readers have practically become a routine part of the editing process”34

        In short, the Sensitivity Era is not just an era marked by the quantitative problem of too many white men on BookCon panels and not enough differently abled, plus size, and Indigenous characters in children’s and YA books. The era is also marked by the qualitative problem of representation. As David Levithan, vice president and publisher of Scholastic, reflects, “There is a newfound fervor in children’s publishing to be authentic and get the story right.”35 This fervor has generated a milieu of authors, agents, editors, publishers, reviewers, and readers who want to remove all material deemed insensitive from literature written for young people and, increasingly, literature written for adults.

      
      
        Essentialism

        Just as there is a conceptual difference between diversity and sensitivity, there is a conceptual difference between sensitivity and essentialism. For example, a sensitive reader can criticize a picture book that inaccurately portrays the civil rights movement. They can also criticize a YA novel that represents African Americans as buffoons with low IQs. At the same time, this sensitive reader might not believe that a book about African Americans needs to be written by an African American author. They also might not believe that a white author needs to hire an African American sensitivity reader before, during, or after they write their book. A reader can value diverse characters and sensitive descriptions without essentializing the relationship between identity and well-written literature.36

        However, as the previous section argues, the Sensitivity Era treats identity as the precondition for well-written literature. In this respect, it is not just the editors at Kirkus Reviews who believe that there is “no substitute for lived experience.” It is also the editors at Big Five and independent publishers, the agents at major and minor literary agencies, and the thousands of readers on social media who celebrate lived experience as the sine qua non of literature. For these people, who are active in the hashtag communities of #KidLit, #YATwitter, and #OwnVoices, sensitivity readers are indispensable. And, as author Jane C. Hu puts it, “In finding the right sensitivity readers for your project, identity is paramount.”37

        The essentialist link between identity and an “authentic” perspective is premised on the idea that hundreds, thousands, and, in some cases, millions of people are bound together by their identities. As political scientist Adolph Reed Jr. describes the situation in respect to African Americans, there is a “disposition to view Afro-American life as simultaneously opaque to those outside it (thus the need for black interpreters and line-bearers) and smoothly organic (with exceptions made for the odd, inauthentic ‘sellout’ leaders).”38 When Dhonielle Clayton, a COO at WNDB and a black sensitivity reader, claims to offer a targeted editorial read for “the black American experience,” she is performing the role of Reed Jr.’s black interpreter.39

        Although Clayton, who is perhaps the most well-known sensitivity reader (everyone from the New York Times to the Washington Post has interviewed her), does not proclaim that the black American experience is opaque and organic, the ascendence of sensitivity readers like her depends on the idea that it is. Or, at least, it depends on the idea that black Americans share enough experiences to constitute what a black sensitivity reader for Tessera Editorial calls “the Black/African-American culture.” Otherwise, sensitivity readers would not be celebrated as “cultural ambassadors.”40 They would be treated as individuals who could not possibly represent the divergent and often irreconcilable experiences, values, perspectives, and interests of millions of people whom they have never met. In the words of Brittany Talissa King, a black journalist, “There isn’t a narrative, one black narrative—there’s 40 million.”41

        Intersectional thinkers have long criticized the idea of racial homogeneity. For example, many feminists point out that “the black experience” misses the distinct experiences of gay black men, black women, black trans “folx,” and other black people. But even an intersectional alternative to “the black experience”—for example, “the gay black experience”—is itself a reduction. Gay black men are not bound together by a culture. Neither are trans black women. The same is true for other combinations of identities. The belief that a writer can circumvent essentialism by talking to someone who has a few more identities in sync with their fictional character is not so much a departure from essentialism as it is a more layered version of essentialism.

        Historically, the turn toward racial culture was accompanied by the turn away from racial science as the rationale for black incarceration, unemployment, and other social problems.42 Throughout the twentieth century, more than a few black leaders emerged to translate “the black American experience” and “the black/African American culture” for white audiences. Their translations fueled attacks on the welfare state and its beneficiaries, infamously personified by caricatures like the “welfare queen.” A similar game of cultural spokesmanship haunts the histories of other minority groups in the United States. Despite their differences, the reactionary interventions of the past and the diverse and sensitive interventions of the present coalesce around the self-described “cultural ambassador” who, unlike a real ambassador, no one appointed to speak on their behalf.

        To be sure, “black American culture” is never defined by those who hinge their services on it. In the same vein, one does not find definitions of “Asian American culture,” “half-Asian culture,” “queer culture,” and so on when one peruses the areas of expertise listed on Salt & Sage Books, Tessera Editorial, Quiethouse Editing, and other websites that advertise the services of sensitivity readers. As sociologist Karen E. Fields and historian Barbara J. Fields, two self-described Afro-Americans, reflect in Racecraft: The Soul of Inequality in American Life: “No matter how slipshod the definition of culture, no one can seriously assert that one culture unites those whom American usage identifies without hesitation as one race.”43 Though, as the era suggests, people do purport to be ambassadors for cultures bounded by race, sexuality, and other constructs.

        Understandably, African American sociologists, historians, political scientists, psychologists, legal scholars, literary critics, and activists on the left have been some of the most passionate critics of essentialism. For African American literary critic Kenneth W. Warren, the assumption of a shared race-group interest, which was at least more plausible during the Jim Crow era, is even less plausible “at a time when the grounds for asserting black identity and black solidarity are even more tenuous.”44 Vis-à-vis decades of scholarship and activism, sensitivity readers give the impression that the grounds for asserting racial identity, solidarity, and a shared understanding of the world have never been stronger. The same holds true for other identities.

        In the process, they perpetuate the idea that there are “authentic” and “inauthentic” ways to be black, gay, trans, and so on. In fact, their job is to distinguish “authentic” stories of identitarian experience from those that are “inauthentic.” As Touré F. Reed, another African American historian on the left, reflects: “I’ve had nearly four decades of experience with the creepy essentialist language of ‘racial authenticity.’ . . . The sensibilities that fuel the quest for racial authenticity pose real threats not just to the mental health of black and brown people. They pose a threat to democracy itself. I suppose the damaging consequences associated with this kind of racial essentialism are most obvious, though, if you call the baseline problem what it is: an embrace of racist stereotyping, albeit by another name.”45

        When “racial authenticity” is not called by its real name, then stories that do not fit the mold of whatever “authentic” happens to be at any given moment have to be rewritten. Consider this author of color’s confusion: “Whenever I write non-white characters, I get a lot of comments about how they’re not ‘accurate’ representations. I’m not white and write people of my own race.”46 If this author wanted to follow the lead of Reed and other progressives, they might ask literary agents, editors, and publishers to abandon the idea of racial authenticity. In the words
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