
 

Six Dr. Seuss Titles Retired By Author's Estate; Critics Cry Foul 
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In the News 

On March 2, the birthday of Theodor Seuss Geisel, better known as Dr. Seuss, the company 

which manages his literary works, Dr. Seuss Enterprises (DSE), announced the discontinuation 

of publication of six of his books.  

The six books, introduced between 1937 and 1976, which include And to Think That I Saw It on 

Mulberry Street, the first book Geisel wrote under the pen name Dr. Seuss,and five lesser-known 

works, "portray people in ways that are hurtful and wrong," DSE explained. The company stated 

that the decision "is only part of our commitment and our broader plan to ensure Dr. Seuss 

Enterprises's catalog represents and supports all communities and families." 

Philip Nel, author of Dr. Seuss: American Icon and Was The Cat in the Hat Black? The Hidden 

Racism of Children's Literature and the Need for Diverse Books, said "Dr. Seuss Enterprises has 

made a moral decision of choosing not to profit from work with racist caricature in it, and they 

have taken responsibility for the art they are putting into the world." Nel described the decision 

by DSE as a "product recall" rather than an example of "cancel culture," book banning or 

censorship, as some conservative figures have characterized it. House Minority Leader Kevin 

McCarthy alleged, without evidence, that the Democrats were trying to "outlaw" Dr. Seuss. 

Every day, publishers delete titles that are not selling from their catalogues. Had the six books 

DSE announced it would no longer publish been written by a lesser-known, less popular author, 

it's unlikely that it would have made the news.  

"[The books are] not going to disappear," Nel said. "It's just a decision to no longer sell them."  

If the controversy leads "people to re-evaluate the legacy of Dr. Seuss," Nel asserted, that would 

be a good thing, in his opinion. "There are parts of his legacy one should honor," he added, "and 

parts of his legacy that one should not." 

Geisel's early work in advertising contains insensitive, racist and anti-Semitic caricatures and 

harmful stereotypes, including black boxers as gorillas, Jewish characters as stingy, and Asian 

figures with slanted eyes. Critics of his children's books have long seen images that portray white 

males in pervasive, dominant positions while non-white characters, when present, are often 

depicted in demeaning, derogatory ways.  

Geisel's work seems to indicate that his views were sometimes conflicting, sometimes evolving. 

While Geisel urged Americans to take the rising threat of Nazi Germany seriously, he published 

a political cartoon after the 1941 attack on Pearl Harbor showing a horde of Japanese-Americans 

marching from Washington State down the West Coast to California, where they lined up to pick 



up packages of TNT; the caption indicated they were disloyal citizens "waiting for the signal 

from home."  

Yet after World War II, Seuss traveled to Japan, where he was deeply moved by school children 

who longed to create a better, more beautiful world. Convinced that their voices needed to be 

heard, he wrote Horton Hears a Who! about the importance of listening to the voices of the 

seemingly small and insignificant, and the often ignored among us. Later, he created the anti-

caste classic, The Sneetches, which revealed the folly of judging others based on external factors 

such as whether or not creatures had stars on their bellies. Other notable Seuss classics with 

strong ethical messages include The Lorax, about caring for the planet.  

Three decades after Geisel's death, he is still the world's top-selling author of books for children, 

which have sold 700+ million copies globally. In the wake of DSE's announcement, orders for 

Dr. Seuss classics shot up. 

More on this story can be found at these links: 

6 Dr. Seuss Books Won't Be Published Anymore Because They Portray People in 'Hurtful and 

Wrong' Ways. CNN 
'It's a Moral Decision': Dr Seuss Books Are Being 'Recalled' Not Cancelled, Expert Says. The 

Guardian 
Here Are the 'Wrong' Illustrations That Got Six Dr. Seuss Books Cancelled. National Post 
Dr. Seuss Books Are Pulled, and a 'Cancel Culture' Controversy Erupts. The New York Times 
Ethics and the Cancel Culture. Ethics Sage 

Applying the News Story  

The reaction to DSE's decision to take six Dr. Seuss titles out of publication raises the issue of 

what constitutes "cancel culture." How is it to be defined? 

Is it firing someone for their behavior or views which you or others consider problematic? Is it 

boycotting a brand, choosing not to buy a product or service because you believe a company's 

labor practices are discriminatory, racist, or sexist? Is it bashing someone for having the courage 

of their convictions and for using their voice to speak up for those who cannot speak for 

themselves? Is it threatening to shun or punish people for their culture or their views? 

Are legal repercussions, shifts in public opinion, free market forces, or negative consequences 

for a person's words or behavior examples of punitive cancel culture, or legitimate accountability 

at work?  

How do we look at Bible passages, biblical figures and old hymns that used to be all the rage but 

that now seem out of step with our current values? 

These are just a few of the questions raised by the news of the day. 

The Big Questions 
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1. Is "cancel culture" real, and if so, how would you define it? 

2. What is the difference, if any, between "canceling" a person, a cultural icon or an aspect of 

culture, vindictive judgmentalism, and holding ourselves and others accountable for what we 

promote and what we denigrate? 

3. How should we handle mixed legacies of biblical, historical and contemporary figures? 

4. How important is it to review the literature children consume? What guidelines should be used 

to evaluate what literature to introduce to children? Who, if anyone, should determine the content 

of those guidelines: parents, educators, government officials, church leaders or some other 

entity? 

5. What guidance, if any, should the church provide to people concerned about what has been 

called cancel culture? 

Confronting the News With Scripture and Hope 

Here are some Bible verses to guide your discussion: 

Matthew 5:21-24 

[Jesus said,] "You have heard that it was said to those of ancient times, 'You shall not murder'; 

and 'whoever murders shall be liable to judgment.' But I say to you that if you are angry with a 

brother or sister, you will be liable to judgment; and if you insult a brother or sister, you will be 

liable to the council; and if you say, 'You fool,' you will be liable to the hell of fire. So when you 

are offering your gift at the altar, if you remember that your brother or sister has something 

against you, leave your gift there before the altar and go; first be reconciled to your brother or 

sister, and then come and offer your gift." (For context, read 5:21-28, 31-45.) 

In this passage, Jesus uses the phrase, "You have heard that it was said, … But I say to you," six 

times. Each time, he raises a topic of concern in ancient times: murder, adultery, divorce, lying 

(swearing falsely), revenge and hatred of enemies. In each case, he begins with beliefs that were 

generally accepted in the culture, but then he challenges those beliefs, upping the ante by calling 

for higher ethical standards and moral behavior. 

If someone is deeply offended by what you have done to them, Jesus says, you have a duty to 

stop and try to repair the damage. That's what the Seuss folks, we think, may have been trying to 

do when they discontinued publication of the six Seuss titles in question. Perhaps the action 

taken by DSE, whatever the company's motivation, could challenge us to ask ourselves whether 

someone has something against us that hinders our ability to give our best gifts to God. 

Questions: How should we interpret this passage? As a model for us to follow that gives us 

license to question and re-evaluate accepted cultural and religious norms? As primarily a sign 

that Jesus has greater authority than prior teachers, and that his teachings supersede all others? 

Or some other way?  



John 8:7, 9-11 

When they kept on questioning him, he straightened up and said to them, "Let anyone among 
you who is without sin be the first to throw a stone at her." ...  When they heard it, they went 
away, one by one, beginning with the elders; and Jesus was left alone with the woman standing 
before him. Jesus straightened up and said to her, "Woman, where are they? Has no one 
condemned you?" She said, "No one, sir." And Jesus said, "Neither do I condemn you. Go your 
way, and from now on do not sin again." (For context, read 8:2-11.) 

Early in the morning, when Jesus was teaching the people in the temple, the scribes and the 

Pharisees brought a woman to him who had been caught in the act of adultery (vv. 2-4). They 

raised the issue of the Mosaic law, which said that such women were to be stoned; but what did 

Jesus have to say about it (v. 5)? 

At first, Jesus didn't answer. John tells us that the men who posed the question wanted to put 

Jesus in a no-win situation, so that they could charge him with some offense to discredit him (v. 

6). In other words, if he said the woman should go free without punishment, he could be accused 

of being "soft on crime" and against law and order. If he told them to go ahead and stone the 

offender, he might be seen as lacking in compassion and mercy. Either way, in the court of 

public opinion, he would probably lose support. 

So instead of telling the questioners his opinion about whether such a woman should be stoned, 

Jesus passed the issue back to them and whether they were qualified to judge her: Were they 

themselves sinless? If not, they were unqualified to execute her. 

And even though Jesus was qualified to judge her, by the standard of sinlessness, according to 

Hebrews 4:15, he declined to condemn her. Instead, he pointed her in the direction of a life 

transformed by God's mercy and grace.  

Question: How does this incident speak to the issue of what is called cancel culture today?  

Romans 14:4, 10-13 

Who are you to pass judgment on servants of another? It is before their own lord that they stand 

or fall. And they will be upheld, for the Lord is able to make them stand. ... Why do you pass 

judgment on your brother or sister? Or you, why do you despise your brother or sister? For we 

will all stand before the judgment seat of God. For it is written, 

"As I live, says the Lord, every knee shall bow to me, 

    and every tongue shall give praise to God." 

So then, each of us will be accountable to God. 

Let us therefore no longer pass judgment on one another, but resolve instead never to put a 

stumbling block or hindrance in the way of another. (For context, read 14:1-13.) 

Paul is writing to the Romans about an issue far removed from our own culture, that was 

nonetheless of great concern to those who were disciples of Jesus in his day: whether they should 

follow a particular diet. While we need not concern ourselves with the specifics of the different 

opinions surrounding the issue, the principles Paul outlines in this chapter are universal: We are 

all servants of the Lord, and it is to God we are all accountable.  



Questions: In what venues do people pass judgment on other people today? What, if anything, 

gives a person the right to pass judgment on someone else?  

Why might we want to judge someone else and find them wanting? What might we get out of 

finding fault with someone else?  

What is the relationship between passing judgment on others and 1) despising them, 2) putting a 

stumbling block or hindrance in the way of other people and 3) sidestepping or diverting 

attention from our own shortcomings? 

Acts 19:19, 36  
A number of those who practiced magic collected their books and burned them publicly; when 
the value of these books was calculated, it was found to come to fifty thousand silver coins. … 
[The town clerk told the crowd,] "you ought to be quiet and do nothing rash." (For context, read 

19:11-20, 23-41.) 

God did many extraordinary miracles through Paul in Ephesus, resulting in people turning to 

Christ and honoring his name (vv. 11-18). Some of the converts who had practiced magic burned 

their books, which were probably rare and expensive. But by disposing of them the way they did, 

they rid themselves of the temptation to return to the books in moments of weakness. They also 

did not profit from the sale of the books to others. Burning the books therefore cost them 

something. 

But to the Ephesians who made their living from making shrines to the goddess Artemis, the 

book-burning amounted to a kind of "cancel culture" that threatened their business and livelihood 

(vv. 23-27). The people became enraged and confused, and the city nearly erupted in a riot (vv. 

28-32). Only the quick thinking and calming voice of the town clerk settled the crowd down and 

averted violence. He urged the crowd to let anyone who had a complaint against anyone go 

through the courts to resolve the issue (vv. 35-41). 

Questions: Compare and contrast this incident with the decision of DSE to discontinue 

publication of the six Seuss titles.  

Did the book-burners in the Acts 19 incident have the right to destroy their books? Why or why 

not? What do you think burning the books represented to them? What difference might it have 

made if Paul and his coworkers had been the ones to burn the books?  

Who in our culture might serve as a calming influence on people worried about "cancel culture," 

the way the town clerk functioned in Acts 19? 

For Further Discussion 

1. Respond to this in "In Our House, Dr. Seuss Was Contraband," by Michael Herriot, a senior 

writer at The Root: "The issue [of how people are depicted in children's literature] matters 

because the images children see and the words they hear are small but important parts of the 

person they eventually become."  
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2. Should an author's works be posthumously curated to reflect evolving social attitudes, and if 

so, who should do it, and how should that be done? What should be preserved as part of our 

cultural record? 

3. Is cancel culture good for society? Why or why not? 

4. How can you interact productively with someone who has said or done something you find 

offensive? How do you respond to someone with whom you disagree? How do you avoid 

looking for and hoping for reasons to be offended?   

5. Does cancel culture silence different opinions or allow more opinions to be heard? Explain 

your answer and give examples if possible. 

6. Respond to this, from a TWW team member: "One root of cancel culture is the suppression of 

the positive value of free speech. canceling is inherently oppressive and despotic -- which is one 

reason why cancellers paint themselves as so morally upright, infallible in their judgment, and 

superior to others.  It is good to point out the self-righteousness involved in canceling." 

7. Ethicist Steven Mintz asks: "Is it right to target a person with whom you disagree and use the 

internet to express your outrage, get people fired, or pushed out of certain circles?" Explain your 

answer. 

8. TWW team member Frank Ramirez wrote: "I'm sure most of us have said things or done 

things for which we'd like a do-over." Reflect on moments or cringeworthy things you've said or 

done that you'd like to take back. What parts of your own life would you like "to take out of 

circulation"? 

9. Reflect on this, from freelance writer, Sarah Hagi: "I write frequently about racism and 

Islamophobia and have received more death threats, calls for my firing and racist insults than I 

can keep track of. But when people who believe cancel culture is a problem speak out about its 

supposed silencing effect, I know they're not talking about those attacks. When they throw 

around terms like 'cancel culture' to silence me instead of reckoning with the reasons I might find 

certain actions or jokes dehumanizing, I'm led to one conclusion: they'd prefer I was powerless 

against my own oppression." 

10. For one presentation on cancel culture from a youth perspective, check out "Cancel Culture 

through the Eyes of our Youth 9.27.20 - Rev. Paul Rock, Rev. Geneva McAuley & Second 

Youth (27:25 Video)." 

Responding to the News 

1. As a group, develop a list of factors caregivers and teachers of children might use to help them 

decide what literature is appropriate to introduce to children.  

http://url6748.thewiredword.com/ls/click?upn=FXq18njYKHucetmqt-2BDlq2zejr-2BuU7PXjfXrgs8-2FEjF3NehaGBLxmThq3TiJqrLiwMgK_xFlEjc4PCNwrTuEmCuyNNTXLRsT2er883eh6cQyRehj2ULvA-2FYY-2FJBM9sEgbfHDExlHAI5bFMSOOP8RfrZD38dBk-2FxdI-2FiLMvdt3OMmrDFjrLgIkmzNqA0kHG1p-2BGB-2BE0sMCTqo89rkmWlR1SFhZACI3u8480H1ykqQHTAAuvt2TeyCTxa37yNVp8PPi4fsQrXQpK0FZLYy8w1-2F7k3jzTn2szF1ZmZSgmZ4Phg0UcfrJ6HMC3xGfHFdaio1h2QqzmQFJM-2FX9WLvgesZ0WLm4RrO1YqV7Tg2F4AEnOGcNkVfUPQ0IlgV8T3CRZGFBM6A0kkwHL9wcqMH1dn5uJMCeR9uy-2Bsg7MYirV3ejQi1EyMC2BGxkI2Mc-2ByJF1Yt1bbHOlmzc39B8UFC09HbqFLMjyHzNSquTjX1OzymRFJpvOmgacnbQrd3gi9MXjIQQCvMEtFaKxoWrfRlqRaTPID9TBG-2BVZQODT3eAlZGBAgWft8SHilXgM7LX4GxVcQ3uwYK7
http://url6748.thewiredword.com/ls/click?upn=FXq18njYKHucetmqt-2BDlq2zejr-2BuU7PXjfXrgs8-2FEjF3NehaGBLxmThq3TiJqrLiwMgK_xFlEjc4PCNwrTuEmCuyNNTXLRsT2er883eh6cQyRehj2ULvA-2FYY-2FJBM9sEgbfHDExlHAI5bFMSOOP8RfrZD38dBk-2FxdI-2FiLMvdt3OMmrDFjrLgIkmzNqA0kHG1p-2BGB-2BE0sMCTqo89rkmWlR1SFhZACI3u8480H1ykqQHTAAuvt2TeyCTxa37yNVp8PPi4fsQrXQpK0FZLYy8w1-2F7k3jzTn2szF1ZmZSgmZ4Phg0UcfrJ6HMC3xGfHFdaio1h2QqzmQFJM-2FX9WLvgesZ0WLm4RrO1YqV7Tg2F4AEnOGcNkVfUPQ0IlgV8T3CRZGFBM6A0kkwHL9wcqMH1dn5uJMCeR9uy-2Bsg7MYirV3ejQi1EyMC2BGxkI2Mc-2ByJF1Yt1bbHOlmzc39B8UFC09HbqFLMjyHzNSquTjX1OzymRFJpvOmgacnbQrd3gi9MXjIQQCvMEtFaKxoWrfRlqRaTPID9TBG-2BVZQODT3eAlZGBAgWft8SHilXgM7LX4GxVcQ3uwYK7
http://url6748.thewiredword.com/ls/click?upn=FXq18njYKHucetmqt-2BDlq2zejr-2BuU7PXjfXrgs8-2FEjF3NehaGBLxmThq3TiJqrLiwMgK_xFlEjc4PCNwrTuEmCuyNNTXLRsT2er883eh6cQyRehj2ULvA-2FYY-2FJBM9sEgbfHDExlHAI5bFMSOOP8RfrZD38dBk-2FxdI-2FiLMvdt3OMmrDFjrLgIkmzNqA0kHG1p-2BGB-2BE0sMCTqo89rkmWlR1SFhZACI3u8480H1ykqQHTAAuvt2TeyCTxa37yNVp8PPi4fsQrXQpK0FZLYy8w1-2F7k3jzTn2szF1ZmZSgmZ4Phg0UcfrJ6HMC3xGfHFdaio1h2QqzmQFJM-2FX9WLvgesZ0WLm4RrO1YqV7Tg2F4AEnOGcNkVfUPQ0IlgV8T3CRZGFBM6A0kkwHL9wcqMH1dn5uJMCeR9uy-2Bsg7MYirV3ejQi1EyMC2BGxkI2Mc-2ByJF1Yt1bbHOlmzc39B8UFC09HbqFLMjyHzNSquTjX1OzymRFJpvOmgacnbQrd3gi9MXjIQQCvMEtFaKxoWrfRlqRaTPID9TBG-2BVZQODT3eAlZGBAgWft8SHilXgM7LX4GxVcQ3uwYK7


2. Ask God to reveal any of your own behavior that has caused offense to another, and, as far as 

it is possible with you, seek to make it right with the other party, so you can offer your gifts to 

God with a clear conscience. 

Prayer 

O God who knows the heart of every person, and who always judges justly, help us to remember 

that it is your prerogative, not ours, to judge people. You have commanded us to love one 

another, which is enough of a challenge. Give us wisdom to let go of our need to control and 

condemn others to make ourselves feel good about ourselves. Instead, fill our hearts with 

compassion and our minds with understanding, that we may trust you to weigh the deeds of 

others with justice, so that we may be free of vindictiveness, and free to love others as you have 

loved us. In Jesus' name. Amen. 
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