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Offensive literature?
Cicely Palser Havely explores times your 
reading might have offended you, and 
how you should respond as a reader

Have you ever felt personally hurt or offended 
by some aspect of your reading?  You’ll be a 
rarity if you haven’t. For a start, every female 

student of literature will at least have come across some 
slighting condescension towards her sex, so there is 
half the human race ready to grind its teeth in outrage. 
If your skin is not ‘white’, you’ll have had plenty of 
occasions to be infuriated by generalisations and 
assumptions about your race. Wounding stereotypes 
of homosexuals are still depressingly familiar, while 
disability continues to be used as the badge of a twisted 
mind (think Hogwarts). I’m ashamed to say that until 
I retired myself, I hadn’t noticed just how careless and 
demeaning the tropes applied to age can be, but now 
I have another reason for throwing books across the 
room.  And if you hold to a strong religious faith — 
well, heaven help you…

Understanding prejudice
There is no easy way to stand up to the prejudices, 
intolerances and downright groundless hostilities we 
come across in our reading, any more than there are 
easy ways to counter any other forms of harassment. 
This goes for the music we listen to and the films we 
watch as well. Who hasn’t wished that it were possible 
to learn some verbal equivalent of those martial arts 
that disarm an opponent with a single flick of the wrist?

Doing nothing allows hateful thinking to flourish 
unchallenged. Denying those people you strongly 
disagree with a platform is worse than abusing their 
right to free speech. It prevents the exposure of the 
fallacies in their arguments, and by driving them 
underground, enables the growth of more monstrous 
variants. But it takes guts and hard work to stand up to 
any bully.

Understanding does not mean that you need 
to empathise with misogynists, anti-Semites, 
homophobes or any other kind of bigot. Nor will a 
shallow appreciation of context take you far. To say that 
women were regarded as the weaker sex ‘back then’ or 
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that the casual anti-Semitism that persisted in Britain 
alongside the rise of the Nazis was ‘commonplace’ 
only suggests that complacency is acceptable, and 
complacency is what the bully relies on. Racists ‘get 
away with it’ when they can assume that at least some 
part of their pernicious views go unchallenged because 
they are shared.

In the text
Literature is not any nicer than the real world. Indeed, 
given our appetite for the ‘dark side’, it may be nastier. 
The literary bully who asserts some objectionable 
premise also has the writer’s skills and arts at his or her 
disposal. A recent analysis by Sarah Churchwell in the 
Guardian (www.tinyurl.com/ydedxt7b) demonstrates 
how some widely respected literature can be as guilty 
of harassment as the most vainglorious Hollywood 
predator. She cites Norman Mailer, Saul Bellow, John 
Updike, Philip Roth and J. M. Coetzee as writers who 
have rubbished feminist protests by creating female 
characters who back up their misogyny and are even 
happy to be abused. My generation was nudged by our 
mentors towards accepting D. H. Lawrence’s vision of 
male supremacy as a model for young women until 
Kate Millett pointed out that his most ardent disciples 
are the fictitious female characters that Lawrence 
himself created.

We can now understand that Lawrence’s bizarre 
theories were part of a generalised anxiety about age-
old ideals of masculinity in war-time and suffrage 
agitation, but like the writers Churchwell refers to, his 
thumb was in the scale. So does the ‘answer’ lie in the 
text? This is too simple, but only by screwing up your 
courage and confronting the words that cause you pain 
can you begin to uncover the fears and insecurities 
which lie behind the source of your distress.

But there is one area — the darkest of all, perhaps — 
which literature returns to repeatedly but never seems 
to illuminate, and that is child abuse. It has become 
a trope, almost a cliché: where there is a secret, it will 
turn out to be sexual abuse. But can you think of a 
single example that offers any understanding, let alone 
comfort?  Indeed, The History Boys — a set text — seems 

to laugh it off. ‘It never did me any harm’ is a stale line 
that can only add insult to the injury of many in the 
audience. A recent biographer of Vladimir Nabokov, 
author of the notorious Lolita (1955 — a profoundly 
disturbing account of abduction and prolonged abuse) 
also includes the power ‘to amuse’ among his analysis 
of its ‘creepy, horny claw’ (Roper 2015).

So are there some aspects of life that art and 
literature are powerless to illuminate? Is the Holocaust 
another, for example? Yet some writers (such as David 
Thomas) have even attempted to see the horror from 
both sides. And are some themes off-limits to comedy? 
Black humour can be a very guilty pleasure.
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