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FOR AS LONG AS there have been books,
there have been censors who have tried to
keep them away from other people. Today
these efforts run the gamut from outright
bans to limiting a book’s availability by get-

ting it removed from library shelves or cut
from classroom syllabuses. The American
Library Association publishes lists of the
most frequently banned and challenged
books, which, revealingly, contain mostly
children’s and young adult titles.

“You Can’t Say That,” a collection of in-
terviews conducted by the children’s liter-
ature expert Leonard S. Marcus, offers an
antidote to the censors, elevating the
voices of 13 authors whose books for kids
have been challenged. Marcus probes not
just what made these works controversial,
but also the life paths that led the writers to
pursue their subjects, and how they re-
acted to campaigns to muzzle their work —
all of which are sure to interest their young
fans, as well as students of free speech.

Marcus talks with Dav Pilkey, whose
Captain Underpants series routinely tops
banned books lists, for reasons ranging
from fart jokes to the depiction of a family
with two fathers, and with Matt de la Peña,
whose novel “Mexican Whiteboy” was
caught in the cross hairs of a political tussle
over a Mexican American studies program
in Tucson’s public school system. To read
these writers sharing their reasons for
broaching delicate topics is to realize that
the fights over their books are fundamen-
tal struggles over how we are raising and
educating new generations.

While few of the authors Marcus inter-
views expected to be censored, nearly all

were consciously pushing boundaries by
sharing perspectives that had been out-
side the reach of most children. Robie H.
Harris, best known for “It’s Perfectly Nor-
mal,” a nonfiction work about puberty and
sex, was warned that by offering explicit
factual information to kids she would ruin
her career. She forged ahead, determined
to provide children with answers to impor-
tant questions that most adults in their
lives would rather not discuss. While Har-
ris recounts feeling “terrible” for the li-
brarians and booksellers who received
physical threats after making her books
available, she takes heart in the story of a

young girl who reported being abused by
her father after learning from Harris that
that behavior is not normal at all.

Angie Thomas, the author of “The Hate
U Give,” found her hit book on the A.L.A.’s
Top 10 list two years in a row. Often the rea-
son given was the book’s expletives, but
Thomas believes its subject matter — the
killing of an unarmed Black teenager by a
white police officer — was what led the
school district to call it “filth.” The experi-
ence of hearing from children and parents
deprived of a book they wanted to read
prompted Thomas to take up the subject of
censorship in her second novel, “On the
Come Up,” which portrays rap music as
both a way to express subversive ideas and
a target for those seeking to clamp down
on unpopular points of view.

Marcus’s interviews spotlight what is at
stake when books are challenged. Authors
can be thwarted in conveying their most
pressing insights. Vulnerable readers can
be denied information that may help them
make sense of their lives, feel less alone or
ask for help. Attempts to ban works of liter-
ature offer a potent reminder in a digital
age of just how much books still matter. 0
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When Books Are Banned
Thirteen authors whose works for kids have been censored share their stories.

IN 2017, women took to the streets in record
numbers. The Women’s March, held the
day after Donald Trump’s inauguration,
was the largest single-day protest in the
United States, and an international call to
arms against misogyny and sexism. This

resurgence of feminism raised pertinent
questions: Who gets to be a feminist and
what does it mean to be a feminist today?

Jamia Wilson’s accessible primer, “This
Book Is Feminist,” frames the movement
as enlightened collective consciousness.

Wilson, executive editor at Random House
and the former director of the Feminist
Press, treats feminism as a living, breath-
ing, malleable entity that holds the key to
dismantling systemic oppression and in-
justice.

For her, there is no feminism without in-
tersectionality. Coined in 1989 by Kimberlé
Crenshaw, the term, as defined by Wilson,
describes “the interconnected nature of so-
cial categorizations, such as race, class and
gender, as they apply to an individual or
group, creating overlapping systems of
discrimination.”

Wilson’s 15 short chapters, tailor-made
for young attention spans, thoughtfully ex-
amine the roots of the feminist movement.
Many begin with quotations and feature
Aurélia Durand’s bright portraits of activ-
ists, from Mary Wollstonecraft to Marsha
P. Johnson and Malala Yousafzai. Statistics
show the disparities that impact women
across nationalities, class, race, ability and
sexual identity. Journal prompts encour-
age introspection, and notes and a glossa-
ry at the back aid information retention.
Wilson unravels the notion that feminism
is “single-issue” advocacy. Her vision of it
eschews borders and gatekeepers.

Who has power? Who creates the rules?
These questions serve as touchstones
throughout. If knowledge is a form of
power, Wilson argues, then power is speak-
ing truth without fear.

Wilson’s personal experiences and past
struggles with ableism, racism, misogyny
and colorism further illustrate the com-
plexities of identity. A chapter on health
makes the case for power as “bodily auton-
omy.” Wilson, who was born with a con-
genital cataract, stresses how feminism,
like disability, is misunderstood and
wrongfully stigmatized. Stigmas enforce
systemic injustice; in order to push the
needle forward we sometimes have to re-
tool outdated patterns of thinking, includ-
ing beliefs we regard as unbreachable.

A few chapters later, Wilson chronicles
her relationship with her hair as an African
American woman. After years of trying to
conform to harmful social and cultural
norms, she embraces her natural hair. Du-
rand’s illustrated timeline highlights piv-
otal moments in Wilson’s journey to locs,
which ends with self-acceptance and pride.
These moments of raw honesty will surely
connect with young readers. As a Black
and Asian woman who also wasted years

battling her natural hair, I saw myself in
Wilson’s hard-earned revelations.

Fannie Lou Hamer once said, “Nobody’s
free until everybody’s free.” Wilson’s opti-
mistic view of feminism is based on the
tenet of liberation for all, placing margin-
alized communities front and center. This
foundational work endorses equity over
equality, solidarity over performative ally-
ship. But there is no one “right” way to be a
feminist. As its history shows, sometimes
the movement’s foremothers reinforced
chains rather than breaking them. Yet if we
commit to collective activism and inclusive
organization, we have the chance to slay
Goliaths. 0
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‘Not Your Mama’s Feminism’
The former director of the Feminist Press sees a movement without borders, and talks about her hair.
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